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Editor’s Letter

A Pocketful of Miracles

laying in the AT&T Pebble Beach Pro-Am this 

year, I came to the seventh hole and skulled  

a nice little wedge about 15 feet from the hole. 

I’ve been hitting these clothesline shots ever since  

I took up the game on a Philadelphia muny, gambling 

against a gaggle of colorful characters. ▶ This time 

my shot was caught on television, and Phil Blackmar, 

holding a microphone, came over to interview me.  

He said something like, “As the mist rolls off Carmel 

Bay, tell me about your favorite golf memories.”  

For no reason I can explain, I babbled a minute about 

those characters I used to play with: “Guys with  

funny nicknames like Chief Long Ball and Wawa.” 

P

JERRY TARDE

Chairman and Editor-in-Chief

mickey wright worked  

on this month’s My Shot with  

Golf Digest Senior Writer Guy 

Yocom, who did his homework  

on the Hall of Famer: “Obviously 

she does not suffer fools.”

MOST 

IMPROBABLE 

WINS

1  / Francis Ouimet

beats Harry  

Vardon and Ted  

Ray in a playoff, 

1913 U.S. Open.

2 / Jack Fleck  

steals Ben  

Hogan’s fifth  

U.S. Open, 1955.

3 / Jack Nicklaus 

comes from way 

back to win the 

1986 Masters.

4 / John Daly,  

ninth and final 

alternate into  

the field, wins  

the 1991 PGA.

5 /  Nathaniel 

Crosby wins the 

1981 U.S. Amateur, 

followed by his 

mother, Kathryn, 

like an apparition, 

wearing Bing 

Crosby’s old hat, 

jacket and knickers. 

MY TOP 5
That afternoon when I got 

back to my hotel room, there 

was a text message from home: 

“Our old friend Wawa’s funeral 

was this morning.” I don’t know 

if it qualifies as a golf miracle—

the theme of this issue—but 

I hadn’t thought of him in 20 

years. 

The funny thing about 

Wawa is that his nickname had 

an alias. Wawa was short for 

Dennis Collins, which actually 

wasn’t even his real name  

(Dennis Moszczynski), which 

I didn’t know until we fact-

checked this story. I’d called 

another friend I hadn’t talked to 

in years. The first thing he said 

was, “Hey, did you know Wawa 

died? The eerie thing is, I came 

back from his burial and turned 

on the television, and you were 

being interviewed at Pebble 

Beach saying his name.” 

A highly improbable event 

that’s not explicable by natural 

laws—the definition of a mira-

cle—happens every day in golf. 

Another buddy, Sam Babing-

ton, was playing Skytop in the 

Poconos when his nephew Gus 

Lang duck-hooked his tee shot 

off the sixth hole right into the 

window of a passing car on a 

parallel road. The next year, 

playing the same hole together 

on vacation, Gus hit his tee shot, 

only this time the clubhead flew 

off and went right through the 

window of a car driving down 

the same road. 

Jimmy Dunne once told me 

the story of Bobby Jones, hav-

ing completed the first three 

legs of the Grand Slam in 1930, 

coming to Merion for the U.S. 

Amateur after an appendicitis 

attack and in a terrible playing 

slump. Following a tempestu-

ous 78 in practice, Jones got 

a call from the amateur Jess 

Sweetser: “Hey, Bob, I see 

you’ve been throwing your 

clubs again.” To relax Jones 

and get him away from the 

crowds, Sweetser invited him 

to play a practice round at Pine 

Valley, where Jones continued 

to hit it poorly, making three Xs 

and cursing at the ducks on the 

pond at 14. After his drive off 

the 15th tee, he walked the long 

wood bridge to the fairway. As 

he stepped off the bridge, Jones 

said an unnatural calm came 

upon him “like an anvil had 

been lifted from my shoulders.” 

The slump was over, his shots 

were pure again, and he swept 

through the Amateur field,  

defeating Eugene Homans,  

8 and 7, in the final. Some news-

paper reports say the epiphany 

came on the ninth fairway at 

Pine Valley when he hit a spade 

mashie to five feet, but I like the 

Miracle of the Bridge.

We asked readers for mira-

cles, and my favorite was from 

Paul Gross of Detroit, who told 

us about shanking a ball out  

of a greenside bunker and  

“almost killing” his caddie,  

who scrambled to duck. The 

ball couldn’t be found any-

where until Paul suggested 

the caddie look in his pocket, 

where, like a magic act, it was.

I could argue that Jordan 

Spieth’s last six holes this year 

at Birkdale was a miracle. Or  

everything Tiger Woods did 

from his first U.S. Junior Ama-

teur in 1991 to his last U.S. Open 

win in 2008 was a miracle. 

I asked Tom Watson if he’d 

ever witnessed one. “Sam 

Snead’s golf swing is definitely 

in the miracle category to me,” 

he said. “No swing ever had 

the combination of power and 

rhythm.”

One rival might be Mickey 

Wright, whose My Shot (page 

78) appears in this issue as a 

sort of miracle. Senior Writer 

Guy Yocom has been trying re-

peatedly for an interview with 

the semi-recluse since 1999. 

“It’s not a summation of her 

life, but more than a snapshot,” 

Yocom says. “Her words reflect 

her values and an appreciation 

for what golf has meant to her. 

She paid a heavy price. She says 

she’s not sentimental, but I 

don’t think that’s true. She has 

great nostalgia for people and 

events, from her early life in 

particular. In describing people, 

she often used the word ‘kind.’ 

I think that to her it’s the most 

important trait to have.” 
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“Have I ever been high in a PGA 
Tour event? Sure.”

Undercover Tour Pro

A pot smoker applauds 

the tour’s new  

drug-testing program

8 golfdigest.com |  october 2017

On The Tee Mr. X

A
s you might have heard, 

the PGA Tour is rolling 

out a new drug-testing 

program to coincide with the 

start of the new season in Octo-

ber. In addition to peeing in a 

cup, we’ll now have our blood  

inspected for performance- 

enhancing substances like  

human growth hormone. Our 

banned list is being updated to 

match what’s used for Olympic 

athletes, and all suspensions  

for failing tests will now be  

announced to the public. No 

more speculating if so and so, 

who didn’t play a tournament 

for three months, really hurt his 

back, or was in fact “quietly sus-

pended” for failing a test.

Sounds much stricter, right? 

Well, as a player who has smoked 

pot regularly for the past few 

years, I’m not worried. In fact,  

I applaud what the tour is doing.

The devil, you might say, 

is in the levels. Under the new 

policy, the amount of marijuana 

that can be in my system is be-

ing raised by a factor of 10. The 

threshold for failing a test was  

15 nanograms but will now be 

150 nanograms. How much is 

that? Marijuana is tricky because 

it stays in the system for a long 

time, and bodies process it at dif-

ferent rates. But a doctor friend 

tells me I could smoke a dozen 

days per month and possibly 

stay under the limit. I always 

drink a lot of water, as being  

hydrated helps avoid detection.

The tour is following the 

lead of the International Olym-

pic Committee, which in 2013 

raised the limit to 150 nano-

grams, a threshold I consider 

much more reasonable. The 

priority is to prevent athletes 

from gaining a competitive 

advantage, not to embarrass 

them. Among PGA Tour play-

ers, no one cares about recre-

ational drugs. As even regular 

golfers can tell you, ripping 

a bowl is going to help you 

make birdies about as much as 

chugging a beer. As in, you can 

delude yourself into thinking a 

little “swing oil” or “green wax” 

helps, but in any money game, 

your opponent would love to 

see you imbibe.

Have I ever been high in a 

PGA Tour event? Sure. Haven’t 

done it often, but if I’m teeing off 

Sunday near last place with no 

way to move up the leader board 

meaningfully, I’ll treat myself to 

making the day a little more fun, 

or at least different. I’ve smoked 

beforehand with the other play-

ers in my group, too. 

Each week the tour ran-

domly tests a number of us. An 

administrator will be waiting 

outside the scoring trailer. If you 

have an existing obligation with 

a sponsor or the media, you can 

delay reporting to the “testing 

area.” Produce a urine sample, 

and a few days later, you get an 

email saying you passed. But if 

your phone rings and the caller 

ID reads PGA Tour—and you 

haven’t left a message with  

the tour office about another 

matter—you’ve tested positive.  

It happened to me once. 

Because it was my first time 

failing for a recreational drug, 

it was a slap on the wrist. I had 

the option to appeal, but I knew 

that’d be dumb because then it 

might go public. I accepted my 

result, then flew to Charlotte and 

visited with the tour-appointed 

psychologist for an hour. I know 

several players who’ve made the 

same trip. The dude asks all the 

typical counseling questions, 

like how much and how often.  

I was honest but had the impres-

sion he couldn’t have cared less 

about my answers. We were  

just going through the motions,  

establishing a paper trail that  

the matter had been addressed.  

I also had to attend three ses-

sions with a counselor in my city.

Clearly, there’s a cultural 

shift happening with weed as 

legalization spreads, and the 

more lenient threshold on our 

tour is a small part. I’m not look-

ing forward to having my blood 

drawn, but if it catches a few 

guys trying to get stronger and 

longer by real cheating, here’s 

my arm. With the new program, 

the rumor with our disciplinary 

policy is everybody’s slate is 

wiped clean. So if I fail another 

test for weed, my worst-case 

scenario would be a flight to 

Charlotte.—WITH MAX ADLER
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Play
hen you turn the page and 

see Brooke Henderson’s 

driver swing, you’ll prob-

ably think If I tried that, I’d be in 

the hospital. Knowing the physical 

limitations of the typical amateur 

golfer, we won’t disagree. But even 

if copying her physicality isn’t real-

istic, her mental approach to driv-

ing is worth considering.

“I’m not technical at all. I really 

don’t want to be thinking about my 

swing. I just want to let it happen,” 

says Henderson, a four-time winner 

on the LPGA Tour, including the 

2016 KPMG Women’s PGA Champi-

onship, one of the tour’s five majors. 

She also lost the same tournament 

by a shot to Danielle Kang in July. 

“If there’s one thing for sure that  

I know I do, I’d say I’m trying to hit 

the ball as hard as I can.” ▶

W
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▶ average driving distance

Brooke Henderson (18th) Tour average Joanna Klatten (1st)

279  
YDS.

source:  lpga tour

FULLY FLEXED

“She takes the 

club back on 

a wide arc, key to 

generating clubhead 

speed on the way 

down,” Zander says. 

“I really like how she is 

creating a great stretch 

between her upper and 

lower body—the sign of 

flexibility and strength.”

POSITION A

The thing to 

focus on here 

is ball position, says 

Golf Digest Teaching 

Professional Josh 

Zander. With her left 

foot flared, she’s 

playing it properly off 

her left heel. “Playing 

it farther forward will 

promote a slice.”

JOHN DALY-ESQUE

The top of her 

swing is worth 

a pause to stare at in 

wonderment, Zander 

says. “Weight firmly on 

the right, huge shoulder 

turn, amazing extension 

of the left arm, wrist 

hinge way, way past 90 

degrees. It’s a Daly-type 

backswing—built for 

power.”

GETTING LEFT

You’ll want to focus 

on the lagging of 

the clubhead behind 

her hands, but she’s not 

doing that on purpose, 

Zander says. “That 

super-long backswing 

and ensuing weight shift 

sets the club way behind. 

She’s setting up for a very 

fast release of the club—

another power source.”

No kidding. Henderson is only 5-foot-

4, but she uses the combination of a 

strong lower body, hypermobile wrists 

and great timing to power through the 

ball like someone who is much larger.  

That’s not to say she’s the longest on tour. 

France’s Joanna Klatten is 14 yards longer 

off the tee on average. But Henderson’s tech-

nique, including using a 48-inch driver (three 

inches longer than standard), could lead to 

even more distance as she matures, her father 

and coach, Dave Henderson, says.

Brooke, who turns 20 Sept. 10, began devel-

oping her powerful swing in the most unusual 

place. She was a goalie for the Canadian national 

girls’ junior hockey team at 14, and that helped 

make her lower body very strong, Dave says.

“When you grow up playing goalie, you 

get used to carrying 60 pounds of equip-

ment,” he says. “You learn to use your legs 

for leverage and power. So it was easy for her 

252 
YDS.

265 
YDS.
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“She knows how to use her lower body  
to generate power.” —Josh Zander

PRO-FILE

brooke henderson

20 / 5-4 / Smith Falls, 

Canada

driver 

Ping G

ball

Titleist Pro V1

RELEASING HARD

Brooke can’t 

afford to hold her 

arm swing back. If she 

didn’t release hard, 

Zander says, she’d 

block the ball dead 

right. “Also, look at how 

her right shin is leaning. 

That shows how much 

pressure she’s shifted 

toward the target.”

BLAST OFF

Both heels are off 

the ground as the 

club smacks the ball. 

“She pushed down 

with her legs and then 

jumped up,” Zander 

says. “Jumping like 

this can create good 

swing speed—especially 

for smaller golfers—

although some bigger 

players do it, too.”

UPPERCUT FINISH

Flexibilty is really 

evident here, 

Zander says, noting 

the position of the 

right shoulder as she 

finishes the swing. “Also 

important is how much 

the left shoulder moved 

back. Like throwing 

an uppercut. It’s a 

knockout punch, for 

sure.”

to transition to swinging a driver.”

Studying Henderson’s swing here, look at 

how stable her lower body is until it’s time to 

slash the club through the hitting area. Then 

her legs and feet come to life. The irony is 

that she learned to be stable on one of the 

most unstable of surfaces—ice.

“You might focus on how far she takes the 

club back, but the way she uses her lower body 

is very effective,” says Golf Digest Teaching 

Professional Josh Zander. “Everything from 

how stable and grounded she is going back, 

to the way she shifts her weight, to her spring-

ing off the ground—it’s all demonstrative of 

someone who knows how to use their legs to 

generate power and hit the ball hard.”

Zander, who teaches at Stanford Golf 

Course and nearby Sharon Heights Golf 

and Country Club in Northern California, 

provides an analysis of Henderson’s swing 

below, and what you can take from it.



Sometimes your stroke can get out of whack, and you start mis-

hitting the ball. Here’s a drill Tiger used when we worked together. 

Create a gate with two tees just wider than your putterhead and hit putts 

without the club touching either tee (left). If you loop the putterhead to 

the outside during the stroke, you’ll bump the outside tee. If you swing 

it to the inside, you’ll bump the inside tee. Go through clean, and you’re 

hitting the ball in the center of the face. Just like any other shot in golf, 

if you catch it in the center, with the face square, you’re going to get 

a good result. That’s what I see the best putters do.

 try tiger’s old drill for consistent rolls

eing a great putter 

doesn’t mean you’re 

rolling in bombs all day. 

Sure, that would be nice, but 

quality putting is about distance 

control from long range and  

precise aim on the short ones.

From inside five feet, the 

biggest problem I see is a care-

less routine. It drives me crazy 

when golfers step up to a putt 

and plop their feet into place 

before thinking about where to 

aim the putter. Essentially, their 

feet have already dictated their 

aim. A better routine is to aim the

putterface very carefully down 

your intended start line, then

take a comfortable stance and go 

(right). If you do that—let your 

aim drive your setup, not the 

other way around—you’ll make  

a ton more of these short putts. 

For long putts, the first thing 

to check is grip pressure. Too  

often amateurs strangle the  

club, especially when they think 

they have to hit the putt harder 

for the ball to reach the hole. 

The problem is, the tighter your 

grip, the worse your chances of 

having any feel for distance. You 

need a light hold, so you can feel 

the weight of the putterhead as 

it swings, and keep that same 

pressure throughout the stroke. 

More distance comes from  

a longer stroke, not a burst of 

speed at impact. 

So focus on (1) grip pressure 

on long putts and (2) aim on the 

short ones, and you’ll do fine.

Butch Harmon is at Rio Secco  

Golf Club in Henderson, Nev.

B
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“If you take your stance,  
then try to aim, you’re cooked.”

Play Your Best Tee to Green by Butch Harmon

Photographs by Dom Furore
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Unplugged
Ball buried  
on the upslope? 
You need speed

ne of the most difficult 
lies you can get in a 
greenside bunker is 

when the ball embeds a little 
into the upslope, like the PGA 
Tour’s Patrick Reed faced here. 
This is especially true if the 
sand is soft. It’s difficult from 
an awkward stance to swing 
with enough acceleration to get 
the ball out of a slightly buried 
lie. But I’ll show you in four 
steps how to generate the power 
necessary to execute this tricky 
shot. —WITH RON KASPRISKE

O

David Leadbetter operates  
34 golf academies worldwide.

1. SQUARE UP

▶ Unless it’s 
buried under 
a lip, you don’t 
need to add loft 
to the shot to 
clear the face 
of the bunker. 
The upslope 
helps, so there’s 
no need to 
open the face 
of your wedge 
like you would 
in many bunker 
situations. 
Instead, square 
it to your target 
to give the shot 
more oomph.

2. LEAN IN

▶ To generate 
enough power 
when you swing, 
get your footing. 
If you don’t 
plant firmly, you 
risk losing your 
balance during 
the swing. Put 
more pressure 
on your front 
leg, and lean 
into the slope 
with your body.

3. BE AGGRESSIVE

▶ Once you have 
a stable base, 
you can be 
more aggressive 
with your 
downswing. 
And believe me, 
you’ll need to 
generate all the 
swing speed you 
can. Really give 
the sand just 
behind the ball a 
thump with your 
wedge. Expect  
a short finish.

4. STEP DOWN

▶ Even with 
an aggressive 
downswing, you 
still need more 
power. To get it, 
step down the 
slope with your 
lead foot as your 
club hits the 
sand. By moving 
in the opposite 
direction, you 
transfer a lot 
more energy 
into the strike. 
That should be 
enough to get 
the ball out.

Play Your Best Step by Step by David Leadbetter





Illustration by Chris O’Riley18 golfdigest.com |  october 2017

j
a

c
k

i
e

 
a

n
d

 
j

a
c

k
 
n

i
c

k
l

a
u

s
:
 
a

u
g

u
s

t
a

 
n

a
t

i
o

n
a

l
/
g

e
t

t
y

 
i
m

a
g

e
s

Play Your Best Strategy by Jack Nicklaus

▶ They used to call me the best caddie 
on tour, because I walked the courses 
before tournaments to create a yardage 
book. I’d have my caddie do the same, 
then we’d compare numbers. I was the 
first pro to do this, but I learned it as an 
amateur from Deane Beman, the 1960 U.S. 
Amateur Champion. He convinced me it was 
worthwhile at the ’61 U.S. Amateur at Pebble 
Beach. I tried it, and was under par for every 
match on my way to victory.          

ome holes you have to play a few 

times before you understand the 

options. There’s real nuance to the 

design so it takes your full attention, along 

with a bit of trial and error, to figure out 

the most efficient way to align your skills 

against its particular challenges. I love that 

kind of very cerebral golf, but sometimes 

it’s fun to play a hole that’s blatant, too. 

Playing this game is about making choices, 

and no feature embodies this fact so plain-

ly as a split fairway. As a designer, I’m be-

ing obvious: I’m asking you to pick a side: 

 left or right?  

The par 5 11th hole on the Legend course 

at The Club at Ibis (illustrated), a course we 

designed in West Palm Beach in 1991 and 

renovated this summer, has two fairways. 

The one on the right dangles greater reward 

and risk. Downwind, even many shorter 

hitters can consider this bolder path. The 

decision ultimately falls on the second or 

third shot, but smart players have a plan 

before they peg a tee. —WITH MAX ADLER

S

Split Decision

Weighing your options  
on a double fairway

A CLEAN LOOK

Getting to here in two shots is great work. 

The reward is, you can play an approach 

up the entire length of the green without 

having to contend with water or even  

a greenside bunker.

GIVE AND TAKE

If you’re going for this par 5 in two, 

clearly the bailout zone (or where you 

want the ball to go if you mis-hit it) is 

this area. Come up short and you’re still 

on dry land. But this green has a lot of 

contours, so from up close it can be a 

tricky chip if the cup is cut where the 

putting surface runs away. Consider 

laying up farther back to generate more 

spin to hold the green. Hey, if I give you 

everything, the game loses its charm.

THINK TWO MOVES AHEAD

If you have no intention of 

accessing the right fairway, 

there’s no reason to be 

aggressive with your tee 

shot. Pick a club that can’t 

reach this bunker, and favor 

the left side of the fairway 

to play away from this hole’s 

most penal hazard—the 

water. However, if you want to 

entertain going for the green 

or even the right fairway in 

two, you’ll need to hit your 

drive farther than this spot.

