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Introduction

This is a different kind of golf book. If it were not, there would be no excuse for our writing it, the publisher’s printing it, or your reading it.

To say that it is different is a mild understatement. It is radical, heretical, iconoclastic. We expect that it will stir violent controversy.

The book is different for several reasons. First, we do not go along with those whose thought—though unspoken—is that most golfers are hopeless. We do not believe that a player who scores habitually around 94 or 98 or 110 should be left to freeze at whatever altitude he is struggling. That player, and any player, can be helped, and helped a great deal. We believe he can be taught to play a very respectable game. But he can be taught only by learning all over again how to swing the club. We believe that anybody in possession of all his physical members and mental faculties—barring only those who are too old, or too young, or too weak—can play much better golf than he plays now. And we will show you how it can be done.

In order to do this, we take a completely fresh approach—the second difference from other golf books. This is where the heretical and hence controversial aspect begins to show itself.

In thinking about the swing, in teaching the game, in experimenting over the years, and in reading and listening, we have come to the conclusion that a great deal of what is said and written about golf is wrong. A great mass of misinformation has accumulated. This we propose to sweep away. Many of the most revered, almost sacred, precepts, will be given some harsh treatment. A lot of them will be shown up as complete, though innocent, frauds. If good golf is to be learned and the poor player is to improve, a purging must take place, painful as it may be. Only in this way can the new swing, based on the proper principles and movements, be built.

Here, perhaps to soften the blow, it should be explained to the faithful how the false doctrines on which they have depended for so long, ever came to be established. The golf swing always has been an elusive, almost mysterious, thing. With no high-speed photography to aid them, no moving pictures, only the naked eye to tell them, the experts at the turn of the century had to do a lot of guessing, theorizing, and rationalizing. They ascribed reasons and causes for things because the reasons and causes seemed to fit. There was no microscope under which the swing could be placed and the theories proved or disproved.

All this led to a great, uncontrolled growth of ideas. Many of these, through long reiteration, came to be accepted as sound principles. Actually they were convenient conjectures, some of the rankest type, but for lack of proof to the contrary they have been looked upon as pearls of wisdom. They still spring out at us today, almost automatically, in such hackneyed exclamations as: “I looked up.” “You quit on the shot.” “Pull down with your left hand.” These banalities have conditioned our thinking about golf until, truthfully, we have become lost in them.

Hence, much that we have learned must be forgotten, deliberately banished from our minds. Feelings that we have grown accustomed to must be extirpated. Actions that have become second nature to us must be somehow intercepted and prevented from taking place. In short, the board must be wiped clean.

Once that is done we will proceed to our third main theme: the elimination of errors.

Any football coach will tell you that football games are not won; they are lost by mistakes. The same concept can be applied to golf. Good scores are rarely the result of a succession of brilliant shots. They result from the absence of many bad shots. Conversely, the bad round of golf is the result of a lot of bad shots. In other words, what might have been a good round or a winning round, is lost by mistakes.

These mistakes can be of many kinds. Most of the top pro’s mistakes come on or around the greens. He hits a short pitch or a chip that doesn’t get close to the hole, or he misjudges the speed or roll of a green and takes a putt too many. These usually make the difference, for him, between a 71 and a 67.

But for the average golfer the mistakes that are most costly are bad shots off the tee and through the fairway. These get him into all kinds of trouble—into woods, traps, rough, brooks, ponds, out of bounds, and what have you.

These mistakes, in turn, stem from a swing that is basically bad. The bad swing, in its turn, is caused by a failure in execution at one or more of four critical points. Furthermore, golfers make the same mistakes at the same points, and this is true whether you test the point with two golfers or two thousand. Their mistakes can be broken down into the same basic wrong movements, occurring at the same critical places in the swing. This is one of the few definite, invariable patterns to be found in the bad golf swing.

These we have called the Four Fatal Flaws. Most poor or mediocre players manage to incorporate all four into one swing. Others have fewer, and score better. Our purpose is to expose these Four Fatal Flaws, examine them, explain them, eliminate them, and replace them with the right actions, which become the Four Magic Moves.

