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Since the publication of Harvey Penick’s Little Red Book, the world has almost literally beaten a path to Harvey Penick’s door. Hardly a day goes by without a stranger arriving at the Penick home, book in hand, hoping for more pearls of wisdom, an autograph, or just wanting to say, “Thank you.”

Bud Shrake, Penick’s coauthor, noticed that Penick usually inscribes the books, “To my friend and pupil.” How could he do that, Shrake asked him, when he didn’t know these people?

“Well,” replied Penick, “if you read my book you’re my pupil, and if you play golf, you’re my friend.”

And If You Play Golf, You’re My Friend picks up where the Little Red Book left off. It features the same blend of simple wisdom, sound golfing instruction, and good common sense that has made the Little Red Book so popular with golfers of all ages and levels of ability. And, as in the previous volume, Penick’s deep love for the game and his delight in teaching shine through on every page.

Penick tells the story of his son-in-law’s first golf lesson, a story with a twist right out of O. Henry. He relates the tale of a player from Houston who had only one flaw in his game—that his scores were too high—and who exploded with anger when Penick told him so. He gives advice to parents on how to help their children learn golf, shows how to overcome a slice by “playing baseball,” and shares the pride and joy he felt while watching his pupil Tom Kite win the U.S. Open.

Warm, witty, and wise, And If You Play Golf, You’re My Friend shows why Harvey Penick has become America’s best-loved teacher of the great game of golf.


HARVEY PENICK’S association with golf and with the Austin (Texas) Country Club dates back to 1913, when he began there as a caddie. He still lives in Austin, Texas, with his wife, Helen. This is his second book.

BUD SHRAKE, a former newspaper columnist and Sports Illustrated writer, is also a novelist, screenwriter, and author of three bestselling nonfiction books. He would still rather play golf than be President.
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To my friends & pupils:

    I hope this book will help you to enjoy life, and the great game of golf to its’ fullest.

Sincerely,

Harvey Penick.
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“If you read my books you’re my pupil, and if you play golf you’re my friend.”

HARVEY PENICK
Golf Professional Emeritus
Austin Country Club
Austin, Texas, 1993



And If You Play Golf, You’re My Friend




My Son-in-Law’s First Lesson
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MY SON-IN-LAW, Billy Powell, was captain of the University of Texas basketball team. When my daughter, Kathryn, married him, Billy’s pals accused him of trying to improve his golf game.

Everybody knew that was meant as humor, because Billy had never touched a golf club. Basketball was Billy’s idea of a real game, not golf.

After college, Billy and Kathryn served a tour in the Air Force. They were stationed at Clovis, New Mexico. Billy tried golf for the first time in Clovis. Playing with a friend who had a 2 handicap, Billy learned what a thrilling experience golf can be. He was hooked.

Billy phoned me that night. He was so excited, he could hardly catch his breath.

“Harvey, I’m on my way to Austin to take a lesson,” he said. “How soon can you fit me in?”

I said, “Billy, I will send you a set of golf clubs. Play golf for six months. Then we’ll talk about lessons.”

Six months later, Billy and I went to the practice range at Austin Country Club.

“I have to ask you a question,” Billy said. “I’ve had an awful struggle for six months. Why did you make me wait so long for this first lesson?”

“This is the second lesson,” I said. “Your first lesson was six months of struggle on your own.”

“But why?”

I said, “Athletes like you, who have had success in other sports, need to be humbled before they can learn the game of golf.”

There’s an old saying: The student must be ready for the teacher to appear.



Teaching Billy
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I WATCHED MY son-in-law swing at the ball on the practice range for a while without comment. I could tell he wanted me to say something.

Finally I said, “Billy, if you handled your fork the way you do that 7-iron, you would starve to death.”

We set the ball on a low tee.

“Now take a swing and just clip off that tee,” I said.

He hit behind it. He topped it. He hit it sideways.

I said, “You’re a good athlete. Learn to clip off that tee. We can go no further until you do.”

I left him alone on the range.