DIFFICULTY DEFERRED

It’s easier to pop a second shot down 

here. The trade-off is a tougher third 

shot, because you have to take on the 

water eventually. Also, with certain hole 

locations, this green plays shallower 

from this angle, so your distance 

control has to be sharp.

before lasers

“I’m asking you to pick a side:  
left or right?”

Play Your Best Strategy by Jack Nicklaus
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See it,  
Then Hit it

You can’t waver 
when it’s 
crunch time
BY JUSTIN THOMAS
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Tour Technique Play Your Best

Photographs by Walter Iooss Jr.

There are times when you 

might not feel good about your 

swing; when the pressure of 

the situation can make you feel 

funky. It’s at those moments 

when you should remember 

this: Clear your mind, see the 

shot, and then make a confi-

dent swing. It might not work 

out exactly as you saw it, but 

if you commit to what you’re 

doing, you’ll give yourself the 

best chance of success on any 

shot. Don’t waver.

When I see amateurs come 

to a hole with a tight landing 

area or have to carry the ball 

over water, their swings reflect 

uncertainty. They look short, 

rushed and tight. They’re all 

arms, trying to steer the ball 

to a safe spot. If that sounds 

like you, try this instead: 

First, get your body 

matched up. Make sure your 

shoulders, hips and feet are 

where you want them to be as 

you address the ball. I work on 

this all the time. You’d be sur-

prised how easy it is to get out 

of whack with your alignment. 

And when that’s off, you’ll 

need to get lucky by making 

a split-second adjustment to 

your swing to save the shot. 

Good luck with that. 

Second, finish your back-

swing. For some of you, the 

rotation of the upper body 

while the lower body resists 

might not be as noticeable as 

own the stretch on Sunday at the PGA 

Championship, there were a lot of big 

moments. The putt that hovered on the 

lip before falling at 10, the chip-in on 13; 

you can’t win a tournament with one swing. That 

being said, there was one that stands out. On the 

tee at No. 17 with a one-stroke lead, I couldn’t ask 

for a better yardage. It was 233 to the flag—a perfect 

6-iron. But I told my caddie, Jimmy Johnson, to 

give me the 7-iron. I was so amped up, I knew I could 

get it there—and I was right. I hit it to 16 or so feet, 

made the birdie putt and pulled away for my first 

major. I’ll remember that tee shot for the rest of my 

life, especially how I visualized it and then hit it.

you see here (top photo). That’s 

OK. Just turn back as well as 

you can. In nervous situations, 

I see a lot of golfers afraid to 

turn, thinking they might not 

hit it solid if they do. See if you 

can swing back until your left 

shoulder is pointing at the ball 

like it is here. You can rehearse 

this by placing a club across 

your chest and making back-

swings until the shaft is point-

ing at the ground. Remember 

that feel when it’s go time. 

Another thing I see in pro-ams 

is a rush to get the backswing 

over with. Take your time to 

keep your swing in sync.

If you make a full turn and 

don’t rush back, you’ll be in the 

best position to make a good 

downswing. There’s not much 

you can think about then, but 

if there’s one thing I’d say will 

help you pull off the shot, it’s 

don’t overswing. Just as tension 

can cut your backswing short, 

it also can make you swing 

with more effort than you 

normally do. If you’re a slicer, 

you might over-rotate—too 

much body turn too soon—and 

slice it worse than normal. 

Don’t get me wrong, you want 

to complete your swing like 

I am here (bottom photo), but 

think more about finishing in 

balance. Believe me, you’re 

gonna want to hold this pose 

when you stick it close.

—WITH RON KASPRISKE

D

finish the turn

Resist the urge to 

cut your backswing 

short because you’re 

anxious to get the shot 

over with. Get that left 

shoulder pointing at the 

ball if you can.

strike a pose

Swing down too fast 

and you’ll probably 

lose your balance. 

Take your time and 

hold your finish.



Illustration by Chris Gash

Play Your Best Gimme One Thing
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e’ve all been there: 

You’re playing with 

a couple of really big 

bombers, and you’re trying to 

keep up. After they blow it way 

by you on a couple of holes, you 

start swinging harder to pick up 

extra yards. But the harder you 

go after it, the shorter your tee 

shots go. What gives?

Average golfers don’t play 

enough to control a super-fast 

swing. They’re trying so hard to 

smash the ball, they have the club 

moving its fastest in the wrong 

place—at the start of the down-

swing instead of the bottom of 

the arc. They also often lose their 

balance swinging harder, and 

that makes centerface contact a 

challenge. If you want more dis-

tance, don’t try to kill it. Swing 

with a smoother tempo and con-

centrate on hitting the ball in the 

sweet spot. Here’s how:

First, make practice swings 

varying the amount of effort. 

Swing at 50 percent of your fast-

est, then 60 percent, then 70 

percent and so on. You’ll start 

noticing that the “swoosh” sound 

the club makes comes later and 

later in the swing. You certainly 

don’t want to hear it before the 

clubhead reaches the ball. I’m 

constantly telling students to 

think beyond the ball, with their 

swing center—and maximum 

clubhead speed—occurring as 

much as three feet after impact.

The proper grip also will help 

you pick up yardage. Be sure to 

hold the handle so you feel the 

connection of the top-hand 

thumb (left thumb for right-

handers) to the lifeline of the 

lower hand. You also want to feel 

pressure in the last three fingers 

of the top hand and the middle 

two fingers of the bottom hand. 

Holding the club in this manner 

gives you control, while allowing 

your wrists to remain flexible, so 

they can release the club like a 

whip through the ball.

If you can do that, you won’t 

have to stare at the back of your 

playing partners’ heads all day.

Power Outage

When big effort leads  
to small drives

PUT YOUR RIGHT 

KNEE INTO IT 

Shifting your weight 
toward the target 
allows you to apply 
your body mass 
to the strike. A 
good drill to get 
that weight moving 
forward is to make 
practice swings 
focusing on the 
movement of the 
right knee. It should 
move outward toward 
the ball and forward 
toward the target  
as you start the  
downswing. Watch 
old clips of Sam 
Snead. Knee action 
was a hallmark to his 
powerful swing.

DRILL: TIMING 

YOUR RELEASE

Without a club, start 
in a setup position 
with your arms  
extended and hands 
together, palms  
facing each other. 
Swing your right arm 
to the top and then 
back down as if you 
were simulating a 
downswing. When 
your right hand 
reaches the left hand, 
slap it over so that 
the left palm faces 
up. That’s the feeling 
of a proper release 
through impact.

Jim McLean, a Golf 
Digest Teaching 
Professional, is 
based at The 
Biltmore in Coral 
Gables, Fla.

“Get your club moving its fastest 
 after the strike.”

W

BY JIM MCLEAN





Play Your Best   For Better Players by Tom Watson

Photograph by J.D. Cuban

Bunker Mentality

Use your sand technique to 
get out of greenside rough

erhaps the most 

famous shot I ever 

hit was my chip-in  

on the 17th hole at Pebble 

Beach to help win the 

1982 U.S. Open. Getting 

the ball out of the rough 

and stopping it quickly by 

a close hole is unnerving 

for a lot of golfers. They’re 

afraid of hitting it too 

far, so they don’t make a 

big enough swing, often 

leaving the ball in the 

rough for their next shot. 

The key is to swing much 

harder than you normally 

would. If the hole were, 

say, 15 feet away, you’re 

going to have to swing 

like it’s 30 or 40 feet away. 

Try this technique:

I play these shots a 

lot like a greenside sand 

shot. I take a sand wedge, 

open the face at least 30 

degrees, grip the club with 

a weak left-hand position 

(left thumb straight down 

the top of the grip), and 

then make a swing cutting 

across the ball from out-

side to inside in relation to 

my target line. This causes 

the trajectory of the ball 

to be higher, which will 

reduce its roll out.

The key is to open that 

face—many golfers forget 

to do that—and to acceler-

ate the club through the 

heavy grass more than 

seems necessary. Make the 

face exit left of your target 

with no rolling over of the 

wrists through impact. 

Hold the face open like 

I am here (above).

The bonus of playing 

this like a bunker shot 

is it’s forgiving. You can 

make contact a little be-

hind the ball and still get 

a good result—as long as 

you commit to the bigger 

swing with an open face.  

—WITH RON KASPRISKE

P

Tom Watson writes instruction articles exclusively for Golf Digest.
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Y
ou can confirm what 

you’re doing (or should 

be doing) with your 

golf swing using technology 

such as a TrackMan radar or a 

BodiTrack pressure mapping 

system. But you don’t need 

those devices to make a bunch 

of useful adjustments from the 

types of data they gather.

Here we’re going to talk 

about some of the things those 

machines measure, and how 

you can use mostly low-tech, 

old-school methods to hit  

better shots without the need 

for a computer screen.

In other words, no batteries 

required. —WITH MATTHEW RUDY

50 Best Teacher Claude Harmon III 

is at the Butch Harmon Floridian in 

Palm City, Fla. He works with Dustin 

Johnson and Brooks Koepka. 

shrink your misses

Get on a Better Driver Path 

▶ TrackMan reveals the path your club is 

taking to the ball, but you don’t need its 

confirmation to fix two common faults. If 

you slice, it’s likely your path is too out-

side-to-inside in relation to your target 

line. To fix this, tee another ball behind 

and outside your ball (near, right). Avoid 

the second ball for a swing less out-to-in. 

A too-steep swing that produces shots 

low and right can be fixed if you put a 

second ball in front of and outside your 

ball. Missing that second ball means you 

caught yours on the upswing (far, right).

2

add power

You Have to 
Load to Unload

▶ A lot of amateurs 

don’t hit the ball with 

authority because 

they don’t create 

much potential 

energy in the back-

swing. Mostly, they’re 

using only their arms 

to get ready to hit the 

ball, which means 

they’re trying to un-

load something that 

never got properly 

loaded. Long-and-

straight drivers like 

Brooks Koepka get 

their upper body 

turning on top of a 

stable lower body, 

and they create a 

pressure trace on 

BodiTrak that shows 

them shifting into the 

trail foot’s heel by the 

middle of the back-

swing. If you make 

that kind of weight 

shift (right), you’re 

putting fuel in your 

tank. Now you can 

create real speed. 

1

Play Your Best Back to Basics



Photographs by Dom Furore

manage your game

Join the Information Age

▶ Your ball flight tells you a lot about what 
you’re doing with your swing, but with the 
help of technology like Cobra Connect, you 
can get even more specific.

A sensor in the end of the driver grip 
(below) sends a stream of information 
about your game to an app on your smart-
phone. You can see how fast you swing, 
how far you carry the ball and how much  
it rolls. It’s like having a version of the  
PGA Tour’s ShotLink for your own game. 
This can help you pick better clubs and  
understand what your tendencies are, so 
you can practice the right stuff. 

4

hit better irons

Quit Hanging Back

▶ Good players shift to their trail leg in 

the backswing and shift toward the target 

in the downswing. Bad players do the 

opposite, and shift to the trail leg coming 

down, which causes what TrackMan shows 

as a positive angle of attack. In this case,  

positive is not a good thing. It means the 

club is ascending at impact. You want to hit 

down on the ball for good iron shots.  

For better iron play, practice one-handed 

shots while pushing your hips toward the 

target before you get to the top of the 

backswing (left). This shift will feel way, way 

early, but you’ll get downward, flush strikes.

5

find the sweet spot

Learn How to Smash Your Driver

▶ TrackMan’s smash factor is the ratio between ball speed and 

clubhead speed. Dustin Johnson’s ratio of 1.52 indicates he’s 

hitting the center of the face every time. You get such a jump in 

ball speed from a center strike that you should make it a priority. 

Use foot spray (above) to check your contact when you practice.  

‘GOOD 

PLAYERS 

SHIFT BACK 

AND THEN 

SHIFT 

FORWARD. 

BAD 

PLAYERS 

DO THE 

OPPOSITE.’

3
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happy putter  

eye align series

▶ Recognizing that not 

everyone’s eyes see  

the line the same way,  

this half-moon-shape 

putter includes three 

interchangeable alignment 

guides. Adjustable sole 

weights let you dial in your 

preferred heaviness, too.

price $130

Green Monsters

Mallet putters surge in popularity

he putter has been perceived as equipment’s 

technological holdout. For years, golfers were 

reluctant to embrace innovation in the club 

they used most. That has changed. Physics 

give mallets an advantage over blade-style putters in 

forgiveness, stability and alignment, and tour pros have 

made them cool. More than half of the top 50 players in the 

world use mallets, including three of the past five No. 1s. 

     The move to mallets is more than just peer pressure, 

says Sean Toulon, general manager for top-selling 

Odyssey Golf and longtime putter designer. “We’re 

starting to look at construction in putters through the 

same lens that we looked at construction in drivers,” 

he says. “So you’re going to start to see some products 

that can perform at a different level given their size.”

     For example, some of the latest compact mallets offer 

multiple materials and internal weighting that make them 

as stable as larger mallets. Heel-shafted hosels also make 

it easier to swing some mallets in an open-close arc (like 

you would with a blade) without sacrificing stability and 

forgiveness. Plus, a putter fitting with high-tech monitors 

provides proof that strokes improve with mallet putters. 

     For all the technological upgrades, the appeal of the mallet 

putter might be about emotion. As Toulon says, “When golfers 

start seeing people making putts with funny-looking putters, 

they assume it’s the putter, not the person.” Here are six that 

might make you rethink how you roll. —MIKE STACHURA

T

Play Your Best Equipment



Slug by Firstname Lastname
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clevel and

tfi  2135

▶ The off-center-

hit forgiveness 

goes beyond the 

high-stability 

shapes. The depths 

on the face’s 

milling marks vary 

with each head 

design (Elevado 

shown here). That 

matches up the 

energy transfer 

with each head’s 

given forgiveness 

for consistent 

distance.  

price $150

argolf 

pendragon

▶ This putter is about 

10-percent heavier than 

typical mallets and works 

best with straight-back-and-

through strokes. Scallops on 

the heel and toe help it glide 

through the air, and grooves 

on the face improve roll.

price $350

ping

sigma g cra z-e

▶ The iconic 

perimeter-weighted 

shape gets its  

stability and 

alignment from the 

centered backweight. 

The big update here 

is upfront, where 

spiraling, milled 

grooves of various 

depth and width 

on the aluminum 

face-insert provide 

consistent distance.

price $215

odyssey  

o -works bl ack 7s

▶ The company’s latest mallets, including this  

slant-necked No. 7 option, have a more straightforward 

look (solid black or red). The face has tiny hinges that 

impart immediate topspin for a smooth roll.

price $200

evnroll 

er6

▶ With most of the clubhead’s 

mass along the center of the 

head, it’s easier to keep the 

clubhead on plane during 

the stroke. Meanwhile, 

variable-width grooves on 

the face work on two levels: 

consistent distance and 

accuracy on mis-hits.

price $360









The New  
Crossovers

Fusing classic shapes 
with big-time tech

he hardest clubs to design in golf? You’re looking 

at them. These irons have the classic compact 

shape that better players prefer, but with 

technology for forgiveness (multiple materials) and 

distance (thin-face inserts) that make them playable for 

the rest of us. This marriage of old and new technology 

has caught the attention of the world’s best: About nine 

in 10 players on the PGA Tour use some form of cavity-

back or hollow iron for at least part of their iron set. 

“We’re still going to chock it full of as much technology 

as we can,” Mizuno’s Chris Voshall says. “But the 

priority is the package it’s in, not just the technology 

it offers.” Here are four new irons that might make 

us look better than we are. —MIKE STACHURA

T

titleist

ap3

▶ Three different 

constructions within 

the set are designed 

to optimize your 

needs. High-strength 

steel face inserts 

wrap around the 

soles of the hollow 

long and middle 

irons. High-density 

tungsten-weights 

in the heel and toe 

improve stability. 

price $1,300

Photograph by Justin Fantl
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mizuno

mp-18 sc

▶ Mizuno’s forging process yields a tight grain 

structure for optimal feel on these cavity-backs. 

The slightly larger size and lower center of gravity  

of the middle and long irons make these a natural  

to mix and match with Mizuno’s MP-18 blades.

price $1,200

taylormade

p790

▶ The hollow 

construction uses  

a high-strength 

steel face that 

wraps around the 

sole and is about as 

thick as a quarter. 

It’s supported by 

an injected foam 

that allows the 

face to flex while 

controlling sound 

and feel. A sole slot 

enhances flexing 

low on the face.

price $1,300 

miura

cb 2008

▶ On the long and 

middle irons, the 

face and neck are 

forged from carbon 

steel. A stainless-

steel composite 

piece on the back 

forms Miura’s widest 

iron sole, keeping the 

weight low for high 

launch and smooth 

turf interaction. 

price $2,040  

(set of six)



FAIRWAY WOODS

specs Ping G 3-wood (13.5˚), Aldila 2KNV 

Green 75TX shaft; G400 7-wood (20.5˚), Aldila 

NV Green 85TX shaft; D-2 swingweight

Depending on conditions, I switch  

between a 5-wood and 7-wood. With the 

7-wood, I can be in deep rough 200 out 

and smash down on it and get it out. 

Play Your Best What’s in My Bag
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MACKENZIE 

HUGHES

age 26

lives Charlotte

story Wire-to-wire 

winner of the 2016 

RSM Classic as  

a PGA Tour rookie. 

family game 

Golf wasn’t a year-

round sport grow- 

ing up in Canada.  

I learned to play on 

a short course at my 

home club, Dundas 

Valley Golf and Curl-

ing Club, in Ontario. 

My parents were be-

ginners, too, and we 

all started together.

quick study  

I was ready to spend 

my first year on tour 

learning the courses 

and establishing my 

routine. Winning was 

great, but it definitely 

changes your expec-

tations on the fly.     

—with matthew rudy

driver 286

3-wood 265

7-wood 240 

4-iron 215

5-iron 202

6-iron 193

7-iron 182 

8-iron 168

9-iron 152

pw 142

52˚ 125

56˚ 110

60˚ 92

*carry distance

club           yards*

DRIVER

specs Ping G400 LST (8.5˚), Project X 

HZRDUS T1100 75g X-flex, 44.75 inches, 

D-3 swingweight

I put the new Ping G400 in play the 

first week I got it, at the Travelers. It 

was a lot more consistent for me. I’m 

hitting it farther and straighter, which 

is a good combination. 

PUTTER

specs Ping 

PLD Piper C, 

35 inches. Ping 

PP58 Full Cord 

Midsize grip 

It took some 

tweaking with 

lead tape 

and the grip, 

but I found 

the right 

combination 

four years 

ago, and I’ve 

used a similar 

model since. 

WEDGES

specs Ping Glide 2.0 52˚ 

SS, 56˚ SS and 60˚ WS.  

True Temper Dynamic Gold 

Tour Issue S400 shafts

The Ping guys surprised 

me last fall with these ma-

ple-leaf initials etched on 

the back of my wedges. 

It’s a really nice touch. 

Looks classy.    

IRONS

specs Ping S55 4-iron 

through PW, Project X 6.5 

shafts. Golf Pride New 

Decade Multicompound  

60R grips     

I’ve had these for 

three years: for my 

first PGA Tour win and 

the Web.com Price 

Cutter Charity Cham-

pionship win, which 

got me my card. 
Star-struck One big difference between the 
Web.com and the PGA Tour? The pro-ams. At 
Pebble Beach, I played with NFL quarterback 
Alex Smith and met Justin Timberlake (above). 

Love letters  
I mark my 
Titleist Pro 
V1 with my 
wife’s initials 
(Jenna Renee 
Hughes). We 
met freshman 
year and got 
married in 
2016. 

Loonie tune  
I use a Canadian 
dollar coin to 
mark my ball. 
Yes, it’s really 
called a loonie, 
for the bird on 
one side. Our 
$2 coin? You 
guessed it. It’s 
called a toonie.  

Going low  
When I shot 61 
at the RSM, I was 
thinking about 59 
by the 12th tee.  
I knew I was  
playing well, so  
I stayed aggressive. 
It was a fun thing. 

