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Introduction

by Brad Faxon

    WHEN I FIRST ENCOUNTERED DR. BOB ROTELLA, GOLFERS SPOKE OF psychologists in whispers, if they spoke about them at all.

In 1979, my first year at Furman University, one of my new classmates was a tennis player from Charlottesville, Virginia, named Frank Taylor. Frank had a book on athletic motivation, one of the first published works that made an effort to apply the science of psychology to sports. It was by two University of Virginia faculty members, Dr. Linda Bunker and Dr. Bob Rotella. I was intrigued. I read it and it helped me. I had a good career at Furman, becoming an All-American and a member of the Walker Cup team.

In 1983, I turned pro. On the PGA Tour in those days, players who talked to psychologists still didn’t advertise the fact. But one day I played a practice round with Denis Watson. Denis, at the time, had risen suddenly out of the pack of Tour players to become one of the leading money winners. As we walked off the 18th green, I asked him what was behind his rapid improvement. He looked at me almost shyly. He confided that he had gone to see a sports psychologist in Virginia who had taught him better approaches to the mental side of the game.

“Bob Rotella?” I asked him.

Denis was startled that I knew the name. I told him I had read one of Rotella’s books. I asked him about what Rotella had said that had helped him so much.

“Everything,” Denis replied.

That was enough to persuade me to go to Charlottesville myself. Bob and I hit it off right away. We have been working together ever since, and Bob has become more than a consultant to me. He’s become a friend and an important person in my life. Bob’s ideas did not affect my game as suddenly or dramatically as they did Denis’s. But they helped me, particularly in putting.

In seventeen years, Bob has never tried to change my putting stroke. To me, that makes sense. Golf has seen a tremendous variety of putting strokes and styles. If I close my eyes, I can see pictures of the great players putting—the crouching Nicklaus, the knock-kneed Palmer, the upright and flowing Crenshaw, and the determined and robotic Watson. They’re all different. Tiger Woods, the best in the game right now, has a classic stroke. Tiger looks perfect standing over his putter. But there have also been greats such as Isao Aoki, Bobby Locke, and Billy Casper, with peculiar styles that few would dare emulate.

What Bob Rotella knows is that the secret to great putting is not in the stroke. It’s in the mind. When you putt, your state of mind is more important than your mechanics.

Some people have a hard time understanding this. Because I am usually among the leaders in the Tour’s putting statistics, I’m often asked if there’s a secret to great putting. I usually reply that if there were a secret, I’d bottle it and sell it. I’d make a lot of money. I’d make a lot of golfers better putters and happier people.

But while there is no secret, there is a set of ideas—a way of thinking—that can help anyone become a better putter, perhaps even a great one. That’s what you’re going to find in this book. The good news is that these ideas make sense and they can be learned. I say this because I learned them and they became the foundation of my putting game. If I learned them, you can learn them, too. Maybe you’ve tried to improve your putting and haven’t been successful. That doesn’t mean you can’t putt. It just means you’ve been going about it in the wrong way. The ability to putt well is inside you. You just have to get out of your own way and use it.

You’re going to encounter concepts in these pages that may be new to you, concepts like trusting yourself, letting go, freeing it up, and loving the challenge of putting. You’re going to learn how to develop a putting routine that works under pressure. You’re going to find out what it feels like to love putting and to love making putts. You’re going to learn some practice games and routines that I and other players use on the Tour. You’re going to learn to understand the paradox that is at the heart of putting success: You make more putts when you don’t care if you miss.

Judging by the way my pro-am partners generally act on the greens, these ideas may well be radically different from the thoughts you have now. A lot of the amateurs I see don’t know how to trust themselves, don’t know how to let go. They loathe and fear putting. They try very hard and they care desperately whether the ball goes in the hole. Not coincidentally, they don’t putt very well.