With the right moves instead of the wrong ones your swing will be better, your mistakes will be fewer, and your score will be lower.

Some of the Magic Moves will be new to you, and they will feel strange and awkward, as any new action does for a while. We can only insist that you follow our instructions to the letter, for we know that if you do the result will be very quickly apparent in the way the ball goes and the way you feel as you hit it.

During the explanation you will be given a picture and an understanding of the swing, particularly of the puzzling action of the club head, that will be entirely new. This is one of the most important parts of our book. It embodies a mechanical principle—the conservation of angular momentum—which has never before been explained in connection with the golf swing. This, indeed, borders on the magic. An understanding of this principle alone will make golf an easier game.

After dealing with the full swing we will go into a detailed description of the short game, including putting, the trouble shots, and, finally, the mental or thinking side of golf.

With this you will have acquired the knowledge and the weapons for a golf game far better than any you have known. It will then be up to you to use them.


1    What You Can Do

Yes, you can play better golf. Anyone can, once he gives himself a chance by learning what to do and how to do it. You who score over 100 can break 100. The 90 player can get into the 80’s. The high 80’s can drop to the low 80’s. And the low-80 man can break the barrier into the 70’s.

And don’t tell us this is a gross exaggeration, already disproved by the frustrated millions who play this most fascinating of games. We assure you it is not an exaggeration. It has not been disproved. It is true.

We are not saying that all you have to do is read this book and go out the next afternoon and knock ten strokes off your score. What we are saying is that anybody who diligently applies himself to the principles laid down here, can cut a startling number of shots from his game.

The diligent application will involve several things. It will mean changing your mental attitude, for one. It will mean changing your swing. It will mean the determination to practice. And it will mean the time to play golf from two to as much as four times a week.

This price is not exorbitant. Sweat will be demanded, yes; but blood and tears are not involved. If you are willing to pay the price you can improve your game remarkably. You can play winning golf in your own handicap circle, and we don’t care whether that circle is now around 82 or 112. You can drop to a faster circle. Depending on your present altitude, you can cut from five to fifteen strokes from your score.

You may have wondered, in a moment of idle reflection about this game, why more people don’t play better golf than they do. It should be a simple game. You are hitting a ball that doesn’t move. You are swinging clubs that have been designed with a great deal of care, involving time, money, and engineering skill. No one does anything to hinder you, either, or even to distract you.

One reason most of our scores stay high is our mental approach to the game. We are beaten before we start. The game has defeated the player for so many generations that the player now has an inferiority complex that would defy the combined skills of Freud, Jung, and Adler. To the man who habitually goes around in 93, the thought of breaking into the 70’s is the height of absurdity.

A complete reorientation is necessary. This has been accomplished in other sports, particularly in track and field. The four-minute mile, the seven-foot high jump, the sixty-foot shot-put are only three examples. It would take a superman, the track experts said, to run a mile in under four minutes. But once Dr. Roger Bannister did it a new plateau was established, onto which many other milers soon proceeded to climb. Back in 1920 Dick Landon won the Olympic high jump with 6 feet 4¾ inches. At Rome in 1960 a leap of 7 feet ¼ inch was good for only third place.

The point here is that mental barriers were broken, as well as those of time and altitude. The 96 golfer has a similar mental barrier, and it, too, must be shattered.

Naturally, Dr. Bannister and the other pioneers in the track and field record-breaking did not set their marks merely by thinking they could. The new marks stemmed from improved training methods and, especially in the field events, from vastly better techniques.

Here we come very close to golf. Golf is a game of techniques. Training, in the sense of physical conditioning, is relatively not of great importance, unless we are engaged in tournament play. The average man, once he gets out on the course a few times in the spring, finds no physical difficulty in playing an eighteen-hole round. Often he is fresh enough to play eighteen more holes, or nine, anyway.

