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INTRODUCTION

Why golf?

No doubt for the deepest anthropological reasons. A small group of hunters—up early—move across the rolling landscape carrying their spears and arrows.
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A ritual repeated over and over for centuries. They pause partway for a little something to eat, something to drink, and then push on until returning to the women by nightfall with good news or bad.

The brain feels at home in such circumstances—calculating the odds; choosing the weapon for the intended result. It’s happy. And the nostrils breathe in the clear air. The soil is underfoot, and the body is happy too. So why resist it? It is your evolutionary destiny.

And there are other benefits. It’s private by contemporary standards. It’s playful, and some alliances can be made that help resist an abstract world. It’s an ever-changing, absorbing challenge of a kind that blots out problems of a possibly more consequential nature.

It’s a kind of heaven—we should be so lucky in the hereafter.

——

I received my first set of golf clubs from my mother. I was perhaps ten or eleven. I had played a few rounds on the Kenwood Country Club in Cincinnati, Ohio. But it was in another cozy, midwest town, Bloomington, Illinois, where my family’s home was a 7-iron across to the twelfth hole of the Bloomington Country Club, that I played for a few years in my teens.

I think I had a good swing. I had some athletic ability, so perhaps my game was better than average; but there were boys I played with who were certainly better golfers. Although I remember reading the article in Life magazine detailing Ben Hogan’s theory of pronation, and I remember hitting the ball a long way after that.

One summer I went to California and played a lot of par 3 golf, and when I returned to Bloomington, I had for the first time what you could call a golf game. I had hit so many irons in California that I had control; and more important, I was hitting DOWN on the ball, CRUSHING it into the turf, and sending it UP the face of the club over the GROOVES for its TARGET.
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That same year I remember playing Gleneagles in Scotland with my father in a light rain, and watching the caddie’s eyes light up every time I hit the ball.

Sadly, and I really can’t say why, but for all intents and purposes that was the last time I played golf for the next thirty years, until I moved to Hawaii when I was fifty, and began to teach myself the game again. It wasn’t a particularly smooth process. I still had a pretty good swing, and some timing from years of other sports, but that’s about all. Everything was difficult, and especially scoring well, so I took a radical approach.

Why radical golf?

I had the great pleasure of falling in love again with the game of golf. And in the process, I learned to play the game very differently than I did in my youth. It became obvious to me that the “long” or “big” game—blasting the ball for distance—the game featured on TV and commercials, was not going to be the answer.

I’ve tried to take the game apart and put it back together again. What follows is what I’ve learned. I really think I can teach the average golfer how to shoot in the 70s. That’s right! And what could be more enjoyable than that?

We will begin by setting our goal for a 79 … a 40–39.
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THE BASIC PRINCIPLES OF RADICAL GOLF

Here are some fundamentals which will change the approach to your game pretty drastically. I believe they will make the game far less frustrating—and more in keeping with the true nature of the adventure—and that they will open the paths for scoring well.

Principle Number One

Golf is not a linear game. It’s just disguised to look that way.

Scoring is definitely NOT related to advancing the ball as far as possible on each shot.

I prefer to play to areas on the course where you can play your favorite shot, the same shot, the shot you OWN, over and over again.

That’s how you take a golf course apart. That’s how you dictate to the course, and not vice versa.

And from your favorite areas, you can begin to bomb the green and even the pin.

——

In basketball, players play from their strengths by going to their favorite spots on the floor.

For instance, Danny Ainge is most comfortable 22 feet from the basket, while Shaquille O’Neal posts up 8 feet away. The defense is geared to keep the player away from his preferred area. But on the golf course there is no one to try to muscle you off the fairway. You just play to your favorite spot.
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Perhaps you will want to call it your “free throw” of golf.



Principle Number Two

Keep your mittens on your woods.

You won’t be needing them until much, much later. And by then you’ll already be scoring in the 70s.

Once you’re playing Radical Golf, you’ll really only need them on the most demanding courses in the world. And even then, only on certain holes.
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Now it should be stated that if you’re a touring professional, and trying to shoot 65, you’re going to need to master those dangerous, oddly designed woods.

But you don’t need them to shoot a 78.
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Taking the mitten off one of those clubs is the beginning of the end for most golfers.



And Principle Number Three

Golf is TWO distinct games, not one.

The first game is played between the tee and the green. If you’ve paid attention to the first two principles, you’ve taken a huge step toward mastering Game Number One.

The second game, of course, is putting. We have to learn to get around every nine holes in a lot fewer putts.

