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PREFACE

Playing Golf Is Simply the Icing on the Cake

Etiquette matters. Golf etiquette matters. With it, you can navigate the minefield of decisions you have to make that aren’t bound by the USGA’s The Rules of Golf, but which will either impress or frustrate the golfers you are playing with as well as other golfers nearby. Embrace golf etiquette so that you can be the golfer who not only plays his best, but is also genuinely appreciated on the course and in the clubhouse. We all want to be the best golfer we can be, and one day I may get to a 10 handicap. But in the meantime, I have my 17-handicap game, which gets me around. Even more important, I have my friends. And they are the reason I keep going back. Sure, I want to improve my golf game—but really I want to hear that next story or that latest joke, or simply enjoy the beauty of the course and the experience of playing a terrific sport with people who matter to me.

The rest is simply icing on the cake.




INTRODUCTION
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“Have I Got a Story for You!”

Whenever I explain to golfers (or to nongolfers, for that matter) that I’m writing a book about golf etiquette, invariably they reply, “Have I got a story for you!” Numerous golfers have regaled me with tales of clubs broken, or tossed into trees never to come out, or vanished to the bottom of a pond. One told me of her experience driving a cart through a bunker, while another recounted the marvelous story of two eagles being scored on the same hole by people playing in the same group. Still another described a similar situation that occurred during a tournament, when two competitors each had a hole-in-one on the same hole.

In order to write this book, however, I had to go outside my own experience and the stories shared by friends and acquaintances (as great as they all were), and find out exactly what it is that really frustrates golfers. To accomplish this, I posted a survey on The Emily Post Institute Web site explaining my project and asking golfers for their input. As it turned out, the survey respondents were no different than the people I’d been talking with in person. They offered a rich variety of both negative and positive stories about experiences they’d had and situations they’d observed on the golf course. Those stories make up much of the advice in this book. The anecdotes are all real, and they describe the actual behaviors that both impress and annoy golfers across the country on a daily basis.

The game of golf is unique, because it includes a social aspect that’s found in no other sport. Before, during, and after the four-odd hours it takes to play eighteen holes, golfers are constantly interacting with their partners, their opponents, and other golfers on the course. They also rub elbows with golf course employees and other staff and members at the clubs where they play, and regularly run into other golfers in business and social settings totally apart from the course as well.

These interactions are all an integral part of the game, but they aren’t codified in the USGA’s The Rules of Golf. In other sports, the focus is clearly on the competition—not on building a relationship with your opponent at the very moment you’re trying to whip him. In golf, however, the competition is only part of the story. You’re certainly trying to play your best and win, but at the same time there’s an equal focus on building a good relationship with the people you’re playing with. In golf, how you handle yourself as you try to beat the other guy actually matters.

I wrote this book for one reason: to help experienced golfers as well as novices alike enjoy the game of golf even more than they already do. People know there’s an element of comportment to the game, but when they look for comportment advice, they hit a brick wall. There are scads of books promising to help you develop a better swing. You won’t find that sort of advice here—except for one useful recommendation about putting (see Chapter 13, “To Coach or Not to Coach?” pages 136–143)—but you will find advice that will help you break through that brick wall. In these pages, you’ll be reminded (if you’re an experienced golfer) or enlightened (if you’re a new golfer) about such golf behaviors as:



The importance of paying up if a wager was placed on the game—even if the person you owe is your best friend or your brother, sister, mother, or father.

The difference between friendly play and tournament play.

The difference between offering non-rules acceptable relief to an opponent in a friendly match and taking such relief yourself.

Where you should stand while others in your group tee off.

When and if you can take a mulligan—a do-over—on the tee.

When a “gimme” is acceptable.

Whether it’s okay to wear jeans on the course.

Where the nineteenth hole is and what to expect there.

Trying to see how your opponent’s putt is going to break by standing right behind him as he putts.

Why, unlike in basketball, where they razz the free throw shooter unmercifully, everyone keeps quiet when someone’s hitting a golf shot.



I’ve often wondered what it is about my weekly Thursday afternoon game that makes it so inviolably important to me. It can’t be the fact that I am getting better at the game, because my handicap is rising as I get older. When I really think about it, though, I realize that what the game gives me is a vehicle for a relaxing afternoon with three friends whose company I completely enjoy, or an opportunity to spend a nine-hole outing of just her-and-me time with my wife. If I stopped playing golf tomorrow, I might not miss the duffed shots, the seven on a par 3, the infuriating four-putts, the foot-high fescue on one course I play, or the new eyebrow bunkers or the monstrously difficult ninth green (not to mention all those postage-stamp-size greens). But I would surely miss the afternoons with my friends and those nine-hole strolls with my wife.