But technique is something vastly different. A siege of training that would bring a man to peak physical condition probably would not knock one stroke off his score for eighteen holes. But a 50 per cent improvement in his technique of hitting the ball—his swing—could drop his score from the 90’s into the 70’s.

That technique is what we are looking for so desperately. Why don’t we have it?

The answer, in the large general sense, is because the golf swing is extremely subtle. The essential actions are small actions, not readily seen with the naked eye, and from which attention is constantly diverted by the larger, more spectacular actions which surround them.

A second reason is that golf always has had the peculiar faculty of making its players think they were doing things that they were not doing at all, and vice versa. This led, a long time ago, to the establishment of a great many theories and principles which seemed sound and reasonable but which were altogether wrong.

For example. Around the time of World War I the late Jim Dante, one of the authors of The Nine Bad Shots of Golf, was a young assistant pro at the Baltusrol Golf Club in Springfield, New Jersey. Harry Vardon, the great English professional, was touring America. He played a round at Baltusrol and explained his theories and his teaching methods to the Baltusrol pro, the late George Low. Low later passed them on to his assistants.

“But Mr. Low,” objected the observant Dante, “Vardon doesn’t hit the ball the way he says to hit it.”

“The hell with how Vardon hits the ball!” roared Low. “You teach the way Vardon says, or look for another job.”

Eventually the advent of slow-motion pictures showed that Dante was right. Vardon did not hit the ball as he said he did, which was as he thought he did. If the great Harry had ever swung at a ball with a throw of the club head from the top, as though to drive a stake into the ground (which was what he believed), he would never have won any tournament, much less six British Opens and one American.

This insidious incitement to self-delusion is without the slightest doubt one of the fundamental characteristics of golf. It accounts, perhaps more than any other one thing, for the painful slowness in the advancement of technique.

Just how slow this has been can be shown by one other example. Golf enjoyed wide popularity in Scotland as long ago as the middle of the fifteenth century. So many Scots were playing it that it interfered with the more important pursuit of archery, which was the means of national defense. In 1457, not long after the death of Joan of Arc and thirty-five years before Columbus sailed for the New World, the now famous edict of the Scottish parliament was issued which “decreted and ordained that wapinshawingis [passage or exhibition of arms] behalden by the lordis and baronis spirituale and temporale, four times in the zeir; and that the futeball and golf be utterly cryit doun, and nocht usit.…”

With all the golf being played then, it is inconceivable that the Scots were not trying to figure out the best way to stand up to the ball, to grip the club, and to swing it.

Yet it was five hundred years later, in the middle of the twentieth century, before the teaching committee of the Professional Golfers’ Association of America finally elicited enough agreement among its members to put in writing what it considered to be, and what it entitled: “The Five Basic Principles of the Swing.”

Even allowing for the many and radical changes in balls and clubs, which have called for somewhat different methods over the centuries, it is still amazing that the basic principles of the swing escaped detection. But since they did, it is not amazing that so many widely differing theories have taken root and grown—to the eternal frustration of the average player.

This brings us back to our original thought: Why don’t more people play better golf than they do?

The blunt truth is that they don’t because the golf swing is heavily overlaid with a sludge of fallacy, misunderstanding, faulty theory, myth, and just plain ignorance. So thick is this coating that it is a wonder anyone ever gets through it and down to the hard, clean mechanics of the sound swing.

It is this sludge, most of which has been covering the swing for so long that it now acts as an insulation, that we will cut away in this book.

Once the myths and fallacies are exploded and the true machinery of the swing is laid bare for all to see and understand, golf becomes a much less difficult game.


2    Sweeping Out the Rubbish

The fallacies of golf are many and of various kinds. Some deal with the mental approach, some with a specific action, others with the mechanical principles which underlie the swing.

We will not attempt here to make a complete list. We will cover the two dozen or more that are most prevalent and have caused and still cause the most damage, and particularly those which must be exploded thoroughly if you are to assimilate the new thoughts, principles, and actions we will give you in this book.

Watch carefully. The fuse is lit!

“Relax.” Rubbish. This fallacy is so old it should have been dead long ago. But it is a hardy perennial, and it has come down to us through generations of golf teachers right to the present day.