If this sounds familiar to you, prepare for a change. If you can read, absorb, and adopt the ideas Bob Rotella teaches, you’ll do more than sink a few putts. You’ll enhance the pleasure you take from the game. You’ll feel that a weight has been lifted from your shoulders.

Bob Rotella’s ideas on putting are simple, but that doesn’t mean they’re easy to assimilate and follow. They may contradict attitudes you’ve carried around for most of your life. People often look at me in disbelief when I tell them I don’t care that much if I miss a putt, that the result isn’t as important to me as where my mind was when I stood over the ball. They don’t understand what I’ve learned from Bob: If I can consistently achieve the right state of mind, I will consistently hole more putts.

Of course, if putting in the right frame of mind were easy, everyone would do it. And then you wouldn’t get the competitive advantage you’re going to have when you finish this book.

For now, trust me. Bob Rotella is a master in his field. Thanks largely to him, golfers don’t whisper about seeing psychologists any more. He has helped me improve as a player and as a putter. He can help you. Since you’ve got this book in your hands, I’m willing to venture two predictions. One is that you will never need another putting book. And the second is that you will enjoy reading this as much as you will enjoy putting in your next round of golf. 





Foreword

by David Duval

ONE OF THE MOST CHALLENGING PUTTS I’VE EVER FACED WAS THE ONE I had on the final green of the 1999 Bob Hope Chrysler Classic. It wasn’t the length or the break that made it hard, of course. The putt was only about seven feet, with a little tail at the end. If I’d had it on Thursday, I probably wouldn’t have thought very much about it. But this wasn’t Thursday. This was Sunday afternoon. It was an eagle putt to win the tournament. And it was for a score of 59, which would be the first sub-60 score anyone on the PGA Tour had ever shot in a final round. I knew that I might never have another chance to set that record. The circumstances surrounding the putt challenged my mind. And putting, I’ve learned, is all about your mind and your attitude. 

Fortunately, I had something to fall back on under pressure, something I’d been taught by Bob Rotella—my putting routine. All that day, I’d been trying to do the same thing with every putt. For the first sixteen holes, it hadn’t been so difficult. I’d started the day seven strokes behind the leader, Steve Pate. All I’d been thinking about was hitting the ball close to the flag and making birdie putts. I was hitting it well that day, and the putts I’d had generally weren’t very long. It wasn’t until I made birdie on the 16th hole to get to 11 under par for the day that I became fully aware of how low my score was. It was then that I realized what I had to do both to win and to shoot 59.

Once I started thinking about those things, the challenge got harder. When I hit my five-iron to the 18th green and saw it roll up close to the hole, it got harder still.

One of the principal elements of my routine is a decisive read. I don’t want to second-guess myself. My caddie, Mitch Knox, and I didn’t take a long time reading the putt. We both saw the same little break. I told myself to stick with my first instinct, not to waver, and to concentrate on executing my routine. One temptation in such a situation is to try to be too precise. Another is to focus too much on the outcome, on whether the putt falls. I resisted both. If you watched the tournament on TV and wondered what was going through my mind at that moment, here’s the answer: I was telling myself not to think about the outcome and not to question what I was doing. I was thinking about preparation and routine. I wanted simply to hit the putt the way I’d hit the other putts that day, the way I’d practiced thousands of putts before. 

I did, and it fell.

Some people, I suspect, might be a little disappointed to read this. They want to believe that there’s some secret about putting that few players know and even fewer divulge, some act of self-hypnosis or mysticism that I used on that final green. I hear this when people ask me what I do with Bob Rotella. They think there must be something Doc and I discuss that he doesn’t disclose in his books or his talks.

There isn’t. Doc tells me the same things he’ll tell you in this book. They’re very simple. But great putters keep it simple.

I first met Bob Rotella when I was in college at Georgia Tech. My coach, Puggy Blackmon, invited him down each year to talk to the golf team. I remember that we worked that first time on routine, on attitude, and on confidence. Nearly a decade later, we’re still working on the same things. Great putting isn’t something you suddenly “get” and thereafter always have. It’s a long-term challenge that you have to work on every day.

