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If what we know now of golf and of golfers has always been true, then the very first golf quotation was most likely unprintable. I feel safe in saying this, because it was undoubtedly uttered well before the development of printing itself. The first written reference to golf dates back to 1457—just two years after Johannes Gutenberg put out his own version of the Rules—when the Parliament of King James II ordered that “Fute-ball and Golfe be ‘Utterly cryed down.” We can be sure that much time had been spent crying over the game by then.

In seeking to pull together the thoughts and wisdom contained in these pages, I drew inspiration from Robert Byrnes’s classic compilation of quotations, The 637 Best Things Anybody Ever Said. Everyone who plays golf can quote a hundred useless things they’ve heard about the game: “Keep your left arm straight.” “Never up, never in.” “All putts break toward the ocean.” “A tree is 90 percent air.” So why not offer the long-suffering golfer some intelligent, useful, accurate advice instead?

In the beginning I thought compiling the quotations for this book would be a simple task. Golf is mysterious, frustrating, challenging, addictive—all characteristics that make for profound and timeless utterances, right? Well, yes and no.

Yes, if you’re willing to spend hours and days digging through the writings of the great players and writers of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Men such as Harry Vardon, Horace Hutchinson, Sir Walter Simpson, James Braid, and Jerome Travers, to name just a few, had many interesting things to say about the best way to play golf. Best of all, they did their own writing, so their distinctive personalities and beliefs shone through. You won’t find words such as “supination” or “pronation” in their manuscripts.

On the other hand, it was difficult—hell, nearly impossible—to find quotations from contemporary players that could survive the final cut. I don’t think this means that golfers such as Tiger Woods and David Duval don’t have anything important or insightful to say; I think it means that writers don’t often get an opportunity to sit around while Tiger and David wax philosophic or expound upon the virtues of a flat wrist at impact. If you’re looking for a pearl from one of the young guns, you will probably have to look elsewhere. But if you believe that the value of gems owes little to their youth, and cherish wisdom that has stood the test of time, then this is the book for you.

My sincere hope is that you will find this collection entertaining and informative. Your game may well improve because of it. If so, before you report the details to me or to the publisher, please review the words of Horace Hutchinson as contained in Section Two.

I would like to offer my thanks to my colleagues, Mark Gola and John Monteleone, for contributing several gems, and for their support. Thanks, too, to Jeff Neuman at Simon & Schuster for allowing me to compile this book, and to his associate, Andrew Cohen, for sending me plenty of resource material. Last, though certainly not least, my sincere appreciation to Rand Jerris, the head librarian and historian for the United States Golf Association, for being a gracious host during the research phase of this project.

To be sure, there are many wonderful quotations that I didn’t include in this volume, and that’s either because they didn’t survive the winnowing process or I didn’t find them. If it’s the latter, then I welcome your help. If you have a favorite or six that I’ve overlooked, please drop me a line or a postcard c/o Mountain Lion, Inc., 197 Wall Street, Princeton, NJ 08540 and I’ll try and find a good home for them. Thanks.

Randy Voorhees Princeton, New Jersey
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	It’s not your life, it’s not your wife, it’s only a game.

	—Lloyd Mangrum




	It takes longer to kill the golf in a man than it does to breed it.

	—Harry Vardon




	Golf is very healthy; it is better to swat pills than to swallow them.

	—Ted Osborne




	Tennis players don’t sleep in parking lots on Saturday night.

	—David Owen




	Confidence, of course, is an admirable asset to a golfer, but it should be an unspoken confidence. It is perilous to put it into speech. The gods of golf lie in wait to chasten the presumptuous.

	—P. G. Wodehouse




	People often ask me, “Why can’t I play golf the same every day?” Well, what can you do the same every day? I don’t even get out of bed the same way.

	—Jackie Burke, Jr.




	Few things draw two men together more surely than a mutual inability to master golf, coupled with an intense and ever-increasing love for the game.

	—P. G. Wodehouse




	Most of us have a real warped idea of the amount of control we have over anything. It’s not that we can’t control certain aspects of this game, it’s that we think we can control everything. That’s where our error is. Then God says, “Wait a minute, just so you don’t forget.” A fleck of grass throws a putt off-line, the ball is stuck in a tree or shoots this way or that. The elements, variables, the unexpected. That’s golf.

	—Annette Thompson




	Golf teaches success and failure. Neither lasts long.