On the very face of it the advice is foolish. When you swing a golf club you are taking a comparatively violent action. Is there any other violent action you take while you are relaxed? Stop and think. Of course there isn’t. It’s impossible. Do Ben Hogan or Cary Middlecoff or Arnold Palmer look relaxed when they take their stance or hit those prodigious drives? If they are, why are their lips compressed and their features contorted, as countless pictures show they are?

It is easy to see how “Relax” became fixed in the language of the golf teacher. He gives lessons to a great number of middle-aged men and women who never in their lives have done anything of an athletic nature. When these people get on the lesson tee they are so self-conscious and frightened that they tense up to the point, almost, of absolute rigidity. In order for them to swing the club at all, the pro has to loosen them up to some extent. He tells them to relax. Then, since that advice has a beneficial effect, he promptly adopts an unsound line of thought. If a little is good, he thinks, a lot must be much better. He now makes a fetish of relaxation. Everybody has to relax as soon as he takes hold of a club.

We do not want a rigidity of the rigor mortis variety. But we do want a firmness, a feeling of muscular movement under constant control, ready for instant response.

Nor do we want a mental relaxation either. Don’t get the idea your mind should be a complete blank when you step up to a shot. If it is, you might as well be asleep. The mind should be alert, thinking about what should be done and what should not be done, which side the trouble lies on, which way the wind is blowing, whether the tactical situation of the match or round calls for safety or boldness, and what adjustments, if any, should be made in the swing.

So forget everything you have heard about relaxing. For the purposes of playing good golf it is sheer rubbish.

“Use a light grip.” This is a first cousin of “Relax.” They go together, naturally. If you are completely relaxed as you address the ball, you are sure to have a light grip. One of our modern masters, Sam Snead, wants us to grip the club with no more pressure than we would use in handling a knife and fork. The immortal Bob Jones had a grip so light, in his heyday, that his left hand opened at the top of the swing, and he wanted it to open.

In the face of such advocates, we would certainly be the last to say that you can’t play good golf with a light grip, but we do say, emphatically, that better and more consistent golf will be played by the average golfer when he adopts a tight grip. And by tight we mean tight all the way through, from address to the end of the follow-through.

It is noticeable that the top pros of the modem era are all firm-to-tight grippers, and that their hands (Snead’s included) never loosen, even a little bit, at the top of the swing.

We do not mean that the grip should be so tight that it stiffens and cramps the muscles of the wrists and forearms. But, with practice, a surprisingly tight grip can be taken with the fingers and hands without stiffening the forearms. That is the grip we want. And it must be kept that way all through the swing.

“Be loose.” This is the second cousin of “Relax.” At first glance they may look like twins, but there is a difference. Your swing can be loose even though you are not wholly relaxed. This becomes possible with a big hip turn on the backswing, a sway, bad wrist and foot action, and a certain type of grip.

Back in the 1920’s and 1930’s such a swing was thought to be highly desirable, and the fellow who had it was spoken of, admiringly, as being “loose as ashes.”

Regardless of what the pros write or say, their swings in the 1950’s were very definitely tight. They were shorter, more compact, with less movement of fewer parts. This tight swing was gradually developed by the American touring pros, whose very livelihood depended on how long and how straight they could hit the ball.

Tension, once thought to be the deadly enemy of good golf, now is rightly regarded as something to be striven for. A restricted turn of the hips on the backswing, along with a full turn of the shoulders, a different wrist action, and a tight grip all combine to produce the muscular tension that, when released, gives greater power to the swing.

When a swing is loose there are several parts of the body that are just going along for the ride, as it were; they contribute nothing. The pros today want no parts of the body to go into the action which are not working parts. And isn’t this a sound principle?

“Take the club back inside.” The idea here is based on producing the inside-out swing. The thought is that, if the club should approach the ball from the inside on the downswing, why not facilitate matters by taking the club back well on an inside line?