He swung his 7-iron for two days before he learned to clip off the tee.

As our lessons progressed, Billy was eager to reach for the driver. Like everyone, he wanted to boom that ball 250 yards down the fairway. But try as he might, every drive was a slice.

“You’ll never get the full enjoyment out of this game hitting a slice,” I said. “The only thing that can happen to a slice is, it will get worse.”

I took away all his wooden clubs and his long irons. I told him to hit a 4-iron off the tee when he played golf. As soon as he learned to hit a consistent hook off the tee with his 4-iron, we would think about using the wooden clubs.

Months passed. At last Billy’s hook was pronounced. He was certain he was ready for the driver. “I can hook my driver now, I believe,” he said.

He showed me he could hook it all the way into the trees.

I reminded him that the rough on the left of the fairway is as bad as the rough on the right.

“By the way,” I said, “only use your 1-iron when you are in the woods either right or left.”

“Why is that, pro?”

“Because you might break it, and then you won’t be tempted to use it anymore. I want you to lock your driver, 1-iron, and 2-iron in the closet. Hit your 3-wood off the tee. The more loft you use, the better you will keep the ball in play.”

Billy didn’t want to hear this, and he didn’t obey. He kept trying to hit the ball long distances with his driver. It held his scores back for several years.

Meanwhile, I was constantly trying to help Billy with his putting stroke. Nearly all pupils return to their original sins in the putting game. Billy’s original sin was a short backstoke and a long follow-through.

Every time Billy came to Austin I would say, “Let’s see your putting stroke.” And there it would be—short back, long through. We would go to the practice green and putt until his back and forward strokes were the same length.

It has been nearly forty summers since the day I gave Billy his “second” lesson, the one that followed his six months of learning humility. Billy became a pretty fair player at Levelland Country Club in West Texas, where he and my daughter, Kathryn, have lived for many years. Billy was the first basketball coach at South Plains College—and the golf coach, as well.

Recently, Billy visited me as I sat under the trees at Austin Country Club on a warm, sunny morning.

“Let me see your stroke for an imaginary two-footer,” I said.

You guessed it: Short back, long through.

“Billy, you would have knocked that one off the green,” I said. “We better go watch you stroke a few.”

A teacher’s job is never finished.



A Value of Knowledge
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I HEARD BARBARA JORDAN say her grandfather told her that people would reward you, employ you, and pay you if you know how to do something. He encouraged her to learn, and said people would give her an opportunity regardless of color if they respected her knowledge.

As a grown caddie with a high school education, I spent my life learning golf and how to teach it. Barbara Jordan’s grandfather was right. People have come to me from all over the world seeking the use of my knowledge, humble though it is.



Identify the Problem
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BILLY MUNN, one of my better college players, came into the golf shop at Austin Country Club and said he was putting poorly. He asked if I would help.

When we left the shop, Billy walked toward the practice green and I walked toward the practice range.

He thought I had misunderstood.

“Hey, Mr. Penick!” he yelled. “It’s my putting that needs looking at!”

“Billy, you’re a good putter,” I yelled back. “If you aren’t having success, it’s because your iron shots are too far from the hole.”



The Lawyer
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HE WAS A LAWYER, about sixty years old, a 14 handicap from another club in town. Over the past thirty years I had given him three or four lessons. Lawyers are not keen on taking lessons. Like engineers and accountants, they want to analyze and complicate everything.

“Harvey, here’s my problem,” he said. “I’ve been in a courtroom on a tough case for the last seven weeks. On Saturdays and Sundays, I was reviewing and planning. In preparing for the trial, I worked day and night. This morning, the jury voted for my client.”

“Good work,” I said.

He nodded. “The problem is, I’m going to Florida to play in a member-guest with an old friend. I haven’t touched a golf club in three months. I don’t want to embarrass myself or my friend in Florida. Will you watch me hit a few?”

“When does your tournament start?” I asked.

“Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?”

“I have a flight early in the morning. Our practice-round tee time is 1:47.”