Home away from home Kent State 
coach Herb Page is Canadian, and the 

team had three Canadian guys  
I knew. I had a great four years there. 
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O
ther players won 
major champion-
ships in 2017,  

but no win carried  
more emotional signifi-
cance than when Billy  
Horschel captured the 
AT&T Byron Nelson in 
May. The playoff victory, 
Horschel’s first title in 
more than two years,  
also came a year to  
the day after his wife,  
Brittany, entered treat-
ment for alcoholism.  
The couple had kept their 

struggle private, but 
the day after the 

tournament, 
Brittany 
shared on  
social media 
her difficult 
road to sobri-

ety, and both 
have since 

sought to use 
their journey 
as inspiration 

for others. ▶ ▶ ▶

Nice 
Recovery

The Horschels’   
battle with  
alcoholism

edited by peter finch



brittany horschel

T
here’s definitely this perception about traveling the tour,  

and some of that is just the world we live in. There’s this great 

pressure to be perfect—the perfect wife with the perfect fam-

ily and the perfect house. Billy had won all this money by winning 

the FedExCup, and yet I never felt more inadequate. I started to lose 

myself into a bad depression, and that led to a lot of drinking. It was 

a really scary time, and all the while everyone thinks your life is a 

party. It was just a lot of hiding. ▶ For a while I told Billy that it was 

fine, that I could control it. But deep down, I was scared and really 

ashamed. He could sense that, and by the time he got our friends and 

family together to intervene, I was ready to get help. The next day I 

checked into a rehab facility. ▶ It was a very difficult process to go 

somewhere and leave our daughter behind, but what helped me 

through this process was a simple equation: I could give up one thing 

to save everything, or continue to drink and risk losing it all. That’s 

what has propelled me ever since. ▶ To emerge from all that and be 

able to put the pieces of our lives together, I eventually realized it was 

something I wanted to share with the world as a way to help others. I 

knew it was something I wanted to do, and Billy winning on the one-

year mark and having this emotional reaction afterward just felt like 

the right time. ▶ They say you’re only as sick as your secrets, and I felt 

like I was hiding who I really was, so to have it out there for the world 

to see was really freeing. I’m so proud of the last year and the woman 

I’ve become. I no longer feel this pressure to be perfect, because I 

know I can’t be. No one is. I struggled with getting help for so long 

because it’s perceived as so ugly. But when someone can share their 

recovery story, it’s actually really beautiful. —WITH SAM WEINMAN
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“To have it out there for the world
 to see was really freeing.”

billy horschel

I
t was a tough road for us. Looking back now, I don’t think  

I realized my wife was an alcoholic. But over time you could 

tell she couldn’t control her drinking. Other people would 

be having drinks with dinner or whatever, but she didn’t know 

when to say “No more,” because she didn’t want to stop and feel 

bad. ▶ As a professional golfer, I’ve always been pretty good at 

compartmentalizing and shutting off whatever’s happening off the 

golf course so it doesn’t affect my play or practice. However, coming 

off the course, I always wondered what was waiting for me. Did my 

wife have drinks out there today? What kind of state was she in? It 

just wasn’t joyful. When you’re done playing golf, you want to be 

able to enjoy being around the people you love, and it was difficult 

for me to do that. ▶ It probably wasn’t until the beginning of the 

2016 season that we started to realize this was a serious situation 

and we needed to do something about it. Brittany and I had a lot of 

intense arguments about her drinking, and what helped me was 

hearing from our friends and family who said they were seeing the 

same problem and they were scared for her. That’s when we got 

everyone together for an intervention. ▶ It’s funny, but people 

always think that when you’re in the public eye, it’s a really 

glamorous life. Yes, we’re definitely lucky. We get to travel to some 

great places and make a great living. I mean, after making as much 

money as I did in winning the 2014 FedExCup, the safe assumption 

is that life would be easier. But money doesn’t solve most problems. 

In many ways we’re no different than people who work 9-to-5 jobs. 

We’re trying to make a marriage work, trying to raise our kids.  

And by sharing our story, we’re hoping people can see that as well.

Photographs by Spencer Heyfron

The Golf Life Health
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CHARITY GOLF EVENTS  
WE’D RATHER NOT ATTEND

    TOYS FOR TODDS

DOCTORS WITHOUT SCRUPLES 

MIDLIFE-CRISIS HOTLINE 

FIND A CURE FOR HICCUPS

TOE-JAM CONSERVANCY 

COMBATING THIGH RASH 

PARTNERSHIP FOR  
THE SECOND-HOMELESS

The Golf Life The Digest by Sam Weinman and Alex Myers

THE SUFFERING SURFACE
▶ From a sensible mistake to the absurdly 

intentional, what are the harshest things 

that routinely happen to greens? According 

to a pair of superintendents, they are:

mild

▶ Golfers often drag their feet, hurting the 

green for a few days. ▶ General overuse.  

▶ Walking across the green after a snow-

storm packs down the snow and hurts the 

grass. ▶ Spilled drinks: After the member-

guest, you find a lot of dead patches on the 

greens and can smell the alcohol on the 

grass. ▶ Geese and other animals walking  

on the greens.

moderate

▶ Parties: trash left out, people running on 

the green. ▶ Spray paint. ▶ Spray-on sun-

block/bug spray. You end up with green 

footprints surrounded by dead turf. The 

chemicals kill the grass. ▶ Squirrels trying to 

bury nuts on the green. ▶ Divots—either out 

of anger or players trying to pick up the ball 

with their putters. ▶ Reaching into the cup 

with a putter. ▶ Ashes from cigarettes, cigars 

and . . . humans. One man had his remains 

spread on a green. His memory lived on,  

but the grass did not. ▶ Fire extinguishers.

the most severe

▶ Motor vehicles                               —claire rogers

OUT, DAMNED SPOT!

▶ Got a stain on your favorite  

golf shirt? Don’t worry—it  

won’t take a miracle to get it 

looking sharp again.

food

Dab dish soap + vinegar + cold  
water on stain. Let sit for 30 min-
utes. Wash with warm water.

grass

Work vinegar or rubbing alcohol 
onto stain, rinse, then apply liquid 
detergent and rinse again.

sunblock

Spritz stain with lemon juice and 
let sit for five minutes. Rinse with 
cool water.

odors

Rub baking soda + water on  
affected area. Pour baking soda 
or white vinegar into wash. Wash 
in hot water, with clothes inside-
out. Air-dry. 

note The earlier you treat a 
stain, the better. Dab it with  
water when you’re on the course. 
After treatment, air-dry it first 
because high heat will set the 
stain. —claire rogers

“THERE IS NO  

TYPE OF MIRACLE THAT  

CAN’T HAPPEN AT  

LEAST ONCE IN GOLF. 
—sportswriter grantland rice
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▶ the slow group  
in front of you 
quits after nine.

▶ you find your 
first ball.

▶ it’s supposed to 
pour, but doesn’t. 

▶ two-for-one 
snickers at the 
snack shop!

▶ your chip clangs 
off the flagstick, 
drops straight 
down.

▶ you think you 
lost the hole, 
then realize you 
get a stroke.

EVERYDAY 
MIRACLES  
OF GOLF

DIALING FOR 
MIRACLES 

▶ Without saying  

I work here, I called 

Golf Digest’s 100 

highest-ranked 

private courses and 

asked if I could play.
One of them, 

canyata golf club 

in Illinois, said yes!  

It’s privately owned 

but allows public  

play for $500 to 

$750. (I declined.)  

A pair, Indiana’s

victoria national

and Colorado’s

ballyneal, 

suggested I visit  

as a prospective 

member. Eight 

didn’t return my 

calls, and the 

remaining 89 said 

no. Most, including

Augusta National, 

were very polite,  

but there were a  

few curt replies.  

One of my favorites 

came from a famous 

Boston-area club. 

Said the pro:  

“We don’t allow 

people to just  

come play golf.” 
—christopher powers

‘OH, RAT FARTS!’ it makes sense that a man of the cloth would be part of a miraculous  
round of golf, but ultimately, the bishop’s memorable scene from “caddyshack” ended in heartbreak. 
oh, and a near-death experience. let’s look closer at how it unfolded. 

▶ A good golf cocktail should soothe the spirit 

as much as it revitalizes the body. It should  

be refreshing, rewarding and remind you that 

the game you’re playing is just that—a game. 

With that in mind, we bring you the Miracle on 

Ice, a libation of inspiration. 

1 ounce vodka
1 ounce silver tequila 
1 ounce gin
6 ounces Polar ruby red  
grapefruit seltzer (or similar)
2 ounces pink grapefruit juice
Stir ingredients vigorously. Serve in a Collins 
glass over ice with a grapefruit-slice garnish.

MIRACLE ON ICE

It began with the bishop trying to squeeze in nine 
holes. Even with a dangerous forecast, it’s tough to 
head back when you’re puring it off the tee.

1 2

3 4

Biblical rains came, but the bishop was only flooded  
with hubris as he drained putts from all over. Instead 
of seeking shelter, he brought up the course record.

The magical round continued with a chip-in that 
made a frog jump out of the hole, a sign from above. 
The bishop bellowed, “I’m infallible, young fella!”

After ramming his course-record attempt through  
the break (classic error, not factoring in adrenaline), 
he cursed the heavens—and was struck by lightning.c
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The Golf Life Looking Back by Jack Nicklaus
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T
he threshold of what counts as a 

miracle is hard to establish. In my 

career, I consider Lee Trevino’s chip-in 

at Muirfield in the 1972 Open Championship 

and Tom Watson’s chip-in at Pebble Beach in 

the 1982 U.S. Open—both happening on the 

17th hole and in the final round to beat me— 

as miracles at the time they happened.

 In some people’s minds, 

my win at age 22 over Arnold 

Palmer in the 1962 U.S. Open 

in, basically, Arnold’s back yard 

of Oakmont was a miracle.

 Perhaps the same could be 

said for the 1-iron I hit at 17 in 

the 1972 U.S. Open. It was 219 

yards, and my ball hit the flag-

stick a foot above the ground 

and dropped to six inches — 

almost went in the cup. Had it 

missed, I suppose it would have 

gone 12 to 15 feet past. The ball 

had to hit flush at that precise 

part of the flagstick for it to 

stop there. A miracle?

 Then there are the miracles 

that appear to happen until 

reality steps in. One of my fa-

vorite stories happened in the 

1970s at Cypress Point. 

I was playing a practice 

round with friends Pandel 

Savic and Bob Hoag. We invited 

Howard Clark, a Ryder Cup 

player from England, to join us, 

especially after hearing that he 

had never played Cypress. 

I remember that we went 

out right behind a group of Ca-

nadian pros, Richard Zokol and 

Jim Nelford. We got around 

the first 15 holes in gorgeous 

weather. Suddenly, this fog 

bank rolls in between the 15th 

and 16th tees. As the golf world 

knows, No. 16 at Cypress Point 

is one of the iconic par 3s of the 

world. Well, standing on the tee 

we could barely see our hands 

in front of our faces, but we all 

hit. We found three of our balls. 

And then we found Howard’s—

in the hole. 

We spent the next 30 min-

utes or so celebrating Howard’s 

ace. Then, we got to the 18th 

tee, and there was a little note 

on the tee box: “Great hole-

in-one, Howard! The Crazy 

Canucks. Ha. Ha. Ha.” But for a 

half an hour, we thought it was 

a miracle.

Then there are people you 

meet through golf, and situ-

ations you come across, that 

have the undertones of a mir-

acle at work. In the summer of 

2008, a father in Ohio reached 

out to our office with a request 

to meet his son. The father was 

Marty Bezbatchenko, and his 

son, David, was battling a rare 

disease, neurofibromatosis. 

The disease can attack numer-

ous parts of the body, and can 

lead to tumors all over, includ-

ing ones on the brain, spine 

and nerves. 

David was a college student 

at Bowling Green—in fact, 

he was a member of the same 

fraternity I was in at Ohio 

State—when, in 2005, he devel-

oped a brain tumor. He waged 

an incredible battle, enduring 

chemotherapy, radiation and 

numerous surgeries. Well, I got 

a chance to meet David in July 

2008 and spent considerable 

time with him and his family. 

You could tell he had a love for 

golf, family and life. 

David lost his battle on that 

Valentine’s Day, passing away 

at the age of 23. In his obit were 

some wonderful memories, but 

what I found most interesting 

is what he listed as perhaps his 

most cherished memory.

 It happened the year after 

he was diagnosed. David and 

his father recorded holes-in-

one on the same hole on back-

to-back swings. Never mind 

that the ace helped David break 

100 for the first time, carding 

a 98. Here is a young man bat-

tling a horrific disease, whose 

two biggest loves in life are his 

family and golf, and on one 

day, one hole and two swings, 

they intersect for something 

Francis Scheid, retired chair-

man of the Boston University 

math department, calculated 

for Golf Digest at odds of 17 

million to one—or greater—to 

happen. 

That, in many ways, is a 

miracle, and it could not have 

happened to a more deserving 

young man.

Sometimes I Wonder

Shots you can’t explain





average is 11,369 a day. That’s 5.3 miles of walking and/or running 

a day. That might sound like a lot, but the majority of my waking 

hours are in a seated position. I don’t do much writing standing up.

The reason you’re reading about this in Golf Digest, instead of 

Shape or Men’s Fitness, is because playing golf had a big part in my 

strategy. Without golf, I probably would’ve been eating a lot more 

bun-less turkey burgers and carrot sticks. When I play 

golf, I almost always walk and carry my bag. Do that 

over four hours, and you’ve burned 1,500 calories. 

That means on days I play, my calorie limit 

goes from 1,650 to 3,150—and I still lose 

weight. If I ate a light breakfast and lunch, 

I could pig out at dinner and never 

come close to reaching my limit.

That’s the formula I used—and 

still use—for weight loss. I eat and 

drink healthy most of the time 

but will go for the fun stuff when 

I can. If you’re wondering, I’m a 

shade under 6-foot-2, and I went 

from 209 pounds to 186. If you’re 

considering trying this plan, the 

box below contains some lessons 

I learned that might help ensure 

your success. —RON KASPRISKE

MY FIVE WEIGHT-LOSS TIPS
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The Golf Life Fitness

Worth the Weight

How I lost 23 pounds in a year—downing burgers

Without golf, I would’ve been eating 
a lot more carrot sticks.

T
he first question from my doctor was, “Did you do this on 

purpose?” She went on to say that if my answer was “no,” 

she immediately wanted to run tests to see if I had cancer. 

My answer was “yes.” From the time of my annual physical in 2016 

to this year’s physical nearly 13 months later, I lost 23 pounds. 

During that period, I ate and drank anything I wanted: 

steaks, fries, chips, pizza (lots of pizza), chocolate, ice 

cream, beer, bourbon (lots of bourbon). The list of 

questionable food and drink choices is long.

Turns out, those choices didn’t matter 

all that much. For all the attention 

various food-specific diets get, 

for all the praise heaped on group 

exercise programs, I had to focus 

on only one thing to lose weight: 

consuming fewer calories than 

necessary to maintain my current 

weight. And I used a common 

method of scoring in golf to stick 

with the plan.

My first step was to monitor 

what I ate and drank each day, and 

the things I did that would fall un-

der my definition of physical exer-

tion. To keep track, I downloaded an 

app to my phone that served as a journal. 

I used a free one from Under Armour called 

MyFitnessPal. It knows how many calories are in 

most foods and drinks and how many calories are expended 

in a variety of strenuous activities.

I then set a daily calorie limit. An average man can con-

sume 2,500 calories a day and not gain or lose any significant 

weight. I chose an aggressive limit of 1,650 per day. On many 

days I went well above that limit. That’s where golf scoring 

was useful. I knew I could make up for going above my calorie 

limit simply by exercising. 

Every calorie burned was a calorie I could add to my limit. 

If I swam for 30 minutes and expended 400 calories,  

I could eat 2,050 that day and still lose weight. 

It’s like the difference between gross and 

net scoring in golf. You might have 

shot a gross 80, but with a course 

handicap of 8, your net score is 72. 

There were days when I would ex-

ercise just so I could eat a cheese-

burger. There also were days when 

I stuck to 1,650 calories. Those were 

the tough days.

The next step was to move 

more. Even on days I couldn’t 

exercise or didn’t feel like it, simply 

walking helped keep me under my 

net goal. The Under Armour app 

syncs with my phone’s health app 

and tracks my steps. My current annual 

▶ identify the 
things you rou-
tinely eat and 
drink that are 
high in calories.
If you don’t love 
them, eliminate 
them. Never met 
anyone who was 

blown away by a 
bag of pretzels. 
Pass on them.

▶ identify the 
things you truly 
love and know 
exactly what  
you have to do  
to enjoy them  
without going 
over your calo-

rie limit. 

If you run for 

22 minutes  

at six miles 

per hour, you 

can eat a  

slice of pep-

peroni pizza.

▶ at least  
every other 
thing you 
drink should 
be water. 

It keeps you 

feeling full. 

Booze, soda and 

fruit juice are  

calorie bombs.

▶ any type of 
physical exer-
tion helps your 
calorie count.  

Simply pushing a 

lawn mower for 20 

minutes burns off 

four chicken wings.

▶ weigh yourself 
daily when you 
wake up.

Don’t get discour-

aged if you’re stick-

ing to the plan but 

the pounds aren’t 

coming off. As a 

mechanism for  

survival, the body 

tends to fight back 

against dramatic 

weight loss. Even-

tually it will acqui-

esce. Trust me. 
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The resort sits on an old phosphate  
strip mine in Central Florida.

Black Beauty

Streamsong’s latest is like the Rio course, only bolder  

I
F YOU’VE YET TO PLAY Gil Hanse’s terrific Rio Olympics course in Brazil—
we’re looking at you, PGA Tour players—a more-than-reasonable substitute 
is Hanse’s Black Course at Streamsong, the just-opened third 18 at the famed 

Central Florida resort. In fact, the Black is a bigger, broader, bolder version of Rio. 
The course is reshaped from a decades-old phosphate strip mine, and Hanse pro-
vided strategic character by building everything from a hidden punchbowl green to 
a par 4 with dual putting surfaces, and by prescribing tightly mowed turf everywhere. 
Water is used sparingly, with just a meandering stream on the third and fourth and 
a lagoon cove guarding the 18th green. Hanse’s massive, ragged-edged bunkers add 
to the windswept allure of the site. A full-service practice area called The Round-
about includes a 340-yard shortcut hole back to the clubhouse for those who wish to 
play just nine holes. But why would anyone want to do that here? —RO N  W H I T T E N

windswept
Gil Hanse’s  
ragged-edged 
bunkers frame  
the second green.
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Imagine feeling as comfortable 
on 18 as you did on No. 1.  

The Golf Life Style

Tech Togs

Clothes designed with a 
golfer’s well-being in mind 

T
oday’s golfwear  

offers a variety of  

innovative materials 

that allow you to move freely 

when you play and keep you 

warm when it’s cool (and vice 

versa). In fact, the apparel on 

this page is designed with so 

much style and technology 

that some might even call it 

miraculous. —ASHLEY MAYO

1
adidas kumacross 2.0  

sunglasses, $110

The distortion-free lenses  
are curved, offering your eyes 
wraparound sun protection.
▶ rlx golf hooded hybrid 

jacket, $245 This stylish slim-fit 
hoodie is pliable and well-insu-
lated, with an interior turtleneck 
for extra warmth. ▶ puma golf 

six-pocket pant, $80 It wicks 
moisture, and the ultra-stretchy 
fabric helps you stay cool and 
dry. ▶ footjoy d.n.a. helix 

shoes, $210 A foam collar molds 
to your ankle for extra stability, 
and the tongue shapes to your 
foot for breathable comfort. 

2
nike aerobill classic 99 

cap, $35 This high-perfor-
mance polyester fabric stretches 
for a comfortable fit.
▶ linksoul heather long-sleeve  

full-button sport shirt, $96

With just a touch of spandex,  
it offers as much stretch as the 
techiest golf shirt and looks  
classic and refined. ▶ kjus ike 

pants, $200 Come for the water-
and dirt-repelling fabric, stay for  
the anti-slide scorecard pocket.

3
adidas climaheat  

primaloft vest, $140 

It’s packed with insulation to 
keep you warm, but its breath-
able fabric lets moisture escape.
▶ nike aeroreact polo, $90

This shirt’s fabric is designed to 
open and close as your body 
temperature changes. ▶ adidas 

ultimate 365 climawarm pants,

$95 Breathable, woven fabric will 
keep you warm and dry, but  
it’s also highly stretchy, allowing  
for full range of motion.

Photograph by Walter Iooss Jr.
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Q
If I make a hole-in-one but a frog in  
the cup knocks the ball out of the  
hole, does my ace count, or do I have  
to putt it where it lies? CHRIS ABEL, FESTUS, MO.

A
We’re not sure if a hole-in-one 

on top of a frog is good luck  

or bad. Rules-wise, it’s tricky. 

For the ace to count, you must be sure 

the ball was at rest in the hole, and the 

frog was the reason the ball came back 

out of the hole (Rule 18-1). If the ball  

immediately pops out, and you’re still 

on the tee, you likely wouldn’t be able to 

confirm that the amphibian was the cul-

prit and must play the ball from where  

it lies. Note: If the frog deflected the ball  

in motion after a stroke on the green,  

the stroke is canceled, and you’d have  

to replay the ball from where you were.
▶ ▶ ▶

With my ball on the green and  

my opponent still chipping onto  

the green, he asked that I not  

mark my ball, that I simply leave  

it.  Do I have to leave it?

