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Introduction

Golf’s origins are murky. No one knows for sure whether the first golfer teed off on the windswept headlands of Scotland, the frozen rivers and canals of Holland, or the rugged terrain of ancient China.

But the following piece of golfing history is certain: the first Scottish reference to the game appears in a proclamation issued by King James II in 1457. Alarmed by the threat of an English invasion, James outlawed the playing of golf (along with “futebaw”) because it was interfering with his subjects’ archery practice. James died three years later, but the ban remained in effect for sixty long years—which suggests that James’s royal successors also saw golf as a needless distraction from more important matters.

More than five hundred years later, it is a sentiment with which many non-golfers would doubtless agree. What’s the point of spending hours hitting a little white ball and then walking miles to find it? What pleasure is derived from having to hack out of underbrush and sand, sometimes in horrid weather, often rising at the crack of dawn in order to do it? And, since golf is an extremely difficult game to play well, why spend an inordinate amount of time (and money) doing something when the rewards are so meager?


These are all good questions. Yet the bewilderment of the non-golfer is more than matched by the passion of people who play the game. Golf is one of the most popular sports in the world, played by 60 million people in 120 countries, according to the International Golf Federation. It’s the reason why officials in sun-scorched places like Arizona and Dubai import countless gallons of precious water—and then use them to build and maintain golf courses. It leads otherwise sensible people to haul heavy golf clubs through airports, onto buses, and along city streets as they try to hail cabs. But why?

This book attempts to answer the question by providing a compilation of interesting, wise, and often hilarious quotes about golf. As I researched the collection, I was struck by how people from very different walks of life have weighed in on the sport A.A. Milne called “the best game in the world at which to be bad.” No one will be surprised to see Bob Hope quoted in these pages, or Mark Twain, or Gerald Ford, or Tiger Woods. But I’d wager that a quote from Ulysses S. Grant will raise a few eyebrows. The same is probably true for Bertrand Russell, William Wordsworth, and Gandhi.

Okay, I’m kidding about Gandhi. Golf was never on his radar, as far as I know. But as other writers have pointed out, he said something that would have many golfers nodding in agreement. Gandhi said that he tried to do his work “without fear of failure and without hope of success.” If the average weekend player is honest about his or her approach to the game, those words might be embroidered on the old golf bag.

Gandhi’s quote, like many others in this book, gets to the heart of the conflicting emotions this game can produce. One minute you’re beaming with ridiculous pride as your drive screams down the center of the fairway; the next you’re looking for the nearest tree to wrap your 9-iron around, after dropping your approach shot into the drink. From sublime happiness to the darkest rage, all within the space of a few minutes. It only makes sense because, as Arnold Daly said, “Golf is like a love affair. If you don’t take it seriously, it’s not fun; if you do take it seriously, it breaks your heart.

Nearly everyone quoted in this book expresses a deep and abiding love for golf—unless they’re complaining about how the game has the power to make them feel helpless and incompetent. It’s this dichotomy that makes the wisdom collected here so endlessly entertaining. I hope you enjoy reading the book as much as I’ve enjoyed pulling it together.

—Niels Aaboe

New York City





PART ONE
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How To
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Each player must accept the cards life deals him or her, but once they are in hand, he or she alone must decide how to play the cards in order to win the game.

—VOLTAIRE





If a ball be stop’d by any person, horse, dog or anything else, the ball so stop’d must be played where it lyes.

—RULE NUMBER X OF THE LEITH CODE, 1744, SCOTLAND

• • •

Golf may be played anywhere—that is, anywhere where there is room, but the quality of golf will depend upon the kind of place it is played on, and the manner which the land is laid out and kept.

—GARDEN SMITH, 1898

• • •

This invention relates to balls such as are used in the game of golf, and has for its object to improve the flight of the ball in the air, and its action on the ground.

—EXCERPT FROM WILLIAM TAYLOR’S PATENT APPLICATION FOR THE DYMPL BALL, 1905

• • •


One would be remiss if, during any discussion of the advancement in balls and clubs, another invention was not mentioned. That would be the grass mower in the 1850s, which allowed golf to be played on grassland and during the growing season for grass.

—JOHN JENCHURA, FROM GOLF—A GOOD WALK AND THEN SOME

• • •

The secret of being able to hit a golf ball a very long way is freedom of action and the application of strength.

—HAROLD HORSFALL HILTON, MODERN GOLF

• • •

The secret of golf is to turn three shots into two.

—BOBBY JONES

• • •

The game, unlike tennis, squash, pinochle, chess, boccie, and practically every other competitive joust, is not played on the same dull rectangle or board or in the identical pit or valley the world over but is played across delightful varieties of open landscape.

—ALISTAIR COOK, GOLF: THE MARVELOUS MANIA

• • •


Sometimes thinking too much can destroy your momentum.

—TOM WATSON

• • •

They say “practice makes perfect.” Of course, it doesn’t. For the vast majority of golfers it merely consolidates imperfection.

—HENRY LONGHURST

• • •

It is good sportsmanship to not pick up lost golf balls while they are still rolling.