Going back sharply on the inside is something that is not taught, we are happy to say, by many pros. It is something that the average club player figures out for himself. He can’t hit the ball with an inside-out swing, but he thinks he can do it by going back on the inside. So, in his efforts, and backed by a lot of misdirected determination, he comes back more and more to the inside, until he is almost whipping the club around his knees. Yet he still hits from the outside, and he can’t understand it.

The fallacy in this is that the inside-out swing is not produced by the way the club is taken back, but by the way it is brought down. You can take the club back on the outside and still bring it down on the inside, hitting the ball with an inside-out swing.

“The club follows the same path coming down that it takes going up.” The thinking here is closely allied to the last misconception. It is surprising how many people, who should know better, still think that the club head follows only a single path going up and coming down.

The club head does no such thing, in the correct swing. It comes down inside the path it took going up. This is accomplished not by any tricky hand action or even by conscious effort, but by the correct hip and (especially) shoulder actions at the beginning of the downswing. With these actions the club automatically shifts the swing plane to the inside. When these hip and shoulder actions are not correct, they shift the plane from the inside to the outside coming down.

But the conception of the club head following a single path is astonishingly common. We knew one intelligent young fellow—he hadn’t yet played much golf—who carried this thought to a ridiculous extreme. His idea was that he would hit the ball straight if he kept the plane of the swing—both backward and forward—completely vertical. You have never seen, we assure you, such fantastic gyrations as this misdirected effort brought forth. You have never seen such an upright swing either. We mention this merely to show how far off base an intelligent but uninformed person can get when he starts to think about golf.

“Pause at the top.” This has been a much-discussed action for a long time, some theorists favoring it and some condemning it. The general argument for it is that it gives the club a chance to change direction. It is an established mechanical principle that any object moving in one direction must come to a complete stop before moving in the opposite direction. This the club head certainly does, whether or not we see it or are conscious of it.

Thus far those who take this position are right. But what the average player thinks of when he thinks of a pause at the top, is that not only does the club stop for an instant, but that everything stops—shoulders, trunk, hips, knees. In effect, he freezes.

This is wrong. What happens at the top of the swing is that while the club is stationary for a fraction of a second before it changes direction, the lower part of the body is moving—moving into the downswing. This movement, actually, begins before the club gets all the way back. The pictures of any good golfer show this action and show it invariably. There can be no argument about it.

On the other hand, when a player freezes at the top he is almost certain to destroy whatever rhythm he had in his swing and to ruin the swing itself. Advocates of the pause claim it helps the player to start the downswing in a leisurely manner. Nonsense. To freeze at the top causes the average player to do just the opposite. He takes off like lightning on the downswing, because he has lost motion and rhythm and must then move from, as it were, a “standing start.”

What about Middlecoff? you will ask. Doesn’t he have a pronounced pause at the top? The answer is that Middlecoff’s club is stationary at the top longer than the other top-flighters’, but his knees and hips are moving. The latter you don’t notice; you are looking only at his club. The thing that makes the Middlecoff pause so obvious is that while the doctor moves the lower part of his body as early as the other pros, his shoulders move a shade later, and as long as his shoulders don’t move, the club doesn’t move.

So forget about the pause at the top. If your swing is right you will get all the pause that is necessary, and without trying.

“Turn the hips to the left.” This well-meant advice has spoiled more golf swings than all the caddies who ever rattled a bag of clubs.

What is meant here is that the first movement of the downswing should be a turning of the hips to the left. They are turned to the right as the body turns and coils to the right on the backswing, and as the weight goes over to the right leg. Therefore, you have been told, start the downswing by turning the hips to the left.

This instruction has caused its widespread damage because it has come from such high places. It is pronounced by no less an authority than Ben Hogan, who even writes of it as “spinning the hips.”

But to turn the hips to the left as the first movement of the downswing is asking for disaster. Nothing less.

There is no telling how many home-club pros all over the world have had to put the brakes on hip-spinning among their members. The poor pupil, getting to the top of the swing, turns his hips violently to the left, leaves his weight on his right leg, brings the club down across the ball, hits a horrible shot, and then argues with the pro.