SANDRA BODZON, ROCHESTER, N.Y.

That’s some chutzpah, asking you to 

backstop his shot! No, you don’t have 

to leave it. In fact, if you do so in stroke 

play, there’d be negative consequences. 

Under Rule 22-1, agreeing to leave a  

ball that might assist any player would 

result in DQs for the both of you.  

In match play, you aren’t required to  

leave it, but if you do leave it, and  

your opponent benefits from it, the  

shot stands (Decision 22/5). 
▶ ▶ ▶ 

Why do we call them  “scratch”  

golfers?  

FRANK GRAFFEO, KNOXVILLE, TENN. 

Because they usually win all the scratch. 

No, not really. This 19th-century term 

originated with other sports, according 

to the USGA. Boxing, cricket and racing 

organizers would scratch a line in the 

dirt to tell competitors where to start 

their match or race. Over time it became 

a figurative baseline in sports, where op-

ponents had the same starting point with 

no advantage. Taken onto the golf course, 

the term refers to zero-handicappers  

who are expected to shoot par without 

any “head start” from handicap strokes. 
▶ ▶ ▶

What effect does being at 45,000  

feet in an airplane’s unpressurized, 

heated (50 to 77 degrees Fahrenheit) 

baggage compartment for three 

hours have on a ball?

CHRIS CHRISTIANSEN,  

SAMMAMISH, WASH. 

You’re flying at 45,000 feet, versus 

the usual 35,000 for most commercial 

flights? Impressive trajectory! The alti-

tude shouldn’t have any effect on your 

golf balls. According to scientists at 

Bridgestone, temperatures on the low 

end of what you described (50 degrees) 

would negatively impact ball velocity 

by about 1.2 percent—or about three 

yards for a player knocking it 250 off the 

tee. However, after two hours, the balls 

should come back to room temperature, 

with normal performance restored. In 

case you wondered: Bridgestone notes 

the optimal temperature for a golf ball is 

around 74 degrees. 
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Learn these 5 recovery techniques to hit the green from anywhere

MAKE  
MIRACLES  
HAPPEN
Y

ou’re not always going to have a clear 
shot into the green. It’s just a reality of 
golf. I miss fairways, the other guys on 
tour miss fairways, and you and your 
buddies miss fairways. The difference 
between tour pros and weekend golfers 
is that we have specific strategies for 

every situation when our path to the green is blocked—
usually it’s a tree, though I’ve encountered all sorts of large 
obstacles. Amateurs, on the other hand, have a tendency to 
rely on luck to get out of these difficult positions. And let’s 
be honest: Closing your eyes, swinging hard and hoping for 
the best doesn’t often work out very well. You need to have 
an understanding of the shot you’re trying to hit, and trust 
that adjustments to your regular swing will make the ball 
fly how you need it to. You can get over, under and around 
trouble, and even put your ball on the green. There are a lot 
of genuine miracles in this issue to read about, but follow 
my tips in this story, and you won’t have to hope for your 
own. With a little practice, pulling off these recovery shots 
will become a lot more routine. —WITH KEELY LEVINS

Photographs by Dom Furore
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HIGH RISER
GET WIDE ON BOTH SIDES

Y
ou’re faced with 

a tall tree between 

you and the green. 

If the lie is such that 

you can make fairly clean, ball-

first contact, there’s a method 

to getting each iron in your 

bag to launch like the one 

above it—making an 8-iron 

get up as quickly as your 9-iron, 

for example. 

So much of executing 

this shot is in the setup. Take 

a wide stance and play the 

ball forward (right). The rear 

shoulder is lower than the 

front, almost like a driver 

stance, which will naturally 

shallow out the swing to 

promote a high shot. When 

you take the club back, feel 

very wide, your hands getting 

about as far from your torso as 

possible. Look at the position 

of my hands at the top of the 

backswing (bottom, right). 

They’re high, and there’s a 

great deal of extension. The 

through-swing has that same 

wide feeling. 

Putting some fade on the 

ball will add height, too. To 

get that shot shape, hold the 

clubface open through impact, 

which adds loft. Instead of 

chasing the clubhead low 

around your body as you might 

with a regular swing, give it a 

bit of a flip with your wrists as 

you come through.  

IN A HIGH-LAUNCH SWING,  

THE HANDS ARE HIGH, AND THERE’S  

A LOT OF EXTENSION.

1st /  paul casey /  27’  3”

30’ 2”

proximity,  

approaches from  

rough, 125-150 yds 

6th on tour 
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 LOW 
 SCOOTER
STAY STACKED

ON THE FRONT LEG

W
hen I have to 

keep a shot 

low under 

branches, 

I know it’s absolutely critical 

to miss that first limb. Hit that 

one, and you could wind up 

farther from the green. But 

strike an obstacle that’s a ways 

ahead, and there’s a chance for 

a positive result. Almost every 

branch is thinnest toward its 

end, so it’s smart to cheat your 

aim there. A half an inch can 

mean all the difference with 

this shot. 

To execute this low runner, 

take a long iron and set up with 

your feet in a narrow stance, 

the ball toward your back foot. 

About 70 percent of your body 

weight should be on your front 

foot. There isn’t a lot of body 

movement when you swing; 

feel your weight consistently 

pressing forward. Also, limit 

shoulder turn. I feel like my 

left shoulder stays in the same 

place through the takeaway and 

downswing. This helps strike 

the ball solid. 

MINIMIZE WEIGHT SHIFT  

AND SHOULDER TURN TO KEEP IT  

UNDER THE BRANCHES.
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HOOK SHOT
KEEP THE RIGHT 

SHOULDER HIGH

Y
ou’ve got a massive 

tree or rock ahead, 

and your only way 

around it is to work 

the ball right to left. To pull 

this shot off, your swing needs 

to be more circular. The way 

to do that is change how you 

turn your shoulders. To feel the 

correct movement, try the drill 

I’m demonstrating. Hold a club 

across your chest, and rehearse 

swings so the shaft remains 

roughly parallel to the ground 

throughout (left). That’s far less 

shoulder tilt than in a typical 

iron swing. 

The main thought here is, 

Keep the right shoulder high. In 

this drill, my right hand mirrors 

the position of the clubface 

(bottom), which should be 

closing aggressively through 

impact to make the ball hook. 

As you can see in my finish, the 

position of the hand isn’t higher 

than my chin. Swing through 

on a flatter, more circular path, 

and you’ll curve it around  

the trouble.

A HOOK SWING NEEDS TO BE MORE  

CIRCULAR, AND THE WAY TO DO THAT IS TO CHANGE 

HOW YOU MOVE YOUR SHOULDERS.

1st /  dustin johnson /  60.7%

58.3%

g.i.r. percentage  

from other than  

fairway 

5th on tour 
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AUTO SLICE
FIRE FROM THE BACK FOOT

T
hough I’m sure 

a lot of you can 

already hit a slice, 

it’s helpful to be able 

to hit one on command and in 

a controlled manner. If you’re 

squarely behind a tree trunk 

with the option to go around 

either side of it, this is the easier 

shot shape to create. However, a 

tendency I see is that amateurs 

don’t borrow enough with their 

aim when they try this shot 

and wind up hitting whatever 

obstacle they were trying to 

avoid. So give yourself plenty of 

room to curve the ball. 

To slice it, set up with 

your weight on the back foot 

and keep it there throughout 

the swing (right). Stacking 

the weight on the right side 

prevents your hands from 

swinging down the target 

line—a move that sends the ball 

straight or left. Instead, let the 

hands exit the impact zone to 

the left with the clubface open, 

still feeling your body weight 

hanging back. 

FOCUS ON THE WRISTS

I
t always feels a bit 

unlucky to find yourself 

braced against a bush 

with little or no room to 

make a backswing, possibly 

scuffing your trousers. Don’t 

give up and take an unplayable 

just yet. There’s usually a way 

to advance the ball a useful 

distance, no matter how 

awkwardly you have to swing. 

When you don’t have space 

to make a shoulder turn, the 

power must come from quickly 

hinging and unhinging your 

wrists (left, top). You can 

generate a surprising amount 

of speed this way. The situation 

will likely require a narrow 

stance, which is a good thing. 

A narrow stance promotes 

the steep angle of attack you 

need to get the most out of this 

choppy, little swing. Because 

there’s a lot of forward shaft 

lean, choose a club with a fair 

amount of loft. Also, be mindful 

not to take the club back too 

far. If you touch the branch 

or whatever’s hindering your 

swing, you might get flustered 

and flub the shot. 

It’s also smart to rehearse 

what you’re trying to do with a 

bunch of practice swings. This 

will drill into your mind exactly 

how to advance the ball and, 

hopefully, chase it on the green.   

NO  
BACKSWING
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GUNGAG

s a d h g u r u  j a g g i  

v a s u d e v  h a s  f o u n d 

e n l i g h t e n m e n t  

a n d  c a n  l e a d  

y o u  t h e r e ,  t o o .
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“When the entire popu-

lation of the world attains 

enlightenment, I’ll retire and 

play golf every day,” he says, 

and it’s oddly hypnotic the 

way his white beard bounces 

as he laughs. He has to tie it 

so it doesn’t interfere with his 

swing. He almost always brings 

his clubs on the road, eschews 

carts, and prefers parkland 

courses to links.

 A dean at the University 

of Cambridge was incredulous 

when she heard he partook in 

such a bourgeoisie activity.  

“I love games, and I’ll play any,” 

Sadhguru told her. “Games are 

a way of training ourselves to 

be heavily involved without 

being serious.” A way of be-

ing, Sadhguru believes, that 

can assist in learning how to 

focus inward. He likes to quote 

Swami Vivekananda, the yogi 

pioneer who came to the United 

States in 1893, who said, “Kick-

ing a football will take you closer 

to the Divine than any amount 

of prayer.” If Swami had played 

golf, surely he would’ve agreed 

the mind similarly can’t wander.

 To train for his annual sum-

mer trek in the Himalayas of 

Tibet, Sadhguru, who turned 60 

on Sept. 3, walks 36 holes a day 

for several days on a course at an 

elevation of 6,200 feet in his na-

tive India. “By day two or three 

my game becomes really good,” 

he says. “The best round I ever 

shot was three over par. Most 

of the time I’m between six and 

18.” Not bad considering he took 

up the game seriously just a few 

years ago—a friend’s suggestion 

after Sadhguru injured his knee 

playing soccer with children. 

“He’s a good player, and 

strong,” says five-time major 

champion Yani Tseng, who first 

attended one of Sadhguru’s 

workshops in Manhattan, then 

later spent one-on-one time 

with the man at the meditation 

center he built in Tennessee. 

Why Tennessee? Besides natu-

ral beauty, its central location 

is within a day’s drive for most 

of the U.S. population. When 

you’re trying to change the 

world, you’ve got to be efficient.

Tseng’s initial motivation 

for visiting Sadhguru was to 

regain the mental clarity she 

enjoyed when she was the  

No. 1 woman golfer in the world. 

“I had all these specific ques-

tions, but once I was around him 

those questions started to feel 

unimportant. He brings such 

a sense of peace. I forgot about 

golf and started thinking more 

about enjoying life, being grate-

ful for my family and friends.  

Of course, having a quiet mind 

also helps in golf.”

If Tiger Woods would accept 

his help, Sadhguru believes he 

could get him going in the right 

direction, too. Which, if you 

commit to reading on, is what 

this is all about. Prepping the 

mind to hit fewer shots can’t be 

separated from the larger task 

of total self-re-examination.

“Today, the most important 

work on the planet is to raise hu-

man consciousness,” Sadhguru 

says—and writes. (His dozen 

books he has simply dictated 

into a recording device, then 

made minimal edits to the tran-

scripts—a working method that 

is unbelievable until you hear 

him speak for hours without a 

single stammer or notecard.) 

“For the first time, we have the 

necessary capability, technology 

and resources to solve almost 

every human problem—funda-

mental problems like malnutri-

tion, sickness, illiteracy—on this 

planet; never before was this 

possible. The only thing that is 

missing is human conscious-

ness. . . . All it takes is to make 

human beings willing.”

Willing, that is, to be truly 

inclusive and compassionate. 

To see themselves as part of a 

larger energy that is dispersed 

among all forms of life.

divisive figures

W
hoa. Let’s  

pause here. 

From Tony  

Robbins to 

Eckhart Tolle, modern gu-

rus—which let’s define as 

charismatic figures who make 

their life telling others how to 

live—tend to engender wor-

ship or extreme skepticism. 

Internet trolls accuse Sadhguru 

of hypocrisy in little ways, and 

others battle on intellectual 

turf, arguing his transposing 

of ancient Eastern philosophy 

into the Western world takes 

unforgivable shortcuts. “My hy-

pothesis is that Jaggi Vasudev’s 

act of interspersing his religious 

sermon with science is a con-

scious attempt to appeal to the 

urbane middle class,” writes 

someone whose screen name is 

“tArkika.” 

knows Bill Murray’s character, Carl Spackler,  

is promised total consciousness on his 

deathbed. Turns out the Dalai Lama isn’t  

a golfer, but another highly influential 

spiritual leader is.: Sadhguru Jaggi Vasudev’s 

YouTube videos, which mostly take the form 

of five-minute answers to deep questions, 

have eclipsed 100 million views. His is a 

globetrotting schedule—conducting large-

scale meditation workshops, building schools, 

battling deforestation, lecturing for assemblies 

like the United Nations and World Economic 

Forum—but the self-described “yogi, mystic 

and visionary” got in 29 rounds last year.

Anyone who has  
                      seen “Caddyshack”
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powerful in person

B
ut far more credit the 

man for changing 

their lives for the bet-

ter. In 2016, Sadhguru 

initiated 35,000 Americans 

into yoga. In India, certain 

nights of Hindu celebrations 

with Sadhguru have drawn half 

a million. In 2017, the Indian 

government awarded him its 

highest annual civilian honor, 

the Padma Vibhushan. He has 

played six-hour rounds because 

of grounds-crew workers and 

other followers flocking the 

fairway. “By the time the round 

is over, I’ve blessed 150 to 200 

people,” he says.

A guru’s delivery is equally 

if not more important than his 

message, so I hesitate to distill 

in an article that which was con-

veyed over 20 hours of lecture 

(accompanied by group chant-

ing and an absolutely terrific 

string band). So all I’ll say is,  

I attended Sadhguru’s three- 

day course on “Inner Engineer-

ing” at the Sheraton Carlsbad 

Resort & Spa. Early registration 

of $2,000 covered room and 

vegetarian board, with the rest 

supporting the nonprofit Isha 

Foundation, which Sadhguru 

founded in 1992. 

If you’re a golfer, who among 

us hasn’t wondered if a little 

Zen training might improve our 

putting? So it was with this mix-

ture of curiosity and selfish mo-

tivation that I laid down my mat 

and prepared to be transformed.

There were 140 participants, 

including those who’d flown 

from South America, the Carib-

bean, even India, to spend this 

special intimate session with 

Sadhguru. A curious number 

of attendees were in medicine; 

doctors and practitioners look-

ing for knowledge to comple-

ment (or replace) what they’d 

learned of the human system in 

traditional education. The rest 

of the attendees professed old-

fashioned, run-of-the-mill exis-

tential crises—sometimes  

I wake up in the morning and 

just think, What’s the point?—

and were seeking greater mean-

ing. I wasn’t the only golfer.  

Old and young, fit and fat, styl-

ish and frumpy—overall, about 

the most diverse group ever 

gathered in a tapestried confer-

ence room.

Cross-legged and mic’d on 

the stage, magnificently holy 

in his colored robes although 

he endorses no religion (his 

teachings have the most paral-

lels with Buddhism), Sadhguru 

paused if a person left to go to 

the bathroom, so critical was 

each word of this condensed 

course. We were afforded com-

fort breaks every two hours, 

though Sadhguru mischievous-

ly hinted pride about his supe-

rior capacity. Such control over 

the body’s plumbing might one 

day also be ours, if we followed 

the practices with discipline.  

Note-taking was strictly dis-

couraged. “We are not here 

to make scripture,” Sadhguru 

joked, and we laughed. “Leave 

behind what you think you 

know and please just give me 

your full attention these next 

few days. That is all I ask.”

the meaning of life

B
ecause I am not your 

guru, where Sadhgu-

ru weaves nuance  

I can only offer brev-

ity. What follows are the crib 

notes on the meaning of life,  

before I get to the part about 

which I’m qualified to com-

ment—teeing it up with Sadh-

guru the day after the retreat.

The course’s title “Inner 

Engineering” comes from the 

premise that in our exterior 

world, humans trust only things 

that work. We board elevators 

and trains not out of faith, but 

because we understand (or at 

least someone does) how they 

operate. However, for our interi-

or world, we rely on things that 

are wishy-washy. Religions, 

philosophies, concepts like 

love—these work for some peo-

ple some of the time, but gen-

erally we all pass through life 

with fluctuating discontent and 

uncertainty. But through close 

examination of the human sys-

tem, a marrying of Eastern and 

Western knowledge to grasp 

“the nuts and bolts” of how life 

is, we may learn to run the “hu-

man machine” with a similar 

pleasurable confidence to how 

we turn on our phones or fly  

helicopters. (Sadhguru loves  

to fly helicopters.) 

What the following ex-

amples might seem to lack in 

cohesion, they make up for in 

accessibility. Seas rise with the 

s a d h g u r u  t o o k  u p  g o l f 

a f t e r  a  s o c c e r  i n j u r y.  h e 

h a s  n e v e r  ta k e n  a  l e s s o n 

a n d  h a s  a  1 4 - h a n d i c a p.

A LIE THAT BECAME TRUTH

I
wanted to throw my 

wife a surprise 50th 

birthday on the patio 

at our club. To get her 

there, I would tell her a 

lie: that I made an ace on 

the par-3 seventh hole, 

and tradition required 

me to buy drinks for 

everyone after the 

round. 

Like many clubs, 

our course, The Club 

at Old Hawthorne in 

Columbia, Mo., offers 

hole-in-one insurance. 

Members contribute a 

small annual amount 

and receive a $500 bar 

credit if they get an ace. 

For two weeks, I spread 

word of my plan around 

the club and to my wife’s 

friends, several of whom 

would make the two-

hour trip from St. Louis. 

The day of the party 

I took off from work to 

play. At the turn, I called 

my wife to tell her about 

my “ace.” My focus was 

on making sure she 

showed up on time, so  

I kept the call short.

The next par 3 in our 

layout is No. 12. I’m an 

11 Handicap Index,  

and my only other ace 

came on an executive 

course. I dunk it.  

The hole-in-one I had 

planned for two weeks, 

and had told my wife 

about 30 minutes 

earlier, had now actually 

occurred—just on a 

different hole. 

When my wife arrived 

and saw her friends, 

she realized my phone 

call had been a setup. 

Though she was more 

interested in the party 

than my ace, our guests 

were stunned, and it 

took awhile for people 

to get the story straight. 

A few friends joked they 

knew I’d be too cheap to 

really buy the drinks. 

—steve murphy 
with claire rogers
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full moon and our bodies are 

60-percent water. To think our 

energy levels are independent 

of nature’s cycles is ludicrous. 

The human jaw and digestive 

tract closely resemble a struc-

ture common to herbivores, and 

it’s a diet of far too much meat—

like bad gasoline—that’s largely 

responsible for our lethargy 

and need to sleep seven to nine 

hours a day. Cared for properly, 

Sadhguru believes the human 

body can live up to 160 years. As 

a father of three children under 

age 3, the notion of functioning 

better off less sleep perked my 

ears. Key for dawn tee times.

At the cellular level, it’s evi-

dent the fundamental nature of 

life is a desire to expand. Grass 

and flowers grow, squirrels and 

bears grow, each wanting to be-

come a full-fledged grass blade, 

flower, squirrel and bear. At 

the essence of sexuality, is this 

desire to join oneself with an-

other, to expand, and as a conse-

quence, proliferate. The unique 

problem (or blessing) of humans 

is consciousness, and so we 

wrestle with what it means to be 

a full-fledged human being. 

Most of us have our basic 

needs of survival met, so it’s 

almost out of something like 

boredom that we start our little 

personal psychodramas: Should 

I be a doctor, a lawyer, live 

alone in a cabin in the woods? 

Why doesn’t that person like 

me; maybe a new set of irons 

will make me happy? When 

we consider that each of us is 

but a speck on a planet that is 

a speck in a solar system that 

is but a speck in the cosmos—a 

bacterial microbe crawling on 

your face occupies an infinitely 

larger relative plot of real es-

tate—human concerns can 

become quite funny. Of course, 

this perspective is hard to main-

tain in the whirl of daily life. 