I suggested we head for the putting green. “Chipping and putting will get your mind back into the game faster. If you can get up and down for pars a few times in Florida, it will make your friend happy.”

“Actually, I’m a pretty good putter,” the lawyer said.

On occasions when he had played at our club as a guest, I had heard the lawyer’s friends kidding him about his putting, and not because he was so good at it. We reached the practice green. I selected a level, straight ten-foot putt and asked the lawyer to put down three balls.

The best way to sharpen your putting is to practice with one ball, just as if you are playing that hole on a golf course. But the lawyer was rusty from months away from the game. He needed to get a feel for how far his ball would roll. By using three balls we could see how his touch was adjusting.

“Stop a minute,” I said after he had lined up the putt from behind the ball and taken his stance. “Where are you aimed?”

“I don’t know.”

“Try bringing your right foot back to the line and squaring up.”

“I like this open putting stance. I feel more comfortable,” he said.

And he knocked that first ball straight into the cup.

“See? I can see the line better with my shoulders open.”

“Hit me another,” I said.

The second putt missed the hole by inches and went 12 feet past. The third putt was two feet short and wide right. This lawyer didn’t have any touch at all on this day. His putting stance was so open—maybe he thought he was copying Raymond Floyd, but it was so exaggerated that it had become a burlesque—that it allowed him no real conception of where his putter was aimed.

We fetched my briefcase and set it on the green, handle up, directly along the line of the putt.

“Please stand square to my briefcase,” I asked. “Make some practice strokes. I want the toe of your putter to brush my briefcase. But don’t scratch the leather.”

“This feels so awkward,” he said.

That is always the reaction of a person who plays from an open stance and doesn’t understand what square is. “Now let’s try it with a ball,” I said.

He made two out of three putts, just by my briefcase forcing him to keep his putter face square. Not scratching the leather gave him something to think about, and that produced a good stroke.

We moved to chipping from the fringe with a 7-iron. It would be best for him to stick with one chipping club for a while. I persuaded him to stand close to the ball, not reach out for it. Play it off his right toe, feet close together. I asked him to pretend he was chipping the ball under a bench. He did all right, so we moved to the practice tee.

As usual, I asked him to bring his 7-iron and his 3-wood.

“Harvey, I need to hit some drivers,” he said. “There’s some swamps in Florida that I can’t carry off the tee with my 3-wood.”

I remembered that by using the “clip the tee” and “work by the hour” images with this fellow years ago—once I had squared his hips and shoulders with a touch of my cane—he had begun to hit such beautiful 3-woods that he cried out with joy, and I got goose pimples on my arms.

“We’ll come to the driver soon enough,” I told him. I didn’t tell him that soon enough would not be today. “First, hit me some 7-irons.”

The lawyer made a few practice swings, slow and lazy. He looked pretty good. He seemed more interested in his swing looking good than in anything else. He thought so intently about how his backswing and his follow-through looked that he almost forgot the part in between. He forgot about clipping the grass with his practice swings. He forced his swing to look good, and the effort kept him from having good balance.

“That’s plenty of practice swings to make for a tournament that starts tomorrow,” I said. “Maybe you better start hitting some balls.”

With a slow, weak effort he flailed the ball about 100 yards.

“Got to loosen up the grease,” he said.

“Let’s hit this next one hard,” I said.

If anything, the swing was even weaker.

“See that flag down by the rock? Take dead aim on it and hit the ball hard.”

He made a nice, smooth, rhythmical swing that was the least powerful movement he had made yet. The ball landed short of the rock that was about 120 yards away. The lawyer’s club didn’t hit the ground hard enough to take a divot.

“That looked pretty good, didn’t it?” the lawyer asked.

“Your swing is so weak, if you had been hitting my foot with that 7-iron you wouldn’t have bruised my toe,” I said.

A sarcastic tone had crept into my voice. I wish it hadn’t; a teacher can say almost anything and not offend if he uses the right tone of voice. I should have laughed as if I were joshing him.
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