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GREENSIDE GENIUS

Copyright © 2026 by Caden Sweeney.

A Note on Sources, Statistics and Player References

Greenside Genius draws on the documented public records, published interviews, authorized biographies and statistical databases that form part of the permanent record of professional golf. All references to named players, their performances, their philosophies and their competitive records are based on information available in the public domain at the time of writing and are intended as respectful acknowledgement of their contributions to the game.

Insight From the Pro’s Sections

The player philosophy sections of this book synthesize each player’s documented approach to the short game from publicly available sources. They do not represent direct quotations unless specifically indicated, and no player or their representatives have endorsed, approved or contributed to this work. Any views attributed to players reflect the author’s interpretation of their publicly documented beliefs and methods.

Statistics

Statistical references throughout the book — including scrambling percentages, strokes gained figures and putting statistics — are drawn from PGA Tour ShotLink data, LPGA Tour statistical records and USGA research, and represent figures current at the time of writing. These statistics are subject to change as professional records are updated, and readers seeking the most current figures are encouraged to consult the official statistical databases of the relevant tours directly.

Every effort has been made to ensure the accuracy of tournament records, historical facts and performance figures cited in this book. The author and publisher welcome notification of any errors or omissions, which will be corrected in future editions.

Instruction

The instructional content of this book represents the author’s interpretation of established short game technique and is offered in a spirit of genuine assistance to the improving golfer. It is not intended to replace personalized instruction from a qualified teaching professional. Individual results will vary depending on the golfer’s existing ability, physical condition, practice commitment and playing conditions.

Greenside Genius is the third volume in the Tee It Up series by Caden Sweeney. References to Books One and Two within this volume are intended to provide context for readers of the complete series.
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To Mr. Gary Player: 

“For a boy to witness, as I did,  your exhibition on bunker play at the practice green at my home club late one afternoon, was a privilege and a defining moment for me as a young and budding golfer. You had recently won the Masters tournament in 1978. We never had a television but I heard it all on radio, sitting with my dad in the kitchen late into the night. 

Then to have you visit a small coastal town in South Africa with its  ‘goat track’ golf course shortly after your victory, and in the flesh, was a treat I have never forgotten.

You holed so many bunker shots on the practice green it was dizzying. You explained how each ball would behave depending on where it lay in the sand and on how you hit it, and each ball obeyed you like it was on a string.

Right after that I was given an old Bobby Locke sand wedge. It was as big as a dinner plate, and heavily weighted with a wide flange which helped me get out the sand every time. But what also helped me get out the bunkers was imagining I was you, and that I could execute the shots I witnessed that afternoon.

Your display in the sand also made me see that its never about the lie, or the conditions. A golfer who is rehearsed and who understands his tools can produce miracles anywhere.

I never fully appreciated your masterful play nor stature in the golfing world at the time because I was an impressionable young South African boy and my head aspired to the international hero names at the time of  The Golden Bear, Supermex, The Hawk, El Matador and The King. 

Little did I know at the time of how you would truly earn your title, not only as The Black Knight, but as the only true International Ambassador of Golf. You have won 165 times across 6 continents and promoted the game for over 7 decades. You are one of only 6 men to have won the Grand Slam, you won 9 majors and have been an honorary starter at Augusta since 2012. And every time I hear you in an interview, your mind is as sharp as a tack.

You’ve heard all this before but please indulge a fellow South African to say it yet again: Thank you for all you have done for the game of golf and the way you have reached countless golfers in person and thought, and incentivized them through your unique style of reason and play to keep improving.” 

Caden Sweeney
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It’s been a while since the Snowman paid me a visit, not to mention how unexpected his arrival was in the middle of summer on a warm Saturday morning on the beautifully designed Peter Matkovich par5/13th at San Lameer Golf Estate. 

I had just walked off the 12th with a birdie and found myself 2 over for the round, confident that I could finish the 18 holes in level par with two par 5’s to come. As I stood on the tee, I soon realized this was not a tee-shot for the faint-hearted. OB stakes down the left, hidden amongst a line of palms and other trees. Water hugged the sloping fairway to the right all the way up to the green. A small bail out for the long hitter lay distant right. But the hole, a dogleg left, suited my natural draw. I reached for my driver, with a vision of grandeur moving me: the thought of being 1-over standing on the 14th tee. 