Golf is about the people I get to be with and the fun I have with them as we tackle the rigors of the course and appreciate its challenges and its beauty. Golf etiquette—knowing what to do, and what to expect others to do—is what helps us navigate all the situations we find ourselves in, so that we can all enjoy the experience together. Taking the time and making the effort to respect the etiquette—the spirit—of the game make for a better golfing experience, more four-hour-or-less rounds, fewer three-putts, and stronger, longer-lasting, and more-meaningful relationships with friends and potential clients.

Golf etiquette really does matter. It’s as simple as thinking before you act and asking yourself: “Is what I’m about to do really reflective of how I want others to see me?” That’s what etiquette is all about. And that’s what golf etiquette is all about.




1

WE’RE ALL IN THIS TOGETHER

I COULD JUST AS EASILY HAVE TITLED THIS CHAPTER “SPORTSMANSHIP.” Played the way it’s meant to be played, golf represents the essence of sportsmanship in athletics. No other sport expects the participants to police themselves the way golf does. What’s amazing to me is how, among golfers, this self-policing almost invariably leads to a reverence for following the rules.

No golfer is more legendary for his skill or his adherence to the rules of the game than the great Bobby Jones. During the play-off for the 1925 U.S. Open title at Worcester Country Club in Worcester, Massachusetts, Jones set a standard for all golfers to emulate. He was addressing his ball, which had come to rest in the rough, when he suddenly stepped away. His ball had moved. No one else had seen the movement, but he had. True to the spirit of the game, he called a one-stroke penalty on himself, then continued to play. He would finish the tournament one stroke off the lead. The one-stroke penalty he had called on himself was the margin of victory.

It didn’t matter that no one else had seen that tiny movement. Jones had—and in golf, that’s enough. Actions like his epitomize what has become known as “the spirit of golf.” Respondents to our Post Golf Survey waxed eloquent about this spirit in all its manifestations, including:



The sportsmanship exemplified by the self-governing nature of the game.

The courtesy that golfers show each other whether they’re competing for a club championship, engaging in a friendly game for “a little something,” or simply playing with a regular weekly group.

The willingness to offer a heartfelt compliment to a competitor even as you’re trying to beat him or her.

The camaraderie that exists between golfers.

The beauty of the venues where golfers play.

The awareness golfers have of others around them, including those within their group and those playing elsewhere on the course.

The willingness (and capability, thanks to the handicap system) of golfers of different abilities to play together and even enjoy some friendly competition on an equal footing.

The respect golfers who are strangers have for each other, including when they’re paired for a round.



One survey respondent summed up the essence of the spirit of the game this way.



Remember the golden rule (do unto others as you would have them do unto you) in all you do, and teach this to your children and grandchildren.



THE TOP TEN FRUSTRATIONS FOR GOLFERS

Over the centuries that the game of golf has been played, a number of conventions have sprung up to help guide golfers (and nongolfers). These conventions are, in fact, manners—golf manners—that clue golfers as to what to do and what to expect others to do in any situation. And there are legions of them. As with etiquette in general, golf etiquette helps the golfer navigate the tricky areas of human interaction, where making the wrong move can easily result in annoyance, ruffled feathers, or worse.

To find out just what those wrong moves are, the Post Golf Survey asked golfers to identify the top five things that frustrated them on or around the golf course, and to give examples of those frustrations. I compiled all of their answers into categories, with each category representing a key golf etiquette issue addressed in this book.

Here are the top ten, in order.



1. SLOW PLAY. This was by far the most-mentioned frustration.

2. LACK OF MANNERS. This category covers all those annoying things that golfers sometimes do— unintentionally, let’s hope—ranging from showing up late for a scheduled tee time to the use of foul language on the course.

3. TALKING AND MISUSE OF CELL PHONES. On the golf course, there’s a time to talk and a time to be quiet; but even more aggravating than a talker is the sound of a cell phone ringing during a person’s backswing.

4. NOT TAKING PROPER CARE OF THE COURSE. This includes ball marks not fixed, divots not replaced, and littering.

5. GOLF CART ABUSE. Walking carts and riding carts are great conveniences and can save your back, but they also can wreak havoc on other people’s golf games.

6. HITTING INTO OTHER GROUPS. Golf balls are hard and fly fast, and they hurt when they hit you. Golfers really don’t like it when another golfer hits into them.

7. WALKING ON SOMEONE’S LINE. The green has its own particular set of manners and potential faux pas, of which walking on someone else’s line is the most egregious.