—MARK TWAIN

• • •

It’s not artificial and no tricks about it. Either you hit the fairway or you’re going to be in trouble.

—MIKE WEIR

• • •


Try to think where you want to put the ball, not where you don’t want it to go.

—BILLY CASPER

• • •

You must play boldly to win.

—ARNOLD PALMER

• • •

Don’t be in such a hurry. That little white ball isn’t going to run away from you.

—PATTY BERG

• • •

My earnest advice to the beginner is—betake yourself to a tutor of some kind . . . and set yourself on the right path at the beginning of your journey. You have a long, hard road to travel, and a good start will mean a lot to you as time goes on.

—HENRY LONGHURST, FROM ON TAKING LESSONS

• • •
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When I am asked, “What is your advice for getting out from behind a tree?”, I generally reply, “My advice is not to get behind a tree in the first place.”

—REX LARDNER, FROM OUT OF THE BUNKER AND INTO THE TREES

• • •

Having a clear image of your swing’s ultimate destination can significantly improve the quality of the moves that get you there.

—NICK FALDO, FROM A SWING FOR LIFE

• • •

An efficient golf swing incorporates the fewest moving parts while producing maximum results in terms of direction, distance, and ball flight. These factors add up to control, and to me the ultimate art of golf is in controlling the ball.

—NICK PRICE, FROM THE SWING: MASTERING THE PRINCIPLES OF THE GAME

• • •


Most golfers come to the first tee uncommitted to anything except looking good and not being embarrassed. If this is your only commitment, I can guarantee you that your golfing experience will be erratic and often filed with anxiety.

—FRED SHOEMAKER, FROM EXTRAORDINARY GOLF

• • •

The only two golf tips I have found consistently useful are these. One (from Jack Nicklaus) on long putts, think of yourself putting the ball half the distance and having it roll the rest of the way. Two (from I forget—Mac Divot?): on chip shots, to keep from underhitting, imagine yourself throwing the ball to the green with the right hand.

—JOHN UPDIKE

• • •

There is no movement in the golf swing so difficult that cannot be made even more difficult by careful study and diligent practice.

—THOMAS BOSWELL

• • •


You must work very hard to become a natural golfer.

—GARY PLAYER

• • •

There is no such thing as a born golfer.

—BEN HOGAN

• • •

Make the basic shot-making decision early, clearly and firmly, and then ritualize all the necessary acts of preparation.

—SAM SNEAD

• • •

My father tells me to “grip the seven-iron like you’re holding a bird in your hands and don’t want to crush it.”

—STEVE FRIEDMAN

• • •

The formula for success is simple: practice and concentration, then more practice and more concentration.

—BABE DIDRIKSON ZAHARIAS

• • •


Never try to keep more than 300 separate thoughts in your mind during your swing.

—HENRY BEARD

• • •

For the ambitious golfer, I do strongly urge regular practice sessions, and all of them with a definite purpose or intent.

—BOB CHARLES, FROM LEFT-HANDED GOLF

• • •

It’s not enough to swing at the ball. You’ve got to loosen your girdle and really let the ball have it.

—BABE DIDRIKSON ZAHARIAS

• • •

There is, and always will be, room for improvement.

—TIGER WOODS

• • •
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It’s like a machine—you want as few moving parts as possible in order to avoid breaking down.

—TOM LEHMAN

• • •

No golfer can ever become too good to practice.

—MAY HEZLET

• • •

The practice area is golf’s real incubator. It is there that questions about the mechanics of the game are answered, experiments are proved or disproved, swings are grooved, and confidence restored.

—BOB CHARLES, FROM LEFT-HANDED GOLF

• • •

In baseball you hit your home runs over the right-field fence, the left-field fence, the center-field fence. Nobody cares. In golf everything has got to be over second base.

—KEN HARRELSON, FORMER ALL-STAR AND PGA PRO

• • •


The reason why the pro tells you to keep your head down is so you can’t see him laughing.

—PHYLLIS DILLER

• • •

How do you expect to ever be a pro with that left elbow coming out like that?

—THE HEAD PRO AT A LOCAL COUNTRY CLUB TO A YOUNG SAM SNEAD

• • •

The next thing I learned was to trust my own game. If anybody ever offered to “fix” what was wrong with me, why, I was gonna run for the hills.

—SAM SNEAD

• • •

You see that practice ground out there? It is an evil place. It’s full of so-called coaches waiting to pounce on young guys or players who have lost their form. They just hope they can make money out of them.

—ERNIE ELS

• • •
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I know I’m getting better at golf because I’m hitting fewer spectators.

—GERALD FORD

• • •

There is no such thing as a natural touch. Touch is something you create by hitting millions of golf balls.

—LEE TREVINO

• • •

I never practice golf. All it does is louse up my game.

—ORVILLE MOODY

• • •

I used to go to the bar when I finished a round. These kids today go back and practice.

—LEE TREVINO

• • •


When I started out, you’d finish your round and have a scotch or two with some of the
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