Doc didn’t concern himself much with the mechanical aspects of my routine. As it happens, I have just a couple of physical keys I concentrate on when I practice. I try to keep my grip pressure light and consistent. I try to make sure the ball is positioned in the same place every time, just inside my left heel. Doc helped me realize that the particular mechanical elements I chose weren’t as important as doing them consistently and believing in them.

We worked on ways to build confidence. As you’ll read later on, Doc has some firm ideas about practice. He and I both believe that when you practice with a ball and a hole, it’s vital to see the ball going into the hole. This means a heavy emphasis on practicing short putts. As a general rule, I spend a little time working on longer putts, to maintain my touch. But I spend hours at a time working on five-footers. As a result, I’ve become a really good putter from six or eight feet on into the hole. This benefits my whole game. I hit my longer putts more confidently, since I’m not worried about making the next one if I miss. I make birdies when I hit my chips and approach shots close.

We’ve worked longest on my attitude. This has been a gradual process with me. Some of it I’ve worked out by myself and some of it I’ve worked out with the help of Doc’s advice. I’m still working on it. By way of an interim report, I can tell you that you must love putting if you want to be a great putter. You must always look forward to the challenge of holing the next putt. At the same time, you can’t get wrapped up in putting statistics, or whether other people think you’re a great putter, or how many putts fall. Even when you read them and stroke them perfectly, putts can miss for a lot of reasons, beginning with imperfect turf. So you have to set other standards for great putting—following your routine, observing your practice habits, maintaining your attitude. If you can honestly tell yourself that you’re meeting those standards, then you’re putting well.

I’d been a very good putter when I was a kid. But as I got bigger and was able to hit it longer, I focused more and more on the full swing. In high school and college, I’d characterize myself as a mediocre putter. That, of course, wasn’t good enough to take me where I wanted to go in golf. You have to hit the ball well to win on the Tour. But there are a lot of players out there who hit it well. Week in, week out, the Tour becomes a putting contest. You’re not going to have any success if you’re not a great putter. There’s no way around it.

To get from where I was when I turned pro to where I was when I shot 59 took a lot of thought, a lot of time, and a lot of work. Somewhere along the way, I had to shed a fear of failure when I putted. I can’t tell you exactly when it happened. But gradually I found that I was coming to enjoy the moments when I walked onto a green and sized up a tough putt. Gradually, I learned to care less about whether that putt went in and more about whether I had done everything I could to give it a chance to go in.

I won’t tell you that nowadays I have my mind exactly where it should be on every putt that I make. No golfer does. There are days when you hit it inside ten feet on each of the first six holes and don’t make any of the putts. It’s very easy to get down on yourself on such days. The difference now is that I can catch myself when my attitude wavers and get it back to where it should be sooner.

If you read this book carefully and absorb what it teaches, you can start to develop those abilities as well. You probably won’t shoot 59. But sometime soon, late in a round that means something to you, you may find yourself sinking a putt your opponent was sure you’d miss. Flustered, he might even miss a putt that you thought he’d make. The match will turn. I can tell you from experience, there are few sweeter feelings to be had on a golf course. 






The Heart of the Game

Putting—a game within a game—might justly be said to be the most important part of golf.

—BOBBY JONES

AS THE LAST TWOSOME APPROACHED THE 72ND GREEN OF THE 1998 Nissan Open, not many people in Los Angeles gave my friend and client Billy Mayfair much chance to win. Tiger Woods, playing a group ahead of Billy, had just birdied the final hole to take a one-stroke lead. Tiger was charging. He had birdied three of the last four holes.

The Nissan Open that year was played at Valencia Country Club, and the 18th hole was a long par-5. Billy had not birdied it all week and he did not reach it in two strokes on this occasion. He hit his three-wood into a bunker to the right of the green. But Billy then hit a nice explosion shot to about five feet. He made that putt to force a play-off. 