8. NOT ADHERING TO THE RULES OF GOLF. The spirit of the game is embedded in knowing and following the rules, which includes being willing to call a penalty on yourself.

9. CHEATING. We all bend the rules sometimes (when we accept a gimme, for instance). But golfers really don’t like playing with a cheat—and, believe me, they know who’s cheating.

10. TEMPER. Throwing clubs, breaking clubs, stomping off the course—golfers are not impressed by other golfers who do these things.



AWARENESS OF OTHERS

The golfer whom others remember fondly is the golfer who is considerate of how his actions affect others’ enjoyment of the game and knows how to demonstrate this awareness. Here’s a great example.



I was playing once in New Jersey, and a golfer in front of my group was trying to get in a round with his very young son. They had teed off far in front of our foursome, but we eventually caught up to them toward the end of the round, at which point our play slowed considerably. Still, we never managed to overtake them at a tee where we could play through. We didn’t mind being held up—we thought it was cool that the young boy was out there—but his dad knew we might be getting frustrated at watching the little guy take his cuts. Just as they were coming off the eighteenth green, the beverage cart drove by them. The next thing we knew, as we were waiting to play our approach to the green, the beverage cart rolled down to us and dropped off four ice-cold beers—the father’s way of thanking us for our patience.



This book contains lots of examples of things that can go wrong on the golf course. But for every story of how golfers have been frustrated by the actions of others, there are numerous stories of the courteous things golfers do for each other, day in and day out.

One survey respondent told how his son had made it a habit to pick up and return people’s lost belongings. “I was extremely proud of my fourteen-year-old when we played golf last month. He seems to have a knack for finding people’s reading glasses and other items that have fallen out of their golf carts. As we played, he kept picking up item after item as he found them, then turned them all in to the clubhouse when we’d finished the game.”

Unfortunately, some golfers cringe at the sight of youngsters on a course. I can’t think of a more shortsighted attitude: Golf is one of the best ways I know to instill consideration, respect, and honesty in our children. One survey respondent summed up my own feelings on this subject perfectly.



I love the game of golf, and feel that it’s the one sport that encourages people to be respectful of others. That’s why I get excited to see young kids becoming interested in the game. I feel it teaches them so much more than just athletic skills. The game is about courtesy and manners . . . everything that this society is losing. Too often we don’t teach our young people how to be respectful. Put them on a golf course, however, and then watch how totally differently they act than they do when they are with their peers. It’s amazing.







LITTLE GESTURES THAT MEAN A LOT
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As with life in general, it’s often the little gestures on the part of other golfers that make people embrace golf with such passion. Here are just a few that our survey respondents cited in explaining why they love the game.

Being paired with strangers who go out of their way to be courteous, helpful, and fun to play with.

Sportsmanlike behaviors, such as when golfers compliment other golfers on their drives, putts, and form: “I’m a left-handed woman golfer who’s very new to the game. I’ve had many experienced male golfers compliment me on my awesome southpaw swing, which I find very nice.”

Golfers who pick up drinks from the beverage cart!

Anytime a golfer goes out of his way to return a club that was inadvertently left on a hole by a golfer in the group ahead of you.

Fellow golfers taking the time to pick up the other golfers’ clubs on the green.

As a new golfer, being invited to play with others.

The fact that even in competition, it’s okay to compliment your opponent’s fantastic shot.

“I love the people who can laugh at themselves or a bad shot they made, and still enjoy the rest of the game.”

Golfers who offer assistance in finding a ball that went astray.






DON’T JUDGE A BOOK BY ITS COVER

I’ve watched Molly grow up. She was one of the top two players on her university’s team and now she is a regular on the Symetra Tour. She’s always been an excellent athlete—a star soccer player, an outstanding hockey goalie (so good, in fact, that she played for the boys’ team as a kid, with most of the boys several years older than she), and a rock-solid golfer. Her parents play golf as well, and it was from them that she learned her love of the game. But she couldn’t always manage to play with them, and so her drive to excel led her to seek out a golf game wherever she could find it.

One of the best traditions of golf is that golfers will always make an effort to join a single with a twosome or threesome. Not only does this allow the single to play, but it also gives him or her the opportunity to meet other people with a similar passion for the game.

Molly’s drive to play often led her to arrive at the first tee as a single. There she would stand and ask complete strangers if their group needed a fourth. Imagine a thirteen-year-old girl having the moxie to approach a threesome of older golfing buddies and inquire if she could join them. To their credit, despite their reservations, group after group said yes.