	—Glenn Kummer




	Three things are as unfathomable as they are fascinating: metaphysics, golf, and the feminine heart. The Germans, I believe, pretend to have solved some of the riddles of the first, and the French to have unravelled some of the intricacies of the last; will someone tell us wherein lies the extraordinary fascination of golf?

	—Arnold Haultain




	There is no type of miracle that can’t happen at least once in golf.

	—Grantland Rice




	On the golf course, a man may be the dogged victim of inexorable fate, be struck down by an appalling stroke of tragedy, become the hero of unbelievable melodrama, or the clown in a side-splitting comedy.

	—Bobby Jones




	In golf you’ve got two continuously merciless competitors: yourself and the course.

	—Tommy Armour




	The trouble with all of us, who grumble over the game and thus spoil an otherwise pleasant afternoon with congenial friends, is that we do not understand the game, nor ourselves. In this, we could take a number of lessons from the [hacker]. For no matter how good we may be, if we should fancy that we have mastered golf to the extent that we can go out day after day and play as we please, then we are greater fools than ought to be left at large.

	—Bobby Jones




	A good round of golf is if you can hit about three shots that turn out exactly as you planned them.

	—Ben Hogan




	The score is important, of course. And the discovery that you are superior to another golfer is satisfying. But when your score is bad and the other fellow beats you, golf still has been a blessing to you. The score isn’t the “be all and end all.”

	—Tommy Armour




	There is no shape nor size of body, no awkwardness nor un-gainliness, which puts good golf beyond reach. There are good golfers with spectacles, with one eye, with one leg, even with one arm. In golf, while there is life there is hope.

	—Sir Walter Simpson




	The mere test of strength or of skill is one of the most subordinate of the elements of golf; much more important is the test of what goes by the name of “nerve,” that quiet self-confidence which no ghastly phantasms can shake.... So many golfers forget this. “If I had not done this, that, or the other stupid thing,” they say, “my score would have been so-and-so.” My dear sir, it is just those stupid things that make the game.

	—Arnold Haultain







SECTION 2
There Are No Bom Golfers
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	Rest assured, there are no “bom golfers.” Those who have made headway went through the process of seeking and finding and forged ahead after deep diggings on many fairways.

	—Glenna Collett Vare




	A golfer who learns to swing hard initially can usually acquire accuracy later, whereas a golfer who gets too accuracy-conscious at the outset will rarely be able to make himself hit the ball hard later on.

	—Jack Nicklaus




	Seve Ballesteros was immensely lucky when he started playing golf. There wasn’t a golf instruction book within miles of his home in northern Spain. True, he was in some jeopardy from his elder brother, Manuel, who was a tournament pro, but some native instinct saved Seve from seeking advice or listening to any hints which were volunteered in his direction. The youngster learned how to hit the ball by subconsciously absorbing the example of good players and translating these images into violent action on a trial-and-error basis.

	—Golf Digest




	The wise man who has respect for the game before he plays it will take as much advice and coaching as he can get, and he will be content to begin in the most elementary way, and will not mind any amount of practice before he tries to make a complete round of the links.

	—James Braid




	The only club in the bag specifically designed to get the ball in the cup is the putter. Why not learn it first?

	—Jackie Burke, Jr.




	I believe the natural, logical, and easiest way to teach golf is to start with the shortest swing and then increase it to a full swing. I strongly believe it’s much easier to learn golf’s basic elements—aiming the clubface and hitting the ball consistently in the middle of the clubface—by using a short rather than a long swing.

	—Tom Watson




	The younger you are, the more you should focus on your short game. It is hard to have a perfect golf swing when you are fourteen or fifteen years old because you are not done growing yet. But that touch you develop by working on your short game will stick with you your entire life.

	—Bob Estes




	Golf should be learned starting at the cup and progressing back toward the tee…. If a beginner tries to learn the game at the tee and move on toward the green, postponing the short game until last, this is one beginner who will be lucky to ever beat anybody.

	—Harvey Penick




	Every beginner ought to play with golfers better than himself. He will unconsciously by that means aim higher. It should be his ambition to beat somebody, and, having done so, to attack a still stronger adversary.

	—Sir Walter Simpson




	The friend who introduced you to the Royal and Ancient Game may indeed evince some interest in your progress, as is but proper as he is your father in golf, but you really must not expect every golfer of your acquaintance to listen very attentively to your detailed account of all incidents of your round. If you are too prolix, you must not be surprised if some of your friends are almost tempted to hope that your first round may also be your last.

	—Horace Hutchinson
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