The answer, says Sadhguru, 

is to expand one’s conscious-

ness. What does that even 

mean, Carl Spackler? To allow 

your mind to exist beyond the 

boundary of your cranium. To 

join the elemental universe of 

which it is truly part. Get here, 

and it will feel second-nature 

“to look out at the world and 

feel limitless responsibility,” 

even though your physical 

ability to do anything about its 

problems is limited. 

A notion with which I can 

almost connect, but it’s hard 

when my knee ligaments are 

about to snap from sitting on 

the floor in extended Baddha 

Konasana. 

chasing enlightenment

S
ame as the body is an 

accumulation of ev-

erything you eat, the 

mind is the sum of ev-

erything perceived through the 

five senses—the books you’ve 

read, the music you’ve heard, 

the places you’ve seen, the 

people you’ve known, on down 

the line. Though the DNA that 

shapes your nose remembers 

your great-grandmother, our 

minds and bodies essentially 

become the product of what we 

think and do. “Mindfulness” 

has been a buzz word of late, 

but Sadhguru prefers “medita-

tiveness.” He disparages mod-

ern yoga studios that focus on 

physical contortions and sweat-

ing while ignoring—or even 

worse, misguiding—the inner 

dimension.

During times that survival 

is threatened, a gun is pointed 

at us or we flee a burning build-

ing, people often report an 

“out-of-body experience” where 

their mind was clear and they 

acted decisively, almost with-

out thinking. How, one might 

imagine, a squirrel or bear is 

much of the time. But when 

you’ve got a coffee and a break-

fast sandwich going, plopped 

in an office chair weighing what 

to say in the morning budget 

meeting, it’s very much an “in-

body experience.” 

To foster this right detach-

ment—or the kind of freeness 

that could lead to playing 

lights-out golf—Sadhguru 

says one might consider a traf-

fic jam. You can feel angry 

and anxious stuck in one, 

but viewed from an airplane 

window, the snaking, glowing 

curves of tail lights become ab-

stract and almost aesthetically 

pleasing. A grander perception 

that we all could seek more 

regularly. To rise there, to es-

cape the confines of the self, the 

answer is meditation. Which 

initially can be very difficult. 

To think no thoughts and feel 

yourself exist, even if for just a 

moment, 12 inches outside your 

forehead—let alone a mile up 

in the sky—can take decades 

of practice. Though maybe just 

minutes. 

However long, don’t wait 

until the final throes of life to 

“see a bright light at the end 

of the tunnel.” The action-

able takeaway of our retreat 

was a highly specific 21-min-

ute routine of breathing and 

meditation called Shambhavi 

Kriya that should be done on an 

empty stomach. Eyes are meant 

to be closed, but how couldn’t 

I peek at the four or five indi-

viduals who convulsed and 

cried with ecstasy? What does 

enlightenment feel like? Sadh-

guru says: “Take your greatest 

experience in life ever, and 

make that your baseline.” 

back to reality

L
unch was awkward. 

What kind of chit-

chat to make with 

a sober table full of 

strangers after dipping our toes 

in the primordial nothingness? 

Mmm, is that chopped kale in 

this hummus? Delicious. So as 

not to incite envy, I withheld 

the fact I was later playing golf 

with our leader. Some remarks 

of others:

“It’s amazing how engaged 

THE 8,000-MILE LOST BALL

I
collect a logo ball 

from every course  

I play. I have about 

500 on display at home in 

Louisiana. For years, the 

omission was Windsor 

Golf and Country Club in 

Nairobi, Kenya. My wife, 

Lindsey, and I played 

there when we went on 

an African safari with my 

Aunt Lucy. Lucy had just 

been diagnosed with a 

heart condition, and this 

bucket-list trip was  

her treat. 

The course cut 

through a working coffee 

plantation. We were 

given rusty, mismatched 

clubs. The golf shop was 

“under renovation.” It 

seemed possible the 

empty glass cases once 

housed logo hats, shirts 

and balls. 

On the first tee box, 

we saw a group of 

women crouched over, 

slowly crossing the 

fairway. Our caddie said 

to hit. I asked if he saw 

the women. “Yes, they’re 

cutting the grass. They 

get hit all the time; it’s 

part of the job,” he said. 

I bunted a tee shot with 

a three-quarter swing, 

leaving it well short of 

them. We learned these 

women made one dollar 

a day to trim the fairways 

with scissors.

Despite low 

expectations set by the 

sight of the grounds 

crew’s situation, the 

course was terrific. 

The greens ran true, 

the routing and shot 

selections were 

memorable, and 

monkeys hanging from 

trees followed our 

progression. 

I was told logo balls 

were on order. Even 

though I didn’t believe 

our host, I gave him 

money to ship me one. 

Upon our return home,  

I made many attempts 

to contact the resort but 

never received a ball.  

Two years later, Aunt 

Lucy had open-heart 

surgery in Atlanta. 

Lindsey and I traveled to 

see her. While there, we 

played Hamilton Mill, a 

nice public course not 

far from the hospital. 

Looking for an errant 

tee shot, I spotted a 

ball in another fairway. 

It was too far up to be 

mine, but the course 

was empty, so I checked 

anyway. The faded logo 

read “Windsor Golf and 

Country Club, Kenya” 

with a coat of arms 

emblazoned in green. 

We were speechless. 

—ray ladouceur
with claire rogers
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he is giving what must be the 

same talk over and over.”

“If you had the ability to 

make the world a better place, 

you’d be tireless, too.”

“I find him much more prag-

matic than Deepak Chopra.”

big hitter, the guru

T
he Crossings at 

Carlsbad is a mu-

nicipal course but 

defies the term with 

its flawless conditioning, $110 

peak green fee, gleaming mod-

ern clubhouse and cart-man-

datory routing. After three days 

at the altar, it was startling to 

see Sadhguru’s robes replaced 

by slacks and designer shades. 

There wasn’t time to hit the 

range, so Sadhguru warmed up 

by corkscrewing his arms and 

fingers forward and back in the 

loudest, most tendon-popping, 

mesmerizing stretch I’ve ever 

witnessed.

The foursome ahead  

were clearly beginners, so I 

figured I’d go deep right away. 

“Sadhguru, what is the solution 

to slow play?” I said with solem-

nity, as if I had ascended a high 

peak to ask it. 

Without missing a beat,  

he grinned, “Better accuracy.” 

He’d negotiated 14 strokes 

off me, remarking at breakfast  

that the key to golf was getting 

your opponent to boast  

about his game beforehand. 

Sadhguru has never taken a  

lesson but believes his “keen 

sense of geometry” garnered 

through yoga enables his steady 

play. Sure enough, he had me  

2 down through four. “I am 

beating the pro,” he said in  

gleeful disregard of the defini-

tion of amateur status. 

“Anybody can play decent 

golf like me,” Sadhguru says, 

“but people trip on their own 

minds. They need to create a 

little distance between what 

they think and what they do.” 

As for the seemingly hopelessly 

uncoordinated, Sadhguru says 

there are specific yogic practices 

for that. “In six to eight weeks 

everything they do will feel like 

magic.”

Sadhguru confided he 

thought the weekend’s work-

shop had been successful, 

despite an audience he thought 

was reserved. I’d never encoun-

tered a more forthcoming group 

of strangers, as far as personal 

confessions and group dancing, 

which I suppose shows what a 

stiff I am. One way Sadhguru’s 

organization measures success 

is through dogged survey work. 

Of all people who’ve attended 

Isha’s workshops in the past 

year, 70 percent are still active 

with the prescribed medita-

tive practices. Of the past three 

years, 40 percent. 

At The Crossings, you drive 

the entire length of the 12th hole 

from green to tee before you 

play it, an unusual re-routing to 

placate the California Coastal 

Commission and Army Corps of 

Engineers. The developers also 

faced challenges when nests 

of the endangered black-tailed 

gnatcatcher were discovered. 

Given his environmental initia-

tives, I probed Sadhguru’s per-

spective on golf-haters during 

our extended cart ride. 

“Some people are always 

trying to think of everything 

in terms of utility. Life is not 

utility. If there’s a water short-

age, then, yes, let’s water the 

greens and not the fairways. 

The problem is, we have set up 

the wrong aspirations. If every-

body lived like Americans do, 

we’d need four planets. So now 

every small thing looks like an 

excess.”

Having fielded existential 

questions all weekend, Sadhg-

uru was clearly more excited to 

talk trash. When I lost a ball off 

an errant drive, he was thrilled. 

“I cannot play any game half-

heartedly, only intentionally,” 

he winked. To coax him into 

performing his unique stretch 

on video, I offered him a float-

ing mulligan, which he accept-

ed and promptly redeemed.

Riding up the 18th at sunset, 

it felt more like a round with 

a fun uncle, not a dignitary. 

Though as he sank a putt for  

a gritty net par to finish our 

match square, I remembered 

one thing Sadhguru said  

to me during the back nine,  

a response to some inane  

question I’d cobbled about the 

cosmos. “The purpose of life is 

to explore one’s own life to its 

fullest, to explore all dimen-

sions. Forget the galaxies.” 

Golfers everywhere can  

take comfort in the fact that  

an enlightened individual  

is concerned with the same  

4¼-inch black hole. 

epilogue

O
nly one week after 

the retreat, back 

in the throes of 

early-morning 

commuting, endless diaper 

changes and all the rest, I fell 

off the path by neglecting my 

Shambhavi Kriya practices. 

Barricading 21 quiet minutes 

daily felt impossible, even if it 

wasn’t. The reality of my failure 

and lack of spiritual discipline 

set in at Chuck E. Cheese on a 

Saturday for a child’s birthday 

party. Between the warm soda, 

greasy pizza, dirty carpets and 

cacophony of arcade games 

stoking frenzied desire, it oc-

curred to me this was the worst 

collection of all possible inputs. 

If we truly are an accumulation 

of all perceived through the 

senses, I was doomed. But then 

I remembered a line from Sad-

hguru I hadn’t written down. 

A trumping wisdom for raising 

consciousness: “No matter 

what you do, do it willingly.” So 

I toured my daughter around 

to every stupid game and pro-

ceeded to have way more fun 

than if I’d played golf. 

SHOULD’VE QUIT THEN

I
started coaching 

62-year-old Unni 

Haskell in 2009. She’d 

never swung a golf club 

but had a background 

in tennis, which gave 

her some natural swing 

abilities and athleticism. 

After just six lessons, 

she was eager to get out 

on the course.

One afternoon, Unni 

asked if we could skip 

our planned putting 

lesson and play a hole  

or two on the par-3 

course at Cypress Links 

in St. Petersburg, Fla. We 

hadn’t worked much on 

putting yet, but I said OK.

Stepping up to the 

first tee with a range ball 

in hand, Unni was frozen. 

I talked her through what 

to do and helped her set 

up. Without a practice 

swing, she took a whack. 

The ball went about 75 

yards, avoided a bunker 

on the left, bounced 

onto the green and 

rolled into the hole.

I let out a yell—I 

couldn’t believe that  

this woman made  

a hole-in-one on her  

first hole of golf. Unni 

didn’t believe it, either, 

until I brought her to  

the green, pointed in 

the cup and said “See? 

There’s your range ball.”

There were a handful 

of kids from The First 

Tee practicing nearby 

who had heard me 

yelling and were now 

cheering. It took a 

minute for Unni to 

fully understand her 

accomplishment.

“How do I top that?” 

Unni asked as we went 

to the next tee. “You’re 

only going downhill from 

here,” I said. 

—rick sopka with
brittany romano

WHAT DOES ENLIGHTENMENT FEEL LIKE?  
‘TAKE YOUR GREATEST EXPERIENCE IN LIFE EVER, 

AND MAKE THAT YOUR BASELINE.’
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An animal whisperer helped my mental game by Bob Carney
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Photograph by Hugh Kretschmer
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artificial-turf carpet and make 

three in a row from each foot 

marker, progressing as far as  

I can in five minutes. I clear six 

feet without a miss, flub a cou-

ple, finish with middling results. 

Debbie gives me a short ques-

tionnaire and one of the ques-

tions is: “Name three descriptors 

of your putting.” I write,  

“Relaxed, thinking, old tips.” 

There are five or six horses in 

the corral. Most are combina-

tions of brown and black, and 

one looks bigger than a Bud-

weiser Clydesdale. “Choose any 

one you like, put this on it, and 

walk it out the gate,” Debbie 

says, handing me something I’ll 

later learn is a bridle. I’ve had 

my eye on a white horse that 

seems gentle and—I’m no dum-

my—is near the gate. She’s a 

draft horse called a Percheron, 

originally a French breed. I, of 

course, know nothing about 

this. I don’t even know her 

name is Nellie. I’m simply using 

the singles-bar standard: She’s 

attractive, seems approachable 

and doesn’t look like she’ll bite. 

Her back is about level with my 

shoulders, and she’s as wide as 

a golf cart. When I fumble with 

the bridle and Nellie lowers her 

head to help me, I know I’ve 

chosen wisely. It takes forever 

to get the bridle on, but eventu-

ally we’re heading out of the 

corral. “OK now, here we go,”  

I say, faking confidence. “That’s 

the way!” I almost add “girl” but 

at this point I’m not sure if Nel-

lie is a girl. (I know, I know.) 

During the next hour I 

groom Nellie, hold up her 

hooves to clean them (terrify-

ing), and lead her up and down 

a lane, asking her to “giddy up,” 

“ease up,” and “whoa.” As we 

walk, Debbie first asks me to di-

rect Nellie using only the rein. 

Then only words. Seriously.  

not there, she senses it,” Debbie 

says. “Horses are mirrors. They 

know you, and they don’t lie. 

Keep the connection. Stay pres-

ent. She’ll tell you if you lose it.” 

With Nellie back in the 

corral, we revisit the question-

naire. Did you pick the horse? 

Yes. Did your horse pick you? 

Maybe.

My second putting session 

feels slower, but isn’t. I finish by 

canning three 10-footers. Prob-

ably the best I’ve ever putted 

in my life. “Wow,” Debbie says. 

“That’s better than some tour 

players I’ve had.”

My three descriptors 

this time: Relaxed, focused, 

determined.

Horse therapy has been 

around since the ancient 

Greeks. Hippocrates wrote of 

riding’s beneficial effects for 

the physically disabled, hence 

the other name for Equine As-

sisted Therapy (EAT): Hippo-

therapy. More recently, equine 

interaction has been used by 

psychotherapists, often with 

autistic children. The intel-

ligence, warmth and imposing 

size of horses tends to engage 

patients fully. Improved self-

esteem is one of the most often-

mentioned benefits. 

Applying EAT to athletics is 

yet to become widespread. But 

Crews thinks it’s a way to undo 

mental scar tissue. “I’ve found 

that when athletes are doing 

THE BORROWED 1-IRON

I
n 1987, I was the head 

pro at Hay Harbor 

Club, the short 

but scenic nine-holer 

sometimes called “the 

little course” on Fishers 

Island in New York. My 

habit was to take my 

long irons out of my 

bag, and so one Sunday 

morning when I arrived 

for a game at Fishers  

Island Club (No. 11 on 

Golf Digest’s list of 

America’s 100 Greatest), 

I realized I was under-

equipped. Not to worry—

my playing partners 

said I was welcome to 

borrow from their bags 

as needed.

With a back pin, 

the par-3 fifth hole 

was playing about 

220 yards. I asked my 

friend Charlie—who 

incidentally, was 

debuting a new set  

of Ping Eye-2 irons  

I had procured for him—

if I could borrow his 

1-iron. I hit it solid, and 

was picking up my tee 

when the group ahead 

started jumping up and 

down. An ace.

The ball in the cup was 

a Titleist 1. It occurred 

to me I could mount the 

ball along with the club 

on my office wall with 

the inscription: “1-iron, 

one swing, hole-in-one.” 

Charlie says, “I was 

going to hit 2-iron, but 

I guess it’s a 1. Give me 

that club.”

I explain that he can’t 

hit it, tell him about my 

plan. I’ll get him another 

1-iron, even a new set, 

anything. But he insists. 

“It’s my club,” he says.

He wipes a shot into 

the greenside bunker 

and hands me the club. 

“I don’t want it now,” 

I said. My first thought 

was that he’d ruined the 

story, but I realized it 

was the opposite. “I own 

you now, Charlie” I said, 

and I retell the tale every 

chance I get. Which is 

a lot, because I’m now 

the head pro at Fishers, 

where Charlie is still a 

member.  

—dan colvin 
with max adler

Even for a guy who  
has tried hypnosis,
meditation, Extraordinary Golf, Rolfing, and assorted sessions with Bob 

Rotella and Gio Valiante, all in an effort to escape mediocre golf, the idea 

that a horse could make me a better putter seemed far-fetched.:But that 

was the deal: Putt. Meet a horse. Putt again. Reflect. :Now, I’m not a horse 

person. Have never been on a horse. I’ve read enough about them to know 

they are able to sense fear. Kind of like that old saw players had about Jack 

Nicklaus. I know I’m afraid, they know I’m afraid, and I know they know 

I’m afraid. My only comfort stemmed from the fact that a player I greatly 

admire, major champion Anna Nordqvist, swears by it. : So on a hot 

morning in Mesa, Ariz., I follow Debbie Crews, the Arizona State University 

sport-psychologist consultant who worked with the 2017 NCAA champion 

women’s golf team, to a little tent next to a horse corral. She hands me three 

balls and an off-brand putter that’s about 20 years old. I’m to putt along the

I knew going in this pseudo 

telekinesis would be part of it, 

but I don’t feel any less con-

fused. How the heck is this horse 

going to just do what I think?  

I let go of the rein entirely.

To my surprise, for a few 

steps I feel a connection that 

might allow such communica-

tion to happen. I walk her to the 

barn, turn, and think, This is 

going well. I want it to end that 

way, so I hurry to the finish, 

hoping she’ll follow. Maybe I re-

ally am in charge? 

I lose Nellie. “When you’re 
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their sport they have so many 

coping strategies, denials, auto-

matic patterns that don’t serve 

them,” Crews told me. “The 

horses help you see what’s re-

ally going on inside.” (Warning: 

If you do one of these programs, 

beware liberal friends. “Oh, 

great,” one of mine told me. 

“Now all the horses that were 

supposed to be helping needy 

kids are helping rich golfers!”) 

Crews is associated with the 

Hunkapi program in Phoenix, 

which conducts equine therapy 

for children and adults with 

physical and emotional prob-

lems. The program’s director, 

Terra Schaad, explained why 

horses are effective. “Horses 

aren’t distracted. They’re pres-

ent all the time. If it feels good, 

they go forward; if it doesn’t, 

they go back. If a horse moves 

away from me, and there’s not 

another reason, like food over in 

the corner, I ask myself, ‘What’s 

the sensation I’m feeling?’ ”

Schaad described one recov-

ering abuse victim, who, after 

much coaxing, finally managed 

to approach a horse. “She put 

on the bridle, and it was tears. 

That feeling of being home, 

being accepted, of being loved, 

even . . . she felt all of that at 

once.” We might live whole days 

without that kind of engage-

ment, Schaad says. “Whether 

you are one of our clients or an 

athlete, the idea is to re-create 

that. To be present, to sense 

what your body is doing. And 

the horses help you.” 

Crews has put cerebral sen-

sors on humans and horses as 

they interact and has found that 

as the engagement deepens, the 

brain patterns of the two beings 

enter a complementary state. 

She also uses these sensors to 

help golfers re-create this state 

of focus—or flow—when play-

ing. The headset I used was con-

nected to a tablet playing music. 

My job was to will the volume 

lower, and when the music got 

soft, Crews suggested, I was 

ready to putt. I’m not sure how 

I made that music softer, but I 

did. And I was. 

Louisianan Robert Merrill 

Jr., an instructor with Athletic 

Motion Golf—he led the 2015 

Louisiana Mid-Am after two 

rounds before turning pro—

recently completed Crews’ 

Better Your Best program. It 

included the headsets, the 

horses, archery and darts. The 

equine interaction, he says, was 

life-changing. “I guess it’s kind 

of a self-fulfilling prophecy 

because I wanted it to work, but 

my wife will tell you I’m a dif-

ferent person,” Merrill says. “I 

used to power through things. 

I had a lot going on. If need be, 

I left people behind. You can’t 

do that with a horse. You can’t 

power a 2,000-pound animal. 

You better have a connection. 

I’ve read all the sports psychol-

ogy you can get and done some 

of the programs, but looking 

back, they were Band-Aids. 

There was always a squirrel in 

the attic of my golf game. Now 

I feel the way I did when I was a 

kid. The squirrel’s gone.” 

Anna Nordqvist completed 

the horse element of Crews’ 

program the week before she 

won The Founders Cup, her 

seventh LPGA Tour title. “There 

are things you can measure, 

like with TrackMan, and things 

you can prepare for,” Nordqvist 

says, “but if it were all about 

preparation and measurement, 

there would be many great golf-

ers. Sometimes the situation 

is not one you could have pre-

pared for. You’ve got to figure 

it out, and the experience with 

the horses told me I can do that. 