What they quickly discovered was that Molly was not only a good golfer who played from their tees and often outdrove and outscored them, but she was also a pleasure to be with. She fixed her ball marks and those of others, she raked the bunkers, she took her turn tending the flag, she knew where to stand, she knew when to talk and when to keep quiet, and she controlled her temper.

[image: image]

In 2006, as a college freshman, she won the Vermont State Women’s Golf Association amateur championship, and in 2007 she successfully defended her title. In 2014 she won her first event on the Symetra Tour. Yet, beyond her success and skill, what makes playing with Molly a pleasure is her attitude on the course. Whether or not she makes it to the pinnacle of the pro circuit, her experience in golf will help her be a success wherever she goes and whatever she does.

GOLF: THE MEASURE OF WHO YOU ARE

Molly’s real achievement isn’t her handicap or her skill as a golfer—it’s the way she’s learned to connect with people while playing golf. Golf, more than any other sport, is really about human interaction. This is equally true whether you’re playing a social round with friends or taking part in a business outing. Why is playing golf considered integral to business success? It’s not because you can impress your client or your boss by beating their score. Rather, it’s because the chance to observe a person on the golf course lets you quickly get a measure of what that person will be like as a client, supplier, boss, coworker, or friend. Some people mistakenly think that business literally gets conducted while playing golf. In fact, very little actual business is transacted on the course. But decisions are made and acted on after the round is completed, at the “nineteenth hole,” or back at the office. Your conduct on the course definitely affects those off-course decisions. One golfer described the process this way.



I find that the etiquette, honesty, and integrity of golf give me a big advantage in my business. I’ve gained nearly a dozen clients due to the camaraderie, integrity, and level of trust that players observe in the way I conduct my golf game (although how they pick all this up, I really don’t know). That doesn’t happen in other sports and situations. I’ve never once actually recruited or solicited business on the course, but clients come your way when you embrace the spirit of the game. Golf puts on display your honesty, temper, and ability to partner and deal with others in what can sometimes be stressful situations. It’s a subtle thing, but it’s painfully evident when this spirit is not there. We all know people who don’t have it on the course and, instead, are known for their dishonesty, outbursts, and rude behavior. Would you give your business to them?



CONSIDERATION WHEN PLAYING

One hallmark of golf is the consideration players show each other during a round. Consider the situation that confronted Jane on the tee of a par 3. Just seconds earlier, on her tee shot, she had experienced the thrill of a lifetime by notching her first ever hole in one. As the excitement died down, Katherine, her opponent, announced that she was ready to concede the hole, adding that she might as well not even bother to tee off after Jane’s great shot. Jane prevailed on Katherine to step up to the tee and make her shot anyway. Lo and behold, Katherine’s shot dropped into the cup on top of Jane’s for a double hole in one! As a bonus, Katherine ended up halving the hole. If Jane hadn’t said anything, she would have won the hole and been lauded for her accomplishment. But the spirit of golf compelled her to go the extra mile and encourage her companion, with the result that Katherine got to experience her own thrill of a lifetime, too.





THE SPIRIT OF THE GAME

As a new golfer, embrace the spirit of the game with as much vigor as you apply to learning the mechanics of the golf swing. If you do, you’ll be a better, more successful, more complete golfer—and you’ll enjoy the game more, too.






STOP AND SMELL THE FLOWERS

It’s easy to become so wrapped up in our golf game that we forget to look around us as we’re playing. Perhaps more of us should take the time to stop and appreciate the beauty of the places that, as golfers, we get to enjoy.



I was having a particularly bad day on a course in Pagosa Springs, Colorado. After yet another lousy shot, my cart mate came over, put his hand on my shoulder, and said, “Look around.” I thought he was crazy, but I did what he said and looked up anyway. It was just the most beautiful sight, with mountains and sunshine all around us. My game didn’t improve much, but I didn’t really care after having things put into perspective so well. No matter how bad my golf game was going, I was out in a beautiful setting, enjoying nature and friends. That’s what it is all about, really.



At the moment you’re attempting a shot, golf is certainly about your execution of that shot. But golf involves much more than just hitting a ball. Playing golf is about the totality of the experience. That’s what keeps drawing the golfer back to the course, week after week.

PASSING THE GAME ON

Within families, the spirit of golf is often something that’s handed down through the generations. Because the spirit of golf embodies life’s lessons as much as it does traditions of the game, teaching golf to their children becomes an opportunity for parents to teach about life itself.



The golf course is a place of tradition and beauty. My childhood was shaped by the lessons my father and grandfathers taught me on the links, not just about the game but about life. I always remember my dad teaching me the “real rules” of the game, such as announcing a double hit even when no one else would have seen or heard it. That’s honesty, and it’s how golf should be played.
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