My putting recommendations, which are discussed soon, are quite revolutionary—take my word for it.

And there it is. Golf is two games and must be approached that way.


SO REMEMBER, leave the woods at home. Don’t be afraid to play short and to position the ball, and the course and this lovely game will begin to bend to your wishes.




HOW NOT TO GET AROUND A GOLF COURSE

Carts mess things up considerably.

Riding, bouncing, drinks sloshing, extra golf balls careening around, the co-rider negotiating the cart path: These things DEFINITELY, DEFINITELY affect your score negatively.
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Ride, bounce, get out, practice your swing, hit the ball, get back in the cart, and repeat the process again. This adds 5 strokes, maybe more, to anyone’s game.
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Walking is the key.

That way, you feel the wind, the dampness of the grass; you see the tilt of the green, the dangerous trap to one side, the overhanging limbs of a tree.

There’s no need to think—just let it sink in as you walk. And, oh yes, your arms are swinging—mighty important to your score. And your hips are moving—not frozen on a seat. That alone can destroy your game.

Let someone else drive. Or in an ideal world, of course, play with a caddie.

You can think idly, even talk nonsense as you stroll along. The brain will do the rest pretty much on its own.

One further point—it’s nice to have the feeling that you belong in this landscape, that it all makes a kind of sense. It’s nice to picture—to imagine—the perfect shot you are to play in the context of the scene.

And remember, the most artistic shot, the most aesthetically pleasing, artfully simple shot, is undoubtedly the best.


WALK, DON’T RIDE.




THE NUB OF THE BIG SECRET IS SIMPLE MATHEMATICS

Here Is What You’ve Been Waiting For

A great player, a touring professional, has spent all his time since childhood learning how to play this game. He now plays 320 days a year. He can hit the ball 300 yards. He supposedly has great control with his irons into the greens.

How much better can he score tee to green than you, a Radical Golfer?

I’ll show you—not much.

The best touring golfers who have a good solid day will go around nine holes, tee to green, in 19 or 20 shots. A 300-yard drive on the first hole; a 9-iron into the green. A 290-yard drive on the second; a wedge to the green. A 190-yard, tricky par 3, he plops it on the green. Another 300-yard drive, and a wedge. And so it goes. Perhaps he misses the green on the final par 3; but he saves par on this hole and maybe birdies the final par 5. He goes around in 20 shots.

He was up early on the practice tee. He had a seminar with his motivational trainer. Didn’t fight with his wife. Hits the ball a ton. It takes him 20 shots, front nine, tee to green.

It takes YOU, the smiling, relaxed Radical Golfer, maybe 23 or 24 shots. I say, give him the three shots!!! This is a pretty good deal, isn’t it? A professional quarterback can throw an accurate pass 60 yards; just imagine if you could throw it 51. Or that while Larry Bird might be able to hit 40 free throws in a row, you can hit 33.

You only had to drive 150 to 175 yards on the first hole. To be honest, the yardage really doesn’t matter. It took you 3 lazy shots to reach the second hole. You missed the green on the par 3. You played the par 5s conservatively. You hit the short par 3 green. And you went around the nine holes, tee to green, in 23 shots. It might be 24 or 25 shots, but …

This is really the big secret. Before you leave home or your hotel room for the golf course, quietly plan how you are going to play the course.


Have a plan—tee to green—BEFORE you tee off.




HOW TO KEEP SCORE

What Should Be Listed on Your Scorecard and in the Newspaper

The present scoring system doesn’t tell the whole story. Now might be a good time to mention that golf is not really a sport, but a game—or rather, as explained earlier, a combination of two games. It has aspects that are more like chess or checkers—or tiddlywinks, for that matter. Physical conditioning, speed, and hand-eye coordination are not major aspects.
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No matter what kind of player you are—a doctor who plays three times a week in the summer or a professional on the tour—you need to understand where you are playing well or poorly And it is my finding that not listing the number of putts for each nine holes on your scorecard—or in the newspaper, for that matter—is … well, to put it politely, a cover-up of the essential aspect of the game. Other sports have expanded their scoring details. Basketball, for instance, has shots attempted, shots made, assists, rebounds, and steals as a matter of course now. And golf needs to move in this direction.

Especially for those who are trying to get a handle on their game.

One reason, perhaps, that they hesitate with golf is that they don’t want to admit to the fact that the professional tour is dominated by putting. These players quietly go around, no matter what route they may take, in the same number of shots. They meet on the green and whoever gets hot and rolls in the putts wins.


The Radical Golfer who
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