It comes back to me sometimes 

on the golf course. I go, ‘Hey, 

you had no idea what to do 

then, and you figured it out. 

You can do this.’ ”

ASU coach Missy Farr-Kaye 

took her team through the pro-

gram and then went again with 

her assistant coach before the 

team’s NCAA victory this year. 

For her, interacting with the 

horses is about leadership, hers 

included. “I’m like a recovering 

perfectionist,” Farr-Kaye told 

me. “I’m always worrying, Have 

I done enough? Have I said the 

right thing? But after that ses-

sion with the horses—it took 

me forever to choose the perfect 

one—I was like, Wait, the team 

knows. The horses know. Let it 

be. You’ve done what you can.” 

Each of those high-achiev-

ers, it turns out, chose Feathers, 

the male Alpha in Debbie’s cor-

ral. “Do you know where Nellie 

stands in the pecking order?” 

Crews asked me. “Middle?”  

I guess. “Last,” she says. “But 

she’s the one who has learned 

everything we’ve ever asked her 

A BABY AND AN ACE

I
was nine months’ 

pregnant and ready 

to pop. Restless,  

I headed to River Oaks 

Golf Course in Ceres, 

Calif., with my husband 

and in-laws for a quick 

nine. I’d picked up golf 

three years before, and 

having a big belly didn’t 

help my form much—I 

was spraying the ball all 

over the course. 

When we got to the 

125-yard eighth, my 

mother in-law bested 

both the guys by hitting 

her shot to five feet. 

She turned to me and 

said: “Honey, the only 

way you’re going to beat 

that one is if you get a 

hole-in-one.”

Laughing, I stepped 

to the tee and hit it solid. 

The ball went right at the 

flag, hit the green and 

disappeared. I assumed 

it rolled off the back.

When we found my 

ball in the cup, I burst 

out laughing. How could 

someone so freaking 

pregnant make a hole-

in-one? Everyone yelled 

and jumped around.

We played the ninth, 

and as we were packing 

up to leave, I wasn’t 

feeling right, so we 

headed for the hospital. 

My water had broken, 

and I was going to 

have the baby. As they 

wheeled me away I told 

the nurses, “I just made 

a hole-in-one, and now 

I’m having a baby—this 

is the best day ever!” I’m 

not sure they believed 

me because they looked 

at me like I was crazy.

A few hours later,  

I gave birth to a beautiful 

little girl. The story made 

the front page of our 

local newspaper, so we 

didn’t have to send out a 

baby announcement. 

I’ve had two more 

daughters since that 

day, but I’m still working 

on that second hole-

in-one. 

—allyson mccandless 
with brittany romano

‘HORSES ARE MIRRORS. THEY KNOW YOU, AND THEY DON’T LIE.’

to. Who can handle all kinds of 

work situations.” 

Am I a better golfer for 

having met Nellie? I hope I’m 

a more adaptive golfer. My 

notes from my day with Crews: 

“Patience! On the golf course I 

often want to escape. I play fast, 

I play hurried. When a goal is 

in sight, or after bad shots and 

it’s out of reach, I hurry. If shots 

don’t feel right, I drop out. To 

fix it I repeat mantras: Bear 

down. One shot at a time. Enjoy 

the moment! I lay positive words 

over the negative ones. The 

mountain gets higher.” 

Merrill told me he has con-

sistently played two or three 

shots better since his session in 

Mesa. My first round back was 

frustratingly normal: high 80s. 

Then I played two nine-hole 

rounds that were, for the first 

time in months, under 40. The 

second, during which I hit the 

ball only OK, was one under par.

My takeaway is that there 

is no talking oneself into good 

golf. There is only noticing when 

you’re fully with it, fully there, 

and re-creating that sense when 

it’s absent. A golf round is like a 

walk with a horse. If that sounds 

too Yoda-ish for you, and way 

too hard to accomplish, remem-

ber Crews’ words: You’ll know.

And, yes, I’m sure Nellie 

chose me. 



After the earthquake, how one man rebuilt golf in Haiti by hand                    
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A VERY BAD DROP

I
was playing golf with 

my wife, Dona, and 

our friend Ismael 

at the Arroyo Course 

at Palmilla in San Jose 

del Cabo, Mexico. The 

eighth hole is a long 

par 3 with a carry over 

a ravine. I didn’t take 

enough club. Not seeing 

a designated drop area, 

I dropped according 

to line of sight. As I 

prepared to pitch on, 

I inadvertently took a 

step back. I remember 

tripping down the rocky 

edge of the ravine and 

then basically free-

falling the rest of the 234 

feet—the equivalent of 

10 stories—to hard sand.

Frantic voices above. 

Half-conscious, I tried to 

shout, “I think I’m alive.”

Dona ran to the 

clubhouse while Ismael 

scaled down to me.  

The sand was compact, 

like rock. I was flat on my 

back, and Ismael kept 

telling me to stay still. It 

would be 2½ hours until 

the EMTs were carrying 

my stretcher up to the 

second hole, where the 

ravine was less steep.  

I couldn’t help but smile. 

I was alive.

It was dark when we 

got to a hospital. They 

cut me out of one of my 

favorite golf shirts. I 

was treated for a broken 

clavicle, a sprained 

right ankle, significant 

scrapes, and a deep 

puncture by my left ankle 

that required immediate 

surgery. None of the 

doctors spoke English.  

I awoke with my neck in a 

brace that made me very 

claustrophobic.

When the head golf 

pro at a nearby course 

heard about my fall, he 

arranged for Dr. James 

McAllister, an American-

trained doctor practicing 

in Mexico, to check in 

on me. Dr. McAllister 

arranged for my air 

evacuation to the trauma 

center at UC San Diego 

Medical Center.

Two days later, I was 

discharged. Breathing 

with seven broken ribs 

hurts. For the next 10 

weeks, I was treated by 

Dr. Jeanne Scanland 

and Dr. Jad Dorizas 

and received physical 

therapy in our home in 

Ringgold, Ga.

I should have been 

dead from that fall, yet 

I made it out without 

a brain or spinal-cord 

injury. I played golf 

with Dona and our two 

sons-in-law just 77 days 

after. The date of my 

accident, by the way, 

was the birthday of my 

late mother. I attribute 

my survival not only 

to the excellent care I 

received on both sides of 

the border, but to divine 

intervention. 

—joe robinson  
with claire rogers 

Cote climbed over debris  

and crawled out of Olympic 

Market into a cloud of dust 

from fallen structures. It took 

him over four hours to drive 

five miles. He found his home 

standing, and his wife and 

then-3-year-old daughter un-

harmed. Not everyone was so 

lucky. More than one million 

people were left homeless, 

bringing more suffering to 

a nation that is already the 

hemisphere’s poorest and most 

disaster-prone. The earthquake 

was the worst in the region in 

more than 200 years.

 Fearing more falling build-

ings, thousands of people 

streamed onto the fairways of 

Petion-Ville Tennis and Golf 

Club, which sits in a hillside 

commercial zone. In a mat-

ter of days, more than 55,000 

people occupied the private 

nine-hole course, where Cote 

is a member, and converted 

it into the country’s largest 

“canvas village” of tents. The 

homeless improvised, grabbing 

whatever they could find—bed 

sheets, tarps, tires, plywood, 

sheet metal—as a means of 

shelter, and lined up to pay the 

equivalent of eight cents for a 

bucket of water.

 Cote had originally moved 

to Haiti in 1998 from his native 

Canada for a short-term busi-

ness project. The work became 

full-time, and before long he 

had a regular game—and cad-

die—at Petion-Ville, which is 

the second-oldest golf club in 

the Caribbean, dating to 1934. 

The earthquake was felt across 

the border in the Dominican 

Republic, where courses like 

Casa de Campo and Punta Cana 

attract players from all over the 

world. Petion-Ville, conversely, 

is Haiti’s only place to play.

 The roughly 300 members 

of Petion-Ville realized it 

would be impossible—not to 

mention inhumane—to evict 

all the displaced people. “We 

Sylvain Cote was in  
              the frozen-food aisle 
of his local grocery story when the ground shook. Harder. Faster.  

He’d experienced smaller tremors twice before, but nothing of  

this magnitude. Once the building swayed from side to side, he knew  

it was a big one. He leaned against a column under a metal beam  

near the meat counter and waited. : “The longest 45 seconds of my  

life,” he says. : On Jan. 12, 2010, just before 5 p.m., an earthquake 

registering 7.0 on the Richter Scale rocked Haiti, killing 300,000 and 

injuring countless more. Its epicenter was about 16 miles southwest 

of the capital in Port-au-Prince, not far from where Cote lived.

had never seen such despair,” 

Cote says. For several years, 

the club’s 56 acres would serve 

the greater good. The pool 

was drained, and the eight 

tennis courts functioned as a 

warehouse for food, water and 

medical supplies. Actor and 

activist Sean Penn, through 

his nonprofit, J/P Haitian 

Relief Organization, brought 

a semblance of order. Penn’s 

temporary office was next to 

the ninth green, not far from a 

makeshift pharmacy. Church 

services were held under a 

blue-and-white-stripe circus 

tent on No. 4. An elementary 

school formed at the fifth, and 

along what was the second 

fairway formed a temporary 

hospital, bank, barber shop 

and a nail salon.

 Thoughts of resuming 

normal club activity started to 

flicker in 2013. With support of 

the International Organization 

for Migration and Haitian au-

thorities, internally displaced 

people were given a $500 relo-

cation stipend and a roof over 

their head. It took 18 months 

to move every family and dis-

mantle the camp. 

The golf course was left in 

ruin. The club’s board of direc-

tors decided not to rebuild it. 

Too onerous a task, they said.

 Cote pitched the board’s 

president to let him lead its 

restoration at his own expense. 

The board’s response: “Go 
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ahead and do what you want, 

but don’t ask for our help.” 

 Cote refused to watch golf in 

the country die. He organized 

a skeleton crew of a dozen cad-

dies and former course workers 

to rebuild the course by hand, 

one hole at a time. 

The process began by col-

lecting and burning trash 

and trucking away piles of 

discarded metal and rubber. 

Every Saturday for more than 

three years, Cote arrived at the 

course at 8 a.m. and doled out 

assignments. When the rest of 

the workers saw him pick up a 

shovel and fill a wheelbarrow, 

they knew he was serious. “It 

was our project,” Cote says. 

“The guys were so dedicated 

and proud to contribute to re-

storing golf. They did the hard 

work—I was just leading them.” 

On weekdays, while Cote was at 

work, the longtime caddiemas-

ter supervised and followed 

Cote’s instructions.

 They started at the ninth 

hole, which sits atop a plateau 

closest to the clubhouse. Two 

feet of gravel covered the 

fairway, which had served 

as a parking lot. They used a 

backhoe, their only piece of 

machinery, to scrape away the 

rocks and remove piping that 

had transported water, as well 

as three large cement blocks 

that had held lampposts. This 

hole alone took nearly a year to 

complete. 

 Rather than re-create the 

layout, Cote let out the shaft on 

his imagination. Having lost 

some land at the former first 

and second holes, Cote erected 

a double green. Another green 

was seeded with bentgrass 

purchased at a Miami hardware 

store. Otherwise, they trans-

planted native grass. All told, 

they added four new tee boxes, 

including a stone wall at the 

ninth and a bunker guarding 

the green at the finishing hole. 

Par is 64. Cote’s best round, 

now age 50, is 66.

 Cote and his crew breathed 

new life into the Caribbean 

tradition of “island time.” 

There was never a timetable 

for completion, rather faith in 

a perpetual forecast of sunny 

days to work. In the three years 

it took to repair the course, 

Cote kept his guys motivated 

with the promise of a steady 

paycheck, and the possible 

return of their former jobs. He 

invested $30,000 of his money 

and raised another $10,000 

from other supporters. In addi-

tion to getting back a place to 

play golf, he saw rehabilitating 

the course as something of a 

social experiment that bonded 

a group of men in a common 

purpose.

“The project kept me going 

and gave me a reason to stay 

in Haiti,” he says. The club is 

once again the social hub of 

his life. “The members and 

staff are like a big family,” Cote 

says. In addition to playing 

more than 50 rounds a year, 

he swims laps in the pool and 

reads in the library.

 When Petion-Ville’s golf 

course reopened in May 2016, 

the club hosted a scramble 

tournament to which all the 

workers had free entry.  

During the celebratory 

barbecue, a club member 

approached Cote. “I never 

thought you’d do it,” he said. 

Cote just smiled. 

s y lv a i n  c o t e  w i t h  t h r e e  c a d d i e s  w h o  h e l p e d 

r e b u i l d  p e t i o n - v i l l e ’ s  g o l f  c o u r s e  b y  h a n d .  

f o r  t h r e e  y e a r s  t h e  c o u r s e  w a s  h o m e  t o  5 5 , 0 0 0 

r e f u g e e s  d i s p l a c e d  b y  t h e  e a r t h q u a k e .
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BOBBY JONES

WALKS ON WATER 

1930

D
uring the second round 

of the 1930 U.S. Open 

at Interlachen Country 

Club outside Minneapolis, 

Bobby Jones attempted to 

reach the par-5 ninth hole 

in two. Just as he began his 

downswing, Jones saw out of 

the corner of his eye two young 

girls sprinting into the fairway. 

Jones flinched, and his ball, 

badly hit, seemed destined to 

go only halfway across a lake in 

front of him. The ball, however, 

struck a lily pad and bounded 

forward, free of the water and 

only 30 yards short of the green. 

This dose of Jones magic—and 

the fairly routine birdie that 

resulted—was consequential. 

He won that U.S. Open, his 

fourth, by two strokes over 

Macdonald Smith.

BOBBY CRUICKSHANK’S 

COMEBACK 

1932

I
n a 36-hole, first-round 

match at the 1932 PGA 

Championship, Al Watrous, 

a successful tour player and 

later head pro at Oakland 

Hills, led Bobby Cruickshank, 

9 up, with 13 to play. Watrous, 

feeling sorry for Cruickshank, 

conceded a six-foot putt for 

a halve on the sixth hole. Big 

mistake. Cruicky, mainly 

through spectacular putting, 

which included a 70-footer on 

the 15th hole, came back and 

tied the match in regulation, 

then won on the fifth extra 

hole. “I played well,” Watrous 

The last thing a  

pro would seem to 

need is a miracle. 

They are blessed 

with so much already—action-

figure physiques, swings issued 

straight from heaven, and as 

video replays show daily, a surfeit 

of good bounces. In truth, the 

astounding things that have 

happened to them over the  

years are for our benefit as much 

as theirs. They instill a sense  

of wonder, add to the lore,  

and suggest we might be on  

the receiving end next.  

:What qualifies as a miracle, 

anyway? The criteria is rubbery, 

but it begins with an event 

that indisputably is a one-off, 

something that could never 

happen again. Four players 

making aces on the same hole  

on the same day at a U.S. Open,  

as happened in 1989? Not quite; 

the cup was cut where balls 

funneled, making it more fluke. 

But Arnold Palmer’s aces on the 

same hole on consecutive days? 

What a combination of a place, 

person and time. When Fred 

Couples’ ball hung on the bank  

at the 1992 Masters, it was  

as though providence was 

tapping Freddie (and millions 

of fans) on the shoulder and 

whispering, I’m here.

: Herewith, the top-10 miraculous 

events that have happened to 

those who play for pay. 

NTENTION
later recounted. “My advice to 

you is, don’t ever concede your 

opponent a putt—not even a 

two-incher!”

HOMERO BLANCAS’ 55 

1962

N
ow 79, Homero Blancas 

was an excellent 

PGA Tour pro who 

excelled as a senior. But as 

a young amateur, Blancas 

produced what is perhaps the 

most phenomenal round in 

golf history. In 1962, at a Texas 

barbeque-circuit event known 

as the Premier Invitational, 

Blancas shot 55, an incredible 

15 under par. The par-70 course 

was just over 5,000 yards and 

consisted of a single nine holes 

using two sets of tees. Still, he 

made 13 birdies and an eagle. 

Detracting from the miracle not 

at all was the fact he missed a 

three-footer. The score to this 

day has never been bettered, 

though in 2012 an Australian 

pro, Rhein Gibson, equaled it in 

a non-competitive setting.

NICK PRICE’S ULTIMATE

UNPLAYABLE LIE 

1977

U
pon finishing a two-

year stint in the 

Rhodesian Air Force 

in 1977, Nick Price’s first order 

of business was to get his game 

in shape to join the European 

Tour. Playing a course named 

Elephant Hills in what is now 

Zimbabwe, Price was preparing 

to drive when he saw a family 

of bush pigs—stout, short-

haired animals common in 

South Africa—trotting away 

The top-10 moments in pro golf that turned supernatural by Guy Yocom
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diagonally a short distance 

from the tee. Price hit anyway 

but, out of practice, thinned 

the shot, the ball never rising 

more than 18 inches off the 

ground. The ball struck one 

of the bush pigs in the hind 

quarters, disappearing below 

its small tail. Call it a plugged 

lie or a distant cousin to the 

hole-in-one, one thing is for 

certain: The shot will never be 

duplicated.

BEN CRENSHAW AND

THE HARBINGER OF DOOM 

1984

A
mateur Billy Joe 

Patton was leading the 

1954 Masters when 

he went for the green on his 

second shot at the par-5 13th 

and 15th holes. Both times he 

found water, and he eventually 

missed the Sam Snead-Ben 

Hogan playoff by one. It was 

the ultimate cautionary tale 

of overly aggressive play. Fast-

forward to the 1984 Masters. 

Ben Crenshaw, holding a three-

stroke lead on Sunday, drove at 

the 13th squarely into go/no-go 

territory. While debating what 

to do, Crenshaw glanced at the 

gallery and saw in the sea of 

faces none other than Patton, 

then a 61-year-old member at 

Augusta National. This chance 

sight was all Crenshaw, a golf 

historian and “big believer in 

fate,” needed. He laid up and 

went on to win by two.

ARNOLD PALMER’S  DOUBLE

1986

O
n a Tuesday preceding 

the 1986 Chrysler Cup, 

Arnold Palmer made 

a hole-in-one on the 187-yard 

12th hole at TPC Avenel in 

Maryland. Delirium ensued. 

The next day, Arnie came to the 

same hole and, wielding the 

same 5-iron, aced it again, this 

time on the fly. Odds of a pro 

golfer making a hole-in-one: 

2,500-to-one. On the same hole 

in consecutive tournament 

rounds: Actuaries struggle, 

but one estimate puts it on the 

order of 10-million-to-one. 

Roughly impossible—unless 

you’re Arnold Palmer.

FRED COUPLES

DEFIES GRAVITY 

1992

B
y 1992, Fred Couples 

was a living miracle 

already, his dreamy 

swing, fame and good looks 

more than should be endowed 

on one person. In the final 

round of the Masters, it went to 

another level. Holding a three-

stroke lead, he went at the flag 

on the right side of the 12th 

green. His ball came up short, 

slamming into the front bank. 

But instead of rolling back 

into Rae’s Creek, as we’ve seen 

happen scores of times, it hung 

up. He chipped to within a foot, 

saved par and, two hours later, 

slipped into the green jacket.

DAVIS LOVE III AND

A TIMELY RAINBOW 

1997

T
he famed teacher  

Davis Love Jr. and his 

son Davis Love III were 

as close as a father and son 

could be. The elder Love taught, 

nurtured and advised his son 

well into adulthood. Thus, 

when Davis Jr. died in a plane 

crash in 1988, the loss to Love 

III was incalculable. At the  

1997 PGA Championship  

at Winged Foot, as Love III  

putted out for his first major- 

championship victory, a 

moisture-laden cloud and 

sunlight conspired to produce 

a rainbow, which disappeared 

only moments later. Meteor-

ological happenstance or a late 

father’s affirmation to his son? 

Is anyone cynical enough to 

assume the former?

ANDREW MAGEE’S

UNBELIEVABLE ACE 

2001

N
ever a particularly 

long hitter, Andrew 

Magee took aim at 

the 332-yard, par-4 17th hole 

at TPC Scottsdale during the 

2001 FBR Open while Steve 

Pate, Gary Nicklaus and Tom 

Byrum were still on the green. 

Magee’s drive gamboled onto 

the green, caromed off Byrum’s 

ACTUARIES STRUGGLE, BUT ONE ESTIMATE PUTS 

IT ON THE ORDER OF 10-MILLION-TO-ONE. ROUGHLY 

IMPOSSIBLE—UNLESS YOU’RE ARNOLD PALMER.