Even then, it was all but assumed that Tiger would win the play-off, which began on the same par-5. Tiger hits the ball much longer than Billy, whose length off the tee is about average for the PGA Tour. Even those who understood that good putting is much more important than length off the tee found reason to favor Tiger: Billy Mayfair has a very unorthodox putting stroke, the kind of stroke that television commentators love to criticize, love to say won’t hold up under pressure.

That putting stroke was what initially brought Billy and me together.

Billy grew up in Phoenix. From the time he started playing golf, he enjoyed putting. He had little choice. His parents weren’t wealthy and when they dropped him off at a municipal golf course called Papago Park, they couldn’t give him money for greens fees or range balls. The only thing a kid could do for free at Papago Park was putt and chip around the big, crowned practice green.

So Billy did, five days a week after school. He developed into a very good putter. Even though he never hit the ball enormous distances, he won a lot of junior tournaments. He won the U.S. Public Links. He won the U.S. Amateur.

He did all of this with the idiosyncratic putting stroke he’d developed at Papago Park. Billy did not take the putter straight back and bring it straight through the ball. He drew the club back outside the target line—the line he intended for the ball to travel as it left the putter blade. As he started his forward stroke, it looked as if he would pull every putt to his left. But at the last instant, Billy straightened his blade until it was perpendicular to the target line. And he made a lot of putts that way, even though the purists who saw him insisted he was cutting the ball, coming across it from right to left.

Billy, of course, didn’t grow up knowing many purists at Papago Park. All he knew was that he had a putting stroke that got the ball in the hole. He assumed it was a stroke that went straight up and down the line of the putt. Why wouldn’t he?

When Billy got out on the Tour in 1989, he did quite well. He made enough money to keep his playing card in 1989 and moved up to twelfth on the money list in 1990. But then he started to slip. He developed problems with his short game, especially his putting.

One reason, Billy now thinks, is the way Tour courses are equipped. Every one of them has a big practice range with grass tees. On every practice range there is an unlimited supply of fresh golf balls—real ones, not range balls. For a kid from Papago Park who could never afford to hit all the balls he wanted, this was all but irresistible. Billy started to spend more of his practice time working on his full swing.

At the same time, he started to listen to the critics of his putting stroke. There were so many of them he decided they had to be right, and he set about trying to give himself a classic putting stroke, straight back and straight through. This was what he thought he needed to break into the ranks of tournament winners.

A player who starts spending too much time on his full swing and not enough on his wedges and chips will soon find himself facing longer putts for par. Even the best players hit, on average, only thirteen or so greens per round. Five times a round, they have to get up and down, and if their short game isn’t sharp they’re going to be looking at a lot of six- and seven-foot putts they feel they have to make.

If they do this at the same time they’re thinking about changing their putting stroke, thinking about taking the blade straight back and forth, they will soon find themselves in trouble. If you’re obsessed with some model of the perfect stroke, the first time you miss a putt you think you should have made, you’re going to start having doubts about your stroke. Pretty soon, you’ll be riven with doubt, as self-conscious as a teenager wearing a new outfit he thinks the others kids deem ugly. And you’ll be just as awkward.

In fact, when Billy first came to see me in 1991, he told me he had developed a case of the yips. His scores were going up. He was in danger of losing his card.

What he had, I thought, was not the yips. It was a case of misplaced priorities and a way of thinking that wasn’t working on the putting green. I suggested that Billy stop trying to fix his putting stroke. It had never been broken. In trying to fix it, he’d lost his focus on the true business at hand on the green, which is rolling the ball into the hole. I told him I didn’t care whether he cut the ball when he putted. I didn’t care whether he stroked his putts standing on his head. I just wanted him to think about his target and let the putt go. I wanted him to rediscover the practice priorities he’d had as a kid and spend more time working on his wedges and his chipping.