This is how the Snowman stacked up:

	Stroke 1 - Driver, duck hook, OB

	Reload

	Stroke 3 - 3 Fairway, hook into the trees, barely within the OB white stakes

	Stroke 4 – A recovery, choked down low wedge chip that shot the fairway into a red stakes water hazard at the corner of the dogleg. Penalty drop.

	Stroke 6 – A 5-iron hook into deep rough left, well short of green

	Stroke 7 – A 54deg. gap wedge to back fringe, 15ft from the rear red-flag pin

	Stroke 8 – A low, 9 iron chip-in


On my way to the next tee, I felt a strange mix of anger, disappointment and yet, total elation. A disaster hole breaking my round wide open, strangely felt ‘kind-of’ ok with that chip in for ‘snowman 8’. 

‘Had the Snowman had lost his cold, bitter edge?’ I mused.

As I stood over my Srixon driver 3-iron on the 14th tee, I realized I wasn’t angry, tense, nor anxious about what was to come. After playing safe off the tee to yet another narrow fairway and pulling a 9-iron to the left fringe of the green, I stood over another chip, trying to salvage par. The residue glee and feeling of certainty from the previous chip in on 13 lingered in my thoughts. Moments later, I was putting from 3ft to make par - the round steadied, my score steadied, my confidence in tact. 

What did the Snowman teach me? Well firstly, he was made possible by a determination to never, ever... ever... give up on any hole, on any course. Secondly, to forget all previous poor shots and always focus exclusively on the shot at hand. Thirdly, in golf you never know when or how the ‘lesson’ of the day is going to come. Let the course educate you, regardless of the score. Fourthly, never underestimate the ‘short game’ and what it does for your round.

This recent experience of mine introduces the purpose of this book perfectly. 

Does my Snowman experience also ring true for you? Have you ever been in the same situation as I was, where a next sixty seconds spent on a chip shot on a given hole matters more than any other pre-shot minute of any hole preceding it? Not because the shot is technically demanding — you have played this shot hundreds of times. But it’s crucial because of what it represents. 

You are at the point in a round where good can become great. Your score is still alive, and a single poor decision or a single uncommitted execution can begin the quiet unravelling that every golfer knows well and dreads. You can make bogey or worse and feel the round tighten like a noose. Or you can get up and down and steady the ship.

The difference between those two outcomes is not necessarily the quality of your ball-striking. It is not your fitness, your equipment or the number of hours you have spent on the range. It is something more specific and more learnable than any of those things: it’s your short game. 

It’s the chip that lands on its intended spot and releases to within four feet. It’s the putt that follows, struck with intention so rehearsed that the pressure of the moment cannot fundamentally disturb it. It’s the up-and-down that keeps the round on track.

Scratch golfers save par from off the green roughly fifty-five percent of the time. The 8-handicapper saves it around forty percent of the time. That gap – more or less fifteen percentage points - is not explained solely by the difference in ball-striking between those two categories of golfers. It is explained almost entirely by short game success and failure. The chip that finishes eight feet away instead of three. The bunker shot that takes two attempts. The lag putt that drifts four feet past and turns a two-putt hole into a three-putt one.

Two to four strokes per round, every single round. That is the short game gap between where you are and where you want to be. This metric is even more true for the higher handicap. A feasible conclusion we can draw is that the easiest way to shave strokes off your handicap is through the avenue of getting good at your short game.

The tour professionals who rank highest in strokes gained around the green gain somewhere between half a stroke and a full stroke per round on the rest of the field. From the same fairways, hitting essentially the same approach shots, playing the same courses in the same conditions - their short game produces meaningfully lower scores, round after round across a full season, in a way that compounds into the difference between a player who contends and one who misses cuts.

If the statistics are persuasive, they lead us to a question worth asking: why, given that the short game is so clearly the highest-return area for improvement, do most golfers spend the overwhelming majority of their practice time on the range hitting full shots?

Part of the answer is that full shots are more satisfying to practice. As we discussed in the second book of this Tee It Up series, Ironclad Iron-play, the compressed feel of a well-struck iron, the flight of a drive that goes where it was aimed - these are immediate rewards in a way that chipping and putting practice don’t give us. 