3 ACES, 1 ROUND

T
he Summer 

Solstice event at 

Laurel Hill Golf 

Club in Lorton, Va., is 

always a good time. You 

tee off when the sun rises 

and play three rounds of 

golf—from successively 

shorter tees—before it 

sets. In 2015, I was paired 

with my friend Pat Wills 

and his two sons. Pat, a 

retired Marine, carries a 

plus-4 handicap and is a 

very well-known player 

in Virginia, though he 

would never tell you that.

The second round we 

played from the white 

tees at just over 6,000 

yards. Pat started with 

four birdies in the first six 

holes. At the seventh, a 

par 4 playing about 275 

yards, Pat powdered 

his drive at the pin. We 

were looking for it over 

the green when his 

son Christopher and I 

discovered the ball was 

in the hole. I’d never seen 

an ace, so I was excited, 

but the always-modest 

Pat just gave a little grin 

and a few high-fives.

Three holes later, 

Pat’s tee shot found  

the cup again on a par 4  

of about 315 yards. 

When we told him, Pat 

didn’t believe us. I was 

elated, but it was a most 

subdued celebration 

from Pat and his sons. 

My game was shot; 

I could barely take the 

club back anymore. Pat 

wasn’t affected. He knew 

exactly what this meant 

for his score—he’d shot 

a 58 in this tournament 

before—and he headed 

to the next hole more 

focused than ever.

Dozens of golfers have 

made two aces in the 

same day, but three?  

We witnessed Pat 

complete the feat on 

the 198-yard 14th. I 

remember the clank of 

the ball hitting the pin. 

He shot a 14-under-par 

57. You might not believe 

it, but I know what I saw. 

No one questioned  

Pat in the clubhouse.  

He’s just that good. 

—matt ghormley
with brittany romano

putter and rolled in. A stunned 

official reacted by lifting his 

arms to signal a touchdown.  

It remains the only ace on a 

par 4 in the history of the PGA 

Tour. Given time, the feat will 

almost surely be equaled, 

but the nature of it—the ball 

making contact with two 

clubfaces on one shot, then 

winding up in the hole—was a 

reminder that the world of golf 

spins on a slightly tilted axis.

TIGER WOODS’ GREATEST 

U.S. OPEN VICTORY 

2008

A
double stress fracture 

of his left tibia. A 

torn anterior cruciate 

ligament. Excruciating pain on 

practically every swing from 

start to finish. Tiger Woods’ 

triumph over Rocco Mediate 

in a Monday playoff to win 

the U.S. Open at Torrey Pines 

slowed trading in the financial 

markets, but there was far 

more to it than Tiger playing 

through pain. At key points in 

the 91 holes (which included 

a good 25 miles of walking), 

Tiger’s play included chip-ins, 

monster putts and clear routes 

to the green when his drives 

went awry. When you combine 

positive nods from the golf gods 

with a big stage and Tiger’s 

force of will, the result is a 

historical aberration. 
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HELLO, MICK
A compelling conversation with a true golf genius
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KEY WRIGHT!
m i c k e y  w r i g h t  i n  1 9 6 2 

at  m y r t l e  b e a c h  ( l e f t ) 

a n d  i n  1 9 5 7  at  a u g u s ta 

c o u n t r y  c l u b  ( r i g h t ) .
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i’m in great shape for 82.

I had a couple of surgeries 

earlier this year I don’t care to 

advertise, but I’m recovering 

nicely. So well, in fact, that  

I went out on my back porch 

yesterday and hit five wedge 

shots out to a fairway of the 

course I live on. I went out  

and picked up the balls, like  

I always do. It might not sound 

like much, but these Florida 

summers are no joke. How many 

82-year-old women do you know 

who have been out hitting balls 

in 95-degree weather?

●  ● ● 

i still love swinging a golf 

club more than just about 

anything. For years after my 

last competitive appearance 

in 1995, I’d hit balls from 

my porch. When the USGA 

Museum put together the 

Mickey Wright Room in 2011 

and needed a few mementos,  

I sent, among other things, the 

little swatch of synthetic turf. 

I hit balls off it one last time 

and figured that was it. Then 

some good friends of mine in 

Indiana heard about it and 

sent me a brand-new practice 

mat. You know how it works: 

Put out a mat, some balls and 

a club in front of a golfer, and 

the temptation to use them is 

going to be too much. So I keep 

my hand in, five or six balls at a 

time. Just enough to remain a 

“golfer.”

not too long ago, the nice 

people at Wilson Sporting 

Goods sent me a new set of 

irons. It had been awhile since 

I’d seen a new set, and what 

a shock it was. The shafts 

today are so much longer, 

the lofts so much stronger 

than I’m accustomed to. I felt 

I could barely handle them. 

Swinging them feels almost 

like a different game, and not 

necessarily an easier one. So 

I stick with my old gap wedge 

with a Wilson Fat Shaft that is 

at least 20 years old. I carry  

the ball 100 yards, maybe 110. 

Not much different than I used 

to, really.

●  ● ● 

i’m always working on 

something. Setup, ball position, 

weight distribution, mainly. 

The fundamentals. How far  

I stand from the ball, the first 

moves of the takeaway. There 

never was a time in my life 

when I wasn’t trying to work on 

something. To me, that was the 

whole point. That’s where the 

joy comes from, in identifying 

problems and then fixing them. 

I might very well be better at 

something next year than I am 

right now.

●  ● ● 

i’ve been trying the new 

swing ideas I keep hearing 

about, things I see players doing 

on TV. They leave me cold, to be 

honest. I watch the way players 

keep their feet planted, their 

backs perfectly straight and 

rigid with their lower bodies 

hardly moving at all, and just 

know they’re going to get hurt. 

They look overly “leveraged,” 

not the perfect word perhaps, 

but one all those angles bring 

to mind. It’s just the opposite 

of how I learned, which is the 

swing happening from the 

ground up. I guess I just don’t 

understand the modern way. 

One thing’s for sure, I see an 

awful lot of players wearing 

medical tape. Hands, arms, 

legs, back, everywhere. That 

can’t be a good sign. 

●  ● ● 

i had one golf-related 

injury my whole career, a 

ganglion cyst in my left wrist.  

I did sprain my ankle twice, 

both times while wearing high-

heels at cocktail parties. I don’t 

count those. 

●  ● ● 

you’ve probably heard

of Lucy Li, the girl who at age  

11 played so well at the 2014  

U.S. Women’s Open. We 

struck up a friendship via 

email, which is pretty neat 

considering I could be her 

great-great-grandmother.  

It goes to show, the language 

of golf never changes. Lucy is 

14 now and still a tiny thing, 

not much over 100 pounds. 

Obviously she wants to hit the 

compiling a staggering 82 LPGA victories, including 13 major championships. Her swing, an aesthetic and 

technical miracle, was assessed by Ben Hogan as the best ever. By 1969, at age 34, she had attained almost 

mythical status. Then, just like that, she was gone. She retired, mysteriously, playing sporadically until 

1973, before receding to her Florida home and a private life of her design. Since that time, Wright has spo-

ken occasionally, but never at length. No golfer, Hogan included, has ever left us wanting more for insight 

into the player’s thoughts and experiences. On this occasion, she let us in. In conversation, Mickey speaks 

with an easy precision, her voice strong and alert. It’s a two-way deal—she asks questions, issues funny 

rejoinders to your answers, points out ironies. Her takes on others are generous, her self-assessments 

modest. She is fiercely pro golf and, not surprisingly, a traditionalist. She is a delight. For this, the 111th 

edition of My Shot, we present the one and only—the best there ever was—Mickey Wright. —guy yocom

e d i t o r ’ s  n o t e

Mickey Wright is without 
question the greatest female 
player of all time, ball farther. I’ve told Lucy to 

hang in there, that she hasn’t 

stopped growing and that more 

distance will come with time. 

I’ve suggested she turn her 

shoulders as far as they’ll go 

and to turn her hips, too, and 

for heaven’s sake, let that left 

heel come off the ground. But 

the main thing I’ve told her is 

to avoid lifting weights and to 

simply hit a lot of balls. There 

is no substitute for being “golf 

strong,” developing the muscles 

you actually use in the swing. 

And she’ll develop muscle 

memory, which is vital to a 

young player.

●  ● ● 

my first teacher was a man 

named Johnny Bellante. The 

first lesson at La Jolla Country 

Club, he broke off the limb of a 

eucalyptus tree and handed it 

to me. “I want you to make this 

branch sing,” he said. To make 

a loud noise when I swished  

the branch through the air,  

I had to apply as much speed 

as I could, smooth but forceful. 

What a wonderful first lesson 

that was. It taught me the 

sensation of swinging through 

the ball, not at it.

●  ● ● 

the most influential 

teacher, however, was Harry 

Pressler. He was known 

throughout California as the 

finest teacher of female players 

there was. Every Saturday, 

my mother would drive me 

2½ hours up to San Gabriel 

Country Club to see him for a 

30-minute lesson. My swing, 

which people have praised, 

really is Harry’s swing. On 

the wall of his office he had 

a photograph of Ben Hogan 

practicing with a belt around 

his thighs and a band around 

his upper arms, a reminder to 

keep them as close together 

during the swing as possible. 

For all the talk about the old 

way being about individual 

styles, Harry was adamant that 
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there was one good swing. Club 

square going back. Right hand 

under the shaft in the “tray” 

position at the top, the club at 

a 45-degree angle. Clubface 

square halfway down, at impact 

and into the follow-through.  

He would physically move 

me into these positions so I 

could train my muscles to flow 

into them naturally. My swing 

might have had style in terms of 

rhythm and tempo, but in truth 

it was somewhat manufactured. 

But it was a swing for a lifetime, 

and boy, did it work. 

●  ● ● 

many years later, I was on 

the range at Austin Country 

Club with Betsy Rawls when 

Harvey Penick came by to 

watch. Harvey was never my 

teacher, but since I was there 

hitting balls, he offered some 

help. He handed me a home-

made teaching device, a heavy 

metal ball welded to the end of 

a chain. It was like a convict’s 

ball and chain, except it had 

a grip on it. He said it would 

improve my rhythm. “Just 

make your normal swing,”  

he said. I guess I swung it like 

I did that eucalyptus branch, 

because the ball broke off the 

chain and flew down the range. 

If it had hit somebody, it surely 

would have killed them. I 

looked over at Harvey, and his 

mouth was wide open. “I don’t 

think this will work for you,” 

he said.

●  ● ● 

when i was 12, I began taking 

part in clinics put on by a 

pro named Fred Sherman at 

Mission Valley Country Club in 

San Diego. They were at night, 

and a lot of people came out 

to watch. The range was lit by 

these enormous lights in the 

distance, similar to a baseball 

stadium. At the height of the 

evening, Fred would bring 

me forward to demonstrate. 

“Mickey, show the people 

how you can make the ball 

disappear,” he’d say, and I 

would drive the ball so it went 

out of sight, still climbing as it 

passed beyond the lights. Over 

the years, when I needed a big 

drive, I’d whisper to myself, 

Make it disappear. 

●  ● ● 

when i drove the ball

through those lights, the crowd 

would go, “Ooh.” I found, to 

my surprise, that I liked the 

attention. The best golfers,  

I believe, have a little bit of ham 

in them, a little show-off. Even 

shy golfers have a “just watch 

what I can do” part of their 

makeup that is a huge asset to 

them. The desire to embrace 

the spotlight, to put your talent 

on display and show people 

you can do this one thing really, 

really well, is a gift. I can’t think 

of a really good pro who hasn’t 

had that. 

●  ● ● 

i once played an exhibition

with the late Mickey Rooney, 

who when I was a kid was a 

huge Hollywood star. He was 

my partner, and I opened the 

show with a good drive down 

the middle. Nice applause 

from the gallery. Now it was 

his turn, and he went through 

an elaborate series of antics—

waggles, stretches, deep breaths 

and so on—that lasted a good 30 

seconds. The crowd was silent. 

Finally he took the club back. 

When he got to the top he froze 

momentarily, then fell over like 

a statue. Didn’t break his fall 

or anything, just tipped over 

like a tree, hitting the ground 

with a thud. A planned pratfall, 

done only the way those old 

pros could do it. The crowd was 

almost helpless with laughter. 

save for the women’s 

Western Open, there was 

precious little match play in 

women’s pro golf back then, 

and I was glad for it. I always 

saw medal play as a better test. 

I never could reconcile how 

someone could score a couple 

of 8s and still be declared the 

winner. But that’s just me.

●  ● ● 

after i beat Barbara McIntire 

in the final of the 1952 U.S. 

Girls’ Junior, I felt as sorry for 

her as I was happy for myself. 

She was a friend, and I knew 

winning would have meant so 

much to her. Later, I won the 

1962 Titleholders and ’64 U.S. 

Women’s Opens in playoffs, 

beating the same woman—

Ruth Jessen—both times. Poor 

Ruthie had played so well, too. 

All these years later, their losses 

still bother me. I suppose there 

are players who don’t mind 

seeing their opponents suffer. 

But I was never that way. 

●  ● ● 

but i did have a playful 

edge. When I played with 

Louise Suggs, I always made 

a point of telling her after the 

round how much I enjoyed 

watching her. She had such a 

beautiful swing. I’d say, “Thank 

you for helping me today, 

Louise.” She’d say, “What are 

you talking about? I didn’t help 

you.” I’d say, “Oh, yes you did. 

Your swing really helped my 

rhythm.” She’d laugh, “Well,  

I’m sorry about that.” 

●  ● ● 

in 1954, while still an amateur, 

I was paired the final 36 holes 

of the U.S. Women’s Open with 

Babe Zaharias. I was 19 and 

scared out of my boots. Can you 

imagine suddenly competing 

against the greatest athlete of 

all time? Babe was larger than 

life, almost like something 

from another planet. She was 

coming back from surgery a 

year earlier for colon cancer 

but still was phenomenally 

athletic. Her arms and legs 

had a muscular quality I had 

never seen before. She was 

a showman and completely 

owned the galleries. On one 

hole she called her husband, 

George, over to shield her while 

she removed her girdle. I was 

naive and blushed when she 

did that, but Babe thought 

nothing of it. She showed it 

to the gallery and said, “Just 

watch me hit it now.” She was 

rough and tumble, competitive, 

and kind. And my, could she 

play. She’s often remembered as 

a long hitter, and maybe it was 

true before I saw her, but at that 

U.S. Open it was her short game 

that stood out. She won that 

championship by 12 strokes. 

I finished tied for fourth, 17 

strokes back. It seems like such 

a privilege to have seen her play 

close-up. Only two years later, 

she was gone.

●  ● ● 

my early years on tour,  

we traveled to tournaments by 

car, a caravan of us going from 

one city to the next. It’s often 

talked about as a hard life, but 

I never saw it that way at all. 

We all had Cadillacs, big, really 

comfortable cars. There were 

fewer automobiles on the road, 

no congestion. I found it a joy. 

It gave you time to relax, think 

and see this beautiful country. 

We listened to the radio a lot, 

country music mostly, but 

we liked to find stations that 

played a lot of Elvis Presley.  

We all were crazy for him.  

In 1956, in St. Petersburg, Fla.,  

I finally got to see him perform. 

This was a big deal for me. I was 

21, remember, and he was the 

hottest thing in America. There 

were a lot of girls in the crowd, 

and I behaved just like the rest of 

them, squealing and carrying on.

●  ● ● 

we players were close,  

but I wouldn’t liken it to that 

movie “A League of Their 

Own.” It didn’t have that 

sorority, team-like feel. Keep 

in mind, we were independent 

contractors. Golf is the ultimate 

individual game. There were 

kindnesses everywhere, from 

sharing putting tips to lending 

advice and encouragement. 

But to say we felt like family is 

a little much. That’s a whole 

different dynamic.

‘IN THE 1960S, SEVERAL OF US STARTED 
SHOOTING FILMS OF OUR GOLF SWINGS. I NEVER 
WAS SATISFIED WITH WHAT I SAW.’ 
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i think athletes have a 

moment, a tiny little window, 

where they are at their absolute 

peak. A high-water mark of 

their skill and ability to execute. 

For me, it would be the 16th 

hole, final round of the 1957  

Sea Island Open. I had a narrow 

lead and faced a 2-iron shot  

to a green with a huge, yawning 

bunker. It was 48 degrees,  

and the wind was blowing  

20 miles per hour, just difficult 

as you can imagine. Long irons 

were always the strength of my 

game, and that shot, which  

I hit to 10 feet, gave me goose 

bumps. It had a surreal quality 

to it. It came off exactly how 

I saw it in my mind’s eye, the 

quality of the contact and the 

ball flight, with the perfect 

trajectory and curvature, as 

good as it got for me. I won the 

tournament, and though it was 

far from my greatest victory, 

I spent the rest of my career 

trying to duplicate the feel of 

that shot.

●  ● ● 

i loved the challenge  

of hitting long irons, but my 

favorite club was my 6-iron. 

Most players have a favorite 

club, one that looks more 

inviting than the rest when you 

set it behind the ball. To me it 

was the 6-iron from my set of 

Wilson Staff Dynapower irons, 

1963 model. Long after I retired, 

I loved taking the club out to a 

short stretch of holes behind 

my house. It was the perfect 

club, distance-wise, for making 

par, hitting both my tee shots 

and approaches with that one 

club. The 5-iron was too much, 

the 7-iron not enough. One day, 

it broke. The head flew off, and 

for some reason it couldn’t be 

repaired. That was a sad day.  

It’s up at the USGA Museum 

now, on display with its sisters.

●  ● ● 

at my best I would go into 

what I called a “fog.” I never 

thought of it as the “zone” 

you hear about today, though 

maybe it was something like 

that. It was a mental state 

where I could concentrate 

really well and play with a 

greater confidence than usual. 

I had it when I shot 62 at 

Hunting Creek in Louisville in 

1964. It was elusive, but that’s 

when I played my best. 

●  ● ● 

i was only 34 when I stepped 

away from playing full time  

in 1969. In 1960, shortly after  

I moved to Dallas, I was invited 

by Earl Stewart to play out 

of Oak Cliff Country Club, 

make it my home base. Earl 

was a marvelous teacher and 

a fantastic player who to my 

knowledge is the last full-time 

club pro to win a PGA Tour 

event on his home course.  

I played a lot of golf with Earl. 

We would play for 50 cents 

in our matches just to have 

something riding on them, and  

I don’t know that I ever beat 

him, even with him hitting a 

2-iron off the tees and me a 

driver. I pleaded with Earl to 

talk to me about my swing. He 

steadfastly refused. He said, 

“You have to play. It’s not about 

the swing, it’s about how you get 

around the golf course.” He was 

filled with all kinds of wisdom, 

things like taking responsibility 

for each swing and how to  

deal with bad shots and good.  

I respected Earl so much.  

I wanted to please him.

●  ● ● 

in 1961, I won 10 LPGA 

tournaments. I returned to 

Oak Cliff hoping for some 

approval from Earl. He said, 

“That’s pretty good, but you 

should win every tournament.” 

I thought he had to be joking 

but redoubled my efforts 

anyway. In 1962, I won 10 

tournaments, and in 1963, I 

won 13. Each time I got home, 

Earl said, “Not good enough. 

You should win every time.” 

Long story short, in a four-year 

period beginning in 1961, I won 

44 tournaments, including 

eight major championships. 

I also served as president of 

the LPGA for two years during 

that stretch, attending every 

cocktail party and Rotary Club 

event. The sum of trying to 

meet the expectations of Earl, 

the LPGA, my father and the 

public exhausted me physically 

and emotionally. I developed 

an ulcer and had all kinds of 

anxiety. It wasn’t the years,  

it was the mileage.

●  ● ● 

i kept on, but in 1969, with  

my leg in a cast after one of 

those sprained ankles, I stepped 

away from golf completely.  

I enrolled at Southern Methodist 

University, figuring I’d discover 

a way to put my brains to work. 

College, I quickly learned, had 

changed radically from what 

I recalled from my experience 

at Stanford, where I’d gone 

for a year before turning pro 

in 1954. There was a lot of 

cheating, which was completely 

different than at Stanford, 

where everybody obeyed the 

honor code. It was so different 

from my experience in golf, too, 

where honor and self-policing 

was the norm. I also couldn’t get 

my head around a subject called 

“new math.” I got an A, but the 

effort it took was frightful. All 

it took was one quarter at SMU, 

and I knew I had to get back 

to what I knew best—being a 

pro golfer. I kept playing semi-

regularly until 1973.

●  ● ● 

those 50-cent games i

played with Earl Stewart were 

kind of an aberration. I never 

liked playing for money in 

casual games. I’m no prude; 

I absolutely will bet on other 

things. But golf I thought was 

too precious to bet on. It’s a 

holy thing to me. Betting dirties 

it a little. I always thought the 

game was interesting enough  

to stand on its own. 