Billy did. He went on to win his first Tour event in 1993 and to build a solid career for himself. He won the Tour Championship in 1995 at Southern Hills on some of the fastest greens in the country.

All of that history was on my mind as I watched that Nissan Open play-off begin. I think it was on Billy’s, too.

“I knew Tiger would have an advantage on a par-five,” he told me later. “But then he drove into the rough and I knew he wasn’t going to be able to reach it in two. That meant the hole was probably going to be decided with wedge shots and putts. I thought to myself, ‘Okay, Tiger. The game’s on my court now.’ ”

Billy Mayfair reaffirmed, in that moment, his knowledge of one of the abiding truths about putting. The challenge of making a putt to win, to set a personal record, is what golf is all about. That’s why professional golfers practice putting as much as they do—because they want to savor the joy of meeting that challenge. The best and smartest of them realize something else as well. Putting is fun.

Billy drove into the fairway and hit his second shot about eighty-five yards from the green. Tiger couldn’t reach the green from the rough. He left his second thirty yards away.

Billy’s wedge was lovely to watch. It hit about eight feet behind the hole and spun back, coming to rest about six feet away. Tiger hit his pitch past the hole and left himself a fifteen-foot birdie putt. 

Tiger’s putt was a good one, but it slid past the hole. He sank to his knees, chagrined.

Billy used the time he had while Tiger went through his putting routine. He walked around his putt, checked out everything he could see. But he had known from the time he stepped onto the green what this putt was going to do. It was not quite on the same line as the putt he’d made on the 72nd hole, but it was close. It would be uphill. It would be straight.

“When you’re putting really well,” he told me later, “you see a line. It’s like a baseball player who’s hitting really good and says the ball looks like it’s barely moving. Your vision is different. I saw my line, just right of dead straight. Uphill. I had a pretty good idea in the back of my mind how hard to hit it.”

Billy had the wisdom, as he paced about and continued to inspect the green, not to let anything change this solid first impression. Instead, his observation only strengthened his initial read.

Then it was his turn. There were a lot of things he could have thought about. He could have thought about the fact that he had last won a tournament three seasons before. He could have thought about how impressive Tiger had been ten months previously in winning the Masters by twelve strokes. He could have thought about what would happen on the next hole if he missed his putt. He could have thought about the statistics that show that Tour players make only about half of their six-footers. He could have thought about his nerves.

Fortunately, he didn’t. Billy was experienced. He knew that the nerves that accompany a PGA Tour play-off were not something to fear. They were something to welcome. He knew that all the hours of practice had been spent precisely to help him get to a spot where his nerves would jangle.

“All I really thought about,” he told me later, “was making sure that I did my routine and saw my target well. I let the putt go.”

His target was just a bit to the right of the center of the hole. When he’s putting well, Billy tells me, he seems to see everything in slow motion. The ball leaves the putter blade and rolls like a big, heavy beach ball. It is as if he can see every revolution it makes, watch it bump gently over each blade of grass.

This time, everything went slowly. The ball rolled ponderously but inexorably. It was dead straight. He knew from the instant he struck it that his touch had been good. It was a nice, firm hit. He watched the ball cover the target point he’d chosen and fall into the cup. An instant later, pandemonium erupted and Billy felt a deep sense of satisfaction.

“You don’t get too many chances to beat Tiger,” he told me. “And when you do have a chance, you want to take it.”

I love the way Billy handled the situation. He wanted to beat Tiger Woods. But he was able to discipline his thinking enough to shove that thought out of his field of focus, along with all other distracting ideas. He thought only of seeing the target he wanted and letting the putt roll. That was why he made the putt.

·   ·   · 

I RECOUNT THIS story not solely because I enjoy looking back on a triumphant moment for a nice guy who works hard at his game and deserves everything he gets—though I do.