Also, the short game feels less tractable; that feel and touch seem more like gifts than learnable skills. And further to it perhaps, is that most golfers, outside of the expense of official  coaching have never had the short game presented to them with a clear learning path.

That is what this book attempts to do.

* * *
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The short game is not a mystery. It is a collection of learnable skills - chipping, pitching, bunker play and putting that respond to deliberate practice, results tracking and intelligent decision-making in the same way that every other golf skill responds. The feel that distinguishes the finest short game players in the world is not an innate quality they were born with. It is the accumulated product of hours invested in the right kind of practice, refined over years of attention to what works and what does not.

Mr. Seve Ballesteros did not emerge from his childhood with a magical, unexplainable feel in his hands to execute his sublime short game skills through his pro career. Instead, he spent thousands of hours on practice grounds and putting greens developing these skills that made him look, to those who had not done the work themselves, like someone naturally gifted. Ms. Annika Sorenstam did not simply putt better than her contemporaries. She practiced putting with a specificity and discipline that her contemporaries were simply not able to match, and her results reflected the difference.

This book is built on the stories and the documented philosophies of players just like them - not only to celebrate their professionalism but also to examine their methods. What did they actually do to become so lethal around the greens? What can we learn from them, and use it to apply to the average amateur golfer who wants to lower his or her handicap? What techniques did they employ, that we can use to reach our true potential?

The answer, as it turns out, is more specific and more actionable than what the complexities of the short game variety of shots seems to suggest. 

What follows across seven chapters is an exploration of the complete short game, not as a collection of isolated techniques but as an interconnected system of skills that support and reinforce one another. 

The quality of chipping that finishes close and that makes the putt manageable.

The kind of reliable bunker play that changes the approach shots you are willing to attempt. 

The putting that eliminates three-putts and that keeps your score intact through the holes where ball-striking may let you down.

In summary:

	Chapter One introduces the players whose short games have defined the standard for the rest of us - the legends and the modern masters, the men and the women, the moments in championship golf where the short game revealed the strategies about how to post a good score.

	Chapters Two, Three and Four address technique - chipping and pitching, bunker play, and putting through feel, imagery and honest exploration that can translates from these pages and into your game.

	Chapter Five is about practice methods that produce improvement rather than maintaining your comfort levels.

	Chapter Six is about strategy and decision-making - the thinking that precedes the shot and shapes its outcome as much as the technique itself. 

	Chapter Seven is about what comes next: the path from where you are to where you are capable of being, and what that journey requires.


As with the other books in the series, this book does not promise to transform your game by the weekend. It will not offer magic drills or secret techniques that have somehow escaped the attention of the teaching profession. What it will offer is an honest, thorough, and instructionally sound exploration of the short game in the belief that understanding the short game clearly, and with deliberate practice, is how genuine improvement will ‘arrive’ at your golfing doorstep.

The work is always ours to do. The knowledge is always up to us, as golfers, to find and apply. I hope my third book in the series - this time on how to execute the short game toward being an accomplished golfer - gives you the knowledge you need. 

Thank you for reading my book Greenside Genius - How to Get Lethal Around the Greens. I welcome your reviews and am committed to making any changes to the series for a better reading and learning experience. 

Let’s begin.

Caden Sweeney
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Ch. 1

Masters of Touch: Players and Moments Defining Greenside Excellence
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It's a Sunday on the 11th hole at Augusta National, in 1987. Larry Mize stands in the Georgia dusk, off the green on the second hole of a sudden-death playoff for the Masters Championship. Beside him in person and on the leaderboard in score, is Mr. Greg Norman - one of the most formidable players the game has produced, a man who played golf with the controlled aggression of someone who believed he would win every time he teed up at a tournament. And he should have won on that Sunday. Most people watching expected him to.

Mize had other ideas. Standing over that chip shot, 140 feet from the hole, on tight Augusta turf with the green sloping sharply away to water, he was not thinking about surviving the moment. Despite the pressure of the moment and his nerves, he was programmed to think of holing the shot.

That particular quality - not hoping to get close, but believing you will actually hole it - is perhaps the rarest thing in the short game. We'll examine exactly what he did with the club, and what the shot can teach us technically and in terms of feel, when we explore chipping in Chapter Two. For here and now in Chapter One, the question worth sitting with is far simpler: what kind of golfer approaches that shot with belief rather than dread?