The turning of the hips does take place, of course. But they turn naturally, and they turn only after they have first moved laterally to the left. You will find, if you try to move your hips laterally as far as you can, that they will turn as they move toward the limit of extension. In fact, you can hardly stop them from turning.

If the lateral movement is not made, the weight will be very liable to stay over on the right leg instead of shifting to the left, as it must. If the weight doesn’t move ahead of the swing, the shot will be ruined.

What actually takes place is a lateral turn of the hips.

It is quite possible that with some, as Hogan says, the lateral movement takes place involuntarily and that all they have to think about is the turning. This is undoubtedly true in his particular case and in those of a few others who keep a great deal of weight on the left leg during the backswing. But in the vast majority the reverse is true—the turn is involuntary but the lateral shift must be a conscious effort.

Another thought that may help you is that it is physically possible to turn the hips without moving them laterally, but it is almost impossible to move them to the limit laterally without turning them.

The importance of the lateral movement was stressed by Dow Finsterwald when we once asked him to name the first movement of the downswing.

“Why, a turn of the hips to the left,” answered the former PGA champion.

“You mean,” we said, “just a turn? Nothing else?”

“Well, no,” he replied, “you have to move them to the left too. If you didn’t, you’d leave too much of your weight on your right leg. You have to get the weight over.”

The actual effort many players make to do nothing more than turn the hips brings about two actions that will ruin any swing. The turn, without the lateral movement, leaves the weight on the right leg, as we have seen, and it throws the arc of the swing outside the line of flight, so that the club head comes to the ball from the outside in, instead of from the inside out, as it must if a good shot is to be hit.

So don’t think of turning your hips. Think of moving them laterally. It’s a lateral turn, of which you will hear much more later.

“Keep the head still.” This impossible advice has been given in one form or another for about as long as there has been any literature on golf: “Keep your head down.” “Keep your head still.” “Keep your head fixed.” “Keep your eye on the ball.” “Don’t lift your head.” “Don’t look up.” You’ve heard these directions a thousand times.

If they would only say, “Keep your head back,” they would be much closer to being right. Because the head does have to stay back, whether or not it moves.

But the head does move. A careful study of pictures of the best golfers in the modem game reveals a very definite pattern of movement. The head stays steady on the backswing, or perhaps turns on the neck a little to the right. Once the downswing gets well under way, though, the head moves to the right and comes down. It doesn’t move ten or twelve inches, nothing like that. But it does move, consistently, in the right-and-downward pattem from one to three inches, perhaps more.

This movement is not an idiosyncrasy of certain individuals. In the correct swing it must take place, and the pictures show that it does. Arnold Palmer, Bill Casper, Middlecoff, Snead, Hogan, Finsterwald, Byron Nelson—they all have it.

It is caused by the rocking shoulder movement that takes place, a rocking that brings the left shoulder up and the right shoulder down, and by the bowing-out of the body toward the target as the weight is moved far over to the left. The rocking shoulder movement causes the head to move to the right, the bowing-out of the body brings the head down.

These actions of the head will be explained in greater detail later, as we get into the Four Magic Moves. Meanwhile, don’t let anyone convince you that the head doesn’t move in a good golf swing. It has to.

“Start down with a pull of the left arm.” If you’ve ever read any golf instruction you’re pretty sure to have read this. Forget it. Starting the downswing by pulling down with the left arm can ruin your swing just as effectively as spinning your hips.

The pull-down technique, if such it can be called, is virtually certain to throw the swing outside as well as start it down too soon from the top. It also starts the downswing in the wrong place and with the wrong part of the body. The first move from the top is by the hips, which are close to the axis of the turning body. Any early action from the top by the arms is sure to bring about two other unwanted results—an early hit instead of a late one and an immediate loosening of the tension that has been built up during the backswing and which we want to hold as long as possible.

This pull-down idea has been repeated so often by so many top players in their writings that we feel they have come to believe they actually do start the downswing this
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