I recount it because it shows so much about the subject of this book—loving putting, enjoying putting, making putts, making putts that matter, making putts to win. In the pages that follow, I’m going to use Billy’s story, and the stories of many other golfers, on and off the professional tours, to tell you how to become a good putter, even a great putter.

I offer this assurance to you: If you can absorb the principles in this book and put them into practice the way Billy Mayfair did, you are going to become a much better putter than most of the people around you, unless, by chance, the people around you are the other members of the Ryder Cup team. You’re never going to putt worse than decently. And on your good days, you will putt very well indeed.

Most golf instruction books pay scant attention to putting. They start with the fundamentals of the full swing. They add putting as an afterthought. Some of the classics of instructional literature don’t even address putting.

I never thought about golf that way, in part because I came to golf after years spent in other sports. As a kid and a college student, I played basketball and lacrosse. As the director of sports psychology at the University of Virginia, I coached athletes in the gamut of intercollegiate sports. Twenty years ago, when golfers started coming to me and asking for help with their game, I was able to look at golf with relatively fresh eyes. 

I knew that in any sport, there were fundamental skills that good coaches emphasized in their teaching and insisted their players execute. In basketball, for instance, I knew that every great team had a good attitude, rebounded well, played defense well, and shot free throws well. Those skills separated them from the merely good teams and the less-than-good ones. A merely good team wins on nights when its shooters are hot. Great teams win on nights when they don’t shoot well, because they always play defense, rebound, and shoot free throws. And they always take the floor with a good attitude.

When I started studying golfers, it became immediately apparent to me that good putting was the functional equivalent of good defense, good rebounding, and good shooting from the foul line. I noticed that even the great players didn’t bring their best swings to the course more than half the time. But the great ones almost always found ways to turn in a low score anyway. They did it with their short game and their putting. When I started working with golfers, I insisted that they spend a lot of time developing imagination and touch with their scoring clubs, their wedges and putters. At the time, this was not a fashionable view among golf instructors. Most instructors had spent their lives trying to figure out the full swing. They were in love with the mechanics of the driver and the seven-iron. That’s what they wanted to teach, and that’s what they encouraged their pupils to practice.

That emphasis has shifted in the past two decades, though not necessarily because of my influence. It’s the simple logic of the game. No matter how skilled you are with the long clubs, you’re going to make roughly 40 percent of your shots with your putter. Moreover, on the PGA and LPGA tours, it’s very difficult to separate yourself from the pack by improving your ball striking. Everybody out there can hit the ball well when he or she is on. The putting game is the place to look if you want to get a competitive advantage, to shave the stroke or so per round that makes the difference between making cuts and missing cuts, between winning tournaments and not winning them.

The rule applies no matter what type of golf you play. If you’re an average male player who keeps a handicap, you generally shoot in the high 80s or low 90s. Once in a while you make a routine par, hitting your driver into the fairway, your iron onto the green, and getting down in two putts. Far more often, you’re around the green in regulation figures, but you’re not on it. To make par, you need to wedge the ball onto the green and make a putt. Most often, you don’t do that. You probably three-putt more often than you get up and down. But if you putted well, your scores would drop.

In fact, good players know that putting accounts for even more of their success or failure than the strokes on the scorecard would indicate. Seve Ballesteros once explained that on days when he felt that his putting was on, when he could count on getting the ball into the hole when he had to, his whole game changed. Off the tee and on his approach shots, good putting gave him a cocky, go-for-broke attitude that was essential to the production of his best shots. He could afford to be cocky because he knew his putter would rescue him when he made a mistake. Conversely, when Seve felt his putting was off, his whole game suffered. He got tight and careful with his long clubs. He started trying to steer the ball. His good shots turned mediocre and his bad shots turned disastrous.

Good putting helps your golf game the way a strong foundation works for a house. If you putt well, it’s easier to hit your wedges and chips. If you can hit your wedges and chips, you’ll hit your irons more freely. And if you’re confident about your irons, it will help your tee shots.
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