The answer, as it turns out, has less to do with talent and more to do with what’s learnable. It has to do with the hours spent, the shots rehearsed, the relationship developed over years between a golfer and the turf around the green. The players who have made the short game an art form share certain qualities. Understanding those qualities is where this book begins.

* * *
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The Legends Who Mastered the Short Game

Mr. Seve Ballesteros — The Magician

There is a famous story from the 1979 Open Championship at Royal Lytham and St. Annes that has been told so many times it has taken on the quality of myth. Seve Ballesteros, then twenty-two years old, drove his ball into a temporary car park adjacent to the 16th fairway. Most players, walking up to their ball in such a situation, would assess it with the resignation that they are about to incur a penalty drop, and are headed for bogey or even double bogey. Ballesteros saw something else entirely. He saw a window of opportunity. He saw a shot he was prepared to play.

He pitched the ball to within fifteen feet of the hole and made the putt. He won the Championship by three strokes.

What that moment revealed about him and what defined his entire relationship with the short game, was not simply creative genius, though he had that in abundance. It was something more fundamental: a belief that he could manufacture a shot from almost anywhere. The car park was not a crisis. It was an invitation to improvise.

This belief of Seve’s is worth our attention. We tend to think of short game excellence as the ability to execute any shot and to do so cleanly. And that matters, of course. But Mr. Ballesteros extended that idea into something broader: he had a relationship with his clubs, the turf and the trajectory of the golf ball so intimate that he could invent solutions on the spot. His practice was not merely repetition of standard shots. It was deliberate exploration of the unusual, the awkward, the seemingly impossible.

He would drop balls in the most difficult lies he could find and work out how to play them from there. Not because those lies appeared on every round, but because getting used to them and solving their riddles built a feel for the club that standard practice could never provide. When the standard lie appeared, it felt almost easy by comparison.

There is a technical foundation beneath what looked like magic. Ballesteros had exceptional hand action, an ability to manipulate the clubface through impact that gave him options a lot of his contemporaries never had. He combined soft hands with complete commitment, which is rarer than it sounds. Many golfers have one or the other. He had both simultaneously. His artistry was as real as the fundamentals beneath it.

What his approach might suggest for our own short games is this: that feel is not a gift bestowed on a fortunate few, but a capacity developed through the right kind of practice. It responds to effort applied imaginatively.

Mr. Phil Mickelson — Fearless Precision

Phil Mickelson's relationship with the flop shot is perhaps the most discussed single skill in modern golf instruction. It has been demonstrated countless times on television, written about extensively, and attempted with varying degrees of success by golfers who might have watched it and thought: ‘I could do that.’

Most of them discovered fairly quickly that they could not. 

What makes Mickelson exceptional around the greens is not, however, the flop shot alone. It is the fearlessness with which he approaches high-difficulty short game scenarios combined with the technical precision that makes those scenarios less dangerous than they appear. The 2004 Masters Championship offers a useful illustration. His scrambling that week was extraordinary - not because he was saving pars from mediocre positions, but because he was manufacturing birdies from positions that required imagination and nerve in equal measure.

The technique behind his most celebrated shots is more orthodox than the spectacle suggests. The hinge-and-hold method he developed for high, soft pitch shots where he hinged his wrists early in the backswing and held the face open through impact, is built on sound mechanical principles. It demands a complete understanding of bounce and how the sole of a wedge interacts with turf. When it works, it looks like wizardry. When the foundation is understood, it looks like what it actually is: a high-difficulty shot executed by someone who has practiced it so thoroughly that difficulty has been absorbed into habit.

His practice philosophy is worth noting. He has spoken and written about the idea of working backwards from the most difficult shots, mastering the


Mr. Tiger Woods — Pressure Performance







Mr. Gary Player — The Practice Blueprint
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Modern Masters

Mr. Jordan Spieth





Mr. Jason Day
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The Women Who Define Touch

Ms. Annika Sorenstam





Ms. Inbee Park





Ms. Nelly Korda
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Championship Moments



The Chips




Bunker Shots Under Pressure


Putts That Decided Majors
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What is ‘The Short Game’?
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Insight from the Pros
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