●  ● ●

the best pure woman golfer 

I ever saw was Patty Berg. She 

understood the game, meaning 

she had an uncanny knack for 

exacting the best score possible. 

She was a clutch putter, a 

remarkable fairway-wood player 

and the best sand player I ever 

saw. One shot in particular is 

burned in my mind. At the 1955 

Titleholders Championship at 

Augusta Country Club, Patty hit 

into a bunker on the 13th hole. 

She faced a 30-yard shot from  

a severe downslope, her lie  

in the sand not very good. I 

thought she was dead. She very 

quickly and decisively played 

it to within three inches of the 

hole. It was a breathtaking shot 

even for a great pro, and I saw 

her play many like it. Patty’s 

skill is kind of lost to history,  

but there’s been no one better.

●  ● ● 

in the years since I left the 

tour, my favorite swing to watch 

was Patty Sheehan’s. Beautiful 

rhythm, on plane and square 

at the top. Also, she swung 

through it beautifully. I’m not 

much of a note-writer, but after 

Patty won the U.S. Women’s 

Open in 1994, I sent her a 

message telling her I thought 

she had the best swing of her 

era. I heard she appreciated 

that. Of the players out there 

now, I really like the swings 

of the Korda girls, Jessica and 

Nelly. They’re both special.

●  ● ● 

in the 1960s, several of us 

started shooting films of 

our golf swings. I never was 

satisfied with what I saw. The 

tendency is to be critical, to 

see things that aren’t perfect 

and start fiddling with them. 

It never ends, because heaven 

knows we never get to perfect.  

I think seeing a good teacher 

and practicing what he tells you 

is quite enough.

●  ● ● 

what do i think of the new 

LPGA dress code? Well, the 

line between projecting 

femininity and outright sex is 

a thin one. If you look at the 

history, in my early years the 

LPGA Tour fought a perception 

‘I NEVER LIKED PLAYING FOR MONEY IN CASUAL 
GAMES. . . . I ALWAYS THOUGHT THE GAME WAS 
INTERESTING ENOUGH TO STAND ON ITS OWN.’ Please turn to page 99
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step one

Regulate the length 

of your backswing by 

paying attention to the 

position of your lead 

arm as you go back.

Illustrations by Todd Detwiler

WEDGES:DIALED IN 

PEG YOUR 

SWING SIZE 

TO YOUR 

YARDAGE

BY NICK 

CLEARWATER 

WITH 

MATTHEW 

RUDY
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step three

To match your through-swing 

length to the backswing, 

check your trail arm’s position. 

Make sure you turn your body 

toward the target.

step two 

As the clubhead reaches 

the ball, the sole should be 

sliding along the ground. 

Don’t try to gouge it out. 

G
etting better at golf often 

is a matter of breaking 

bad habits. If you’re a 

newer golfer, you’re in the sweet 

spot: With less golf experience, 

you should have an easier time 

making changes. That’s an excit-

ing time, and it’s a crucial time 

because the quality of the in-

struction you get will determine 

if you improve quickly or strug-

gle. The editors of Golf Digest 

have partnered with the instruc-

tion company GolfTEC, which 

gives more golf lessons than 

any organization in the world, 

to create “Your First 5 Golf Les-

sons.” Hosted by GolfTEC’s vice 

president of instruction, Nick 

Clearwater, the program covers 

a range of game-improvement 

topics, from driving to fairway 

shots to greenside play. Every 

video is packed with simple in-

structions, do’s and don’ts, and 

practice tips, all designed to give 

developing golfers the simplest 

plan for becoming better play-

ers. For more information, go to 

golfdigest.com/go/5lessons.

A PLAN FOR FAST 
IMPROVEMENT

W
hen you drill down into 

the swing data GolfTEC 

collects on thousands 

of students, the prime 

factor that pushes 

handicaps higher is inconsistent quality of 

contact. Players just aren’t hitting it solid, 

and that makes distance control difficult. 

With wedge play, higher-handicappers tend 

to have a big backswing and small follow-

through or a short backswing and rushed 

follow-through. Neither technique works 

well to hit the shot the desired yardage. 

Instead, practice this procedure to get your 

wedges dialed in: Take a sand wedge and hit 

shots with the same length backswing and 

follow-through, and note how far the ball 

goes. Then simply vary the length of your 

swings—staying equal on both sides—to 

control distance. You’ll also improve the 

quality of your shots by striking the ground 

with the sole of the club, not the leading edge. 

Keep a slight bend in your lead wrist through 

impact, and you’ll get that crisp contact.

Nick Clearwater, a Golf Digest Best Young 

Teacher, is vice president of instruction for 

GolfTEC, based in Englewood, Colo.
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NOW THAT THE REMARKABLE RUN is over, there is 
no doubt. Billy Payne was special. ▶ The breadth of 
his accomplishments over 11 highly compressed 
years as chairman of the Augusta National Golf 
Club and the Masters Tournament had been no-

ticed but taken for granted, like an exceptional athlete steadily adding 
to his lifetime numbers. But since Payne surprised many in August by  
announcing his retirement, two months before his 70th birthday, and 
naming his handpicked successor, Fred Ridley, it has been fully processed.  
Even the highlights presented in barebones terms make up quite  
a litany: ▶ Admitting the first female members in the club’s history,  
Condoleezza Rice and Darla Moore in 2012, followed by Ginni Rometty 
in 2014. ▶ In 2013, establishing the Drive, Chip and Putt Champion-
ship, open to boys and girls 7-15. ▶ Giving winners of the Asia-Pacific  
and Latin America amateur championships invitations to the Masters.  
▶ Persuading Arnold Palmer, then Jack Nicklaus and Gary Player, to 
become honorary starters. ▶ Restoring the tradition of PGA Tour win-
ners from the preceding 12 months earning berths in the Masters field.  
▶ Vastly expanding free patron parking after the purchase of neigh-
borhood homes. ▶ Opening an 18-acre practice facility. ▶ Creating 
Berckmans Place, a high-end hospitality venue. ▶ Opening an expan-
sive media building. ▶ Buying land from the adjacent Augusta Coun-
try Club bordering the 12th and 13th holes that provides an option to 
lengthen the par-5 13th and perhaps enhance spectator viewing. ▶ The 
sheer volume, along with Payne’s willingness to be a leader on golf’s 
issues beyond the club and the tournament, underscore his most sig-
nificant accomplishment: radically raising the perception of Augusta’s 
influence and power. From a position somewhere in the middle among 
golf’s four major championships and its governing bodies, Augusta 
now can be considered No. 1 for effectiveness in both categories. Payne 
pushed a traditionally hidebound culture into the 21st century with a 
vitality that, in retrospect, is stunning. And by extension, he made the 
chairmanship arguably the most powerful platform in the game. ▶ ▶ ▶

BILLY PAYNE GREW AUGUSTA NATIONAL’S  
STATURE TO A NEW LEVEL BEFORE NAMING  
FRED RIDLEY AS HIS SUCCESSOR 
 b y  j a i m e  d i a z

TOUGH  
ACT TO  
FOLLOW
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b i l ly  p ay n e  w a s  n a m e d 

c h a i r m a n  o f  a u g u s ta  n at i o n a l 

a n d  t h e  m a s t e r s  i n  2 0 0 6 .
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Augusta was run more democratically than 

it had been or looked to the outside world. 

They describe a man for whom being dicta-

torial was inwardly uncomfortable, and that 

his naturally gregarious personality was a 

key reason that camaraderie at the club—

with, he promises, more women to come—

markedly improved under his leadership. 

Whatever his similarities with Roberts, 

Payne’s comfort with human interaction 

and the consensus-building it led to gave his 

chairmanship its extra dimension.

ridley: “i like to be around golfers”

T 
he far-more-reserved Ridley 

will forge a different path. 

The 65-year-old Floridian 

made his mark in the game 

with a classic underdog vic-

tory at the 1975 U.S. Amateur, after which 

he was twice a Walker Cup captain, rose to 

the presidency of the USGA, and went on 

to lead the Masters competition commit-

tee, which oversees course setup and rules 

issues, for the past 11 years. In the spirit of 

founder Bobby Jones, Ridley is the last U.S. 

Amateur champion never to turn pro. “Golf 

really brings out the best in people,” he told 

The Ledger of Lakeland, Fla., in 2004. “I like 

to be around golfers.”

Ridley’s first major public comments as 

chairman will likely take place at next year’s 

Masters, following Payne’s pattern after he 

succeeded Johnson.

A good junior golfer growing up in Winter 

Haven, Fla., Ridley attended the University 

of Florida on a golf scholarship, but he had 

a hard time getting into matches on a pow-

erhouse team that won the 1973 national 

championship. He went on to earn his law 

degree at Stetson University and has special-

ized in real-estate law.

“Fred is measured, the way you’d expect 

from a lawyer,” says Billy Andrade, a mem-

ber of the 1987 Walker Cup team that Ridley 

captained. “At the same time, he has a nice 

way with people. On our Walker Cup team, 

I was young and nervous, but the way he 

90-minute workouts, keeping his 6-2 frame 

at just under 200 pounds.

Payne said he used another standard 

to pick his exit moment. “Before I became 

chairman, Hootie Johnson told me, ‘Billy, 

your biggest decision is going to be who 

succeeds you.’ Relatively recently, I decided 

Fred Ridley is the right guy. My principal job 

is to put in place a chairman that is going to 

be better than me. And now I have identified 

the person I believe can take it to the next 

level. That therefore signals to me that it’s 

time to leave.”

Though hesitant to agree with those 

who consider him the club’s most progres-

sive chairman, Payne is comfortable calling 

himself “the most collaborative.” Although 

Augusta for years made its decisions in a 

silo, many of Payne’s achievements have 

been built on forging working alliances, no-

tably with the USGA, R&A, PGA Tour, PGA of 

America and LPGA Tour. “I’m pretty good at 

math,” he says of initiatives. “I know if you 

add five together, it’s a lot more powerful 

than just doing it alone.”

Payne was similarly collaborative with 

his membership, which he describes as “a 

wealth of talent that may be unparalleled in 

any organization in the world. Motivating 

those who otherwise have very important 

positions, to come and embrace Augusta 

National and its culture, and make the time 

commitment . . . it’s a challenge,” he says. 

“And yet because there are so many of them, 

and because they themselves embrace and 

love Augusta National, they are more than 

willing to make the sacrifices required. And 

that gives us, I believe, the edge in the way 

we present our sporting event.”

Though Payne concedes that “over-con-

trol . . . that’s kind of a permissible descrip-

tion of the chairman of Augusta historically,” 

longtime members say that under Payne, 

In sum, there is no question that Payne’s 

place in history will be as the most signifi-

cant chairman since the original, Clifford 

Roberts, whose 42-year reign ended with his 

death in 1977.

To do so, Payne, who was the first chair-

man never to have known Roberts person-

ally, studied the words and work of the 

founder and gleaned a mantra of constant 

innovation.

Such a take might seem counterintui-

tive to the baggage that has been attached to 

the club and the tournament—its location 

in the Deep South, where the players were 

white and the caddies black, and its lack of 

an African-American competitor until 1975, 

or women members, not to mention rules like 

prohibiting cellphones and restricting Mas-

ters competitors to only one ball off the tee 

and in fairways during practice rounds.

But as the late Peter Dobereiner defined 

the club’s simple credo: “Everything about 

Augusta National Golf Club and the Masters 

had to be the best, and if it was not the best, 

then it would have to be improved every year 

until it was.” Roberts, a remote man of many 

ideas but few words, would acknowledge 

compliments about the tournament thusly: 

“Thank you, but we never really get it right.”

The pace of change by the chairman 

slowed down in the four decades after Rob-

erts, with Hootie Johnson’s lengthening of 

the golf course by far the most dramatic. But 

through a combination of temperament, a 

perspective gained by his mission to suc-

cessfully bring the 1996 Summer Olympics 

to Atlanta, and the demand of the times, 

Payne did big things at a faster pace than 

even Roberts.

“Billy is unique in being equally great at 

the 50,000-foot view and the one through 

the microscope, and then he’ll outwork you,” 

says a longtime Augusta National member. 

“For him, no dream is too big and no detail 

is too small.”

In an interview in his office at the club 

on the occasion of his retirement, Payne 

leaned back in an upholstered chair un-

der President Eisenhower’s oil painting of 

the 16th hole and described the way he’s 

wired. “What I do is, I do my very best at 

everything that I attempt to do,” Payne said. 

“Sometimes it might not be good enough. 

Sometimes it might be misdirected. Never-

theless, I’m never going to be in the place 

where lack of effort was the contributing 

factor in failure. I’m just not gonna put my-

self there.”

Perhaps Payne began to feel the toll of 

that effort, although the former All-America 

defensive lineman at Georgia, who under-

went a triple bypass at 34 and another in 

1993, emphasized that his decision was not 

based on any health issues. For several years 

he has followed an exercise regimen of daily 

f r e d  r i d l e y  a n d  b i l ly  p ay n e 

a d d r e s s  t h e  m e d i a  

b e f o r e  t h e  2 0 0 9  m a s t e r s .
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quietly showed confidence in me lifted my 

confidence.”

At the ’75 U.S. Amateur, played at the 

Country Club of Virginia in Richmond, Rid-

ley, a second-year law student, maximized 

the best golf of his life. On his way to the 

match-play title, he defeated the far-more 

heralded players and future PGA Tour win-

ners Curtis Strange, Andy Bean (a teammate 

at Florida) and, in the final, Keith Fergus. 

The key was Ridley’s work with Jack Nick-

laus’ lifetime teacher, Jack Grout.

“Fred was a good player in college, 

but not a solid player. We used to fight it 

out for the seventh and eighth spot on the 

team,” says golf architect Steve Smyers, who 

roomed with Ridley during the early stages 

of the Amateur. “We played all three prac-

tice rounds together. He was following what 

Grout was telling him, and you could just 

see him hitting these great golf shots, and 

his game had improved dramatically. Grout 

had been training him to hit it hard, telling 

him to take a bucket of balls on the range and 

hit driver as hard as he could while still hold-

ing his finish position in balance. Everything 

was sequencing up right, and he was hitting 

this low draw that went forever, and straight. 

It was a magical week.”

“Fred was a nice player who did good,” 

says Strange, who was beaten by Ridley, 2 

and 1, in the sixth round before defeating 

him in the final of the 1976 North and South 

Amateur Championship. “He took his golf 

seriously,” Strange says, “just as he’s taken 

his career seriously, and got a lot out of both.”

Indeed, Ridley was an opportunist at the 

U.S. Am, played with some of the heaviest 

Bermuda rough ever seen for a USGA cham-

pionship. Through the first seven rounds, 

he estimated he was 23 over par, with only 

I’M NEVER GOING TO BE IN THE PLACE WHERE  

LACK OF EFFORT WAS THE CONTRIBUTING FACTOR IN FAILURE. 

I’M JUST NOT GONNA PUT MYSELF THERE.’ — b i l ly pay n e

four birdies. (“Not super golf,” he said at the 

time.) By contrast, Fergus, an All-American 

at the University of Houston who won 11 

college tournaments, figured he was about 

four over par. And none of his matches had 

reached the 17th hole. But in the final, Rid-

ley made six birdies in the morning round 

to go 5 up. He was still 4 up with five holes to 

play but attributed “a lot of choking” to the 

loss of three in a row to stand 1 up on the 17th 

tee. On that hole, he left a seven-footer for a 

par that would have won the championship 

hanging on the lip.

As he told The New York Times, “I was 

feeling bad, and I had to force myself to keep 

my mind clear and not let my mind wander. 

I told myself, If you do something without 

thinking it out . . . well, just don’t do it.” 

On the 18th hole, Ridley gathered himself 

enough to make bogey to Fergus’ double bo-

gey to win, 2 up.

difficult moments

R
idley has been adroit at sur-

viving difficult moments in 

his public golf life. He was 

USGA president in his first 

term during the debacle at 

the 2004 U.S. Open at Shinnecock Hills, 

when a windblown green that had been 

rolled on Saturday morning did not receive 

enough water on the morning of the final 

round, causing balls to roll off the putting 

surface uncontrollably. Although the asso-

ciation’s staff was skewered by the players 

and the media, Ridley managed to avoid  

being the focus.

He was more directly in the line of fire  

at the 2013 Masters, when as head of the 

competition committee he made a high-

profile mistake on a rules situation involv-

ing Tiger Woods.

In the second round, Woods was near 

the lead when his third shot from about 85 

yards on the par-5 15th hole hit the flagstick 

and caromed into the pond. Woods took 

a drop that longtime rules official David 

Eger, watching on television, realized had 

been about two yards behind the divot hole 

made by his third shot. Eger called in the 

violation. If true, it meant Woods had not 

dropped as near to his original location as 

possible and was due a two-stroke penalty. 

However, when Ridley was told about 

the situation, he deemed after review-

ing the video that Woods’ drop had been 

close enough to the original spot not to 

incur a penalty. But after signing his score-

card, Woods said in a television interview 

that he had intentionally dropped two 

yards behind his original spot, thus in-

criminating himself. With Woods facing 

disqualification for signing an incorrect 

scorecard, Masters officials invoked Rule  

33-7, which states that “a penalty of disquali-

fication may in exceptional individual cases 

be waived, modified or imposed if the Com-

mittee considers such action warranted.”

It was thus determined that because the 

committee had not discussed the alleged vi-

olation with Woods before he had signed his 

scorecard, he was absolved from disqualifi-

cation but given a two-stroke penalty before 

his third round.

In going before the assembled media on 

Saturday to explain the ruling, Ridley went 

into some detail about not originally be-

lieving Woods had violated the rule. When 

asked whether he might have done things 

differently, Ridley said, “There’s not a day 

that goes by that there are not some things I 

wish I would have done differently.” The hu-

manness of that answer made Ridley sym-

pathetic and for the most part spared him 

further criticism.

Of course, Ridley will not inherit the title 

of most powerful figure in golf by default. 

Like every chairman, he will be tested by 

controversial issues and rulings, the rate of 

which have seemed to accelerate in recent 

years. Likely waiting for Ridley are intense 

discussions about further lengthening the 

golf course and whether to allow spectators 

the use of cellphones.

On the other hand, as the most accom-

plished player to achieve the chairmanship, 

and the best in the Masters hierarchy since 

Jones, there’s a reasonable expectation that 

Ridley will be seen as a chairman more re-

sponsive to the input and concerns of tour-

nament competitors.

Says Strange: “I hope that as someone 

who really understands the game from a 

player’s perspective, Fred will take some of 

the golf course back to what it used to be, 

where there was more openness and fewer 

trees.”

It would be a surprise if Ridley is fully 

able to escape the shadow of Payne, who 

will be around as chairman emeritus and 

will surely follow Roberts into the World 

Golf Hall of Fame. No one doubts that Payne 

will give Ridley plenty of space, following 

the sensibility of his statement in 2008 that 

“there are two personalities which will al-

ways define Augusta National: Bobby Jones 

and Cliff Roberts. All the rest of us came and 

went, and I’m going to fall into that latter 

category.”

But certainly he hasn’t. And based on  

his extraordinary contribution as chairman, 

he won’t. 



GO-TO  
HIT (AND HOLD) MORE GREENS WITH THIS TECHNIQUE 

A lot of my improvement as a PGA Tour 

rookie has come from observation, followed 

by trial-and-error sessions in which I work 

something new into my game. It was this 

process that was key to my first tour victory  

this year at Torrey Pines.

 Like a lot of young power players, I had 

a preference on short-iron and wedge ap-

proach shots to come in high with a lot of 

spin, especially to firm greens. But what I 

learned—sometimes the hard way—is that 

wind and slope can make the margin of error 

on those high approaches very small. Early 

this year on the West Coast, where there is 

usually wind and the greens can be soft, I no-

ticed that veteran tour pros I was paired with 

tended to hit their irons lower and with less 

spin. Often that shot would end up closer to 

the hole than the one I had tried.

 So I made a point of incorporating a 

three-quarter shot into my game. Unless the 

wind is really strong, the longest club I use 

this shot with is a 7-iron, simply because the 

ball tends to fly too low using anything lon-

ger. The adjustments I make for this sensible 

shot are pretty simple. I put the ball back in 

my stance slightly, and make a shorter back-

swing with less wrist cock. To prevent a steep 

path that can shoot the ball too low, I make 

sure to rotate my body away from the target 

enough to shallow the angle of attack. You 

also can see here that I’ve turned through 

fully, but my finish with the club looks a 

little shorter than normal. This is a position 

to copy to flight the ball lower. Also keep in 

mind that the ball is not going to fly as far. 

For me, it’s about 10 yards less than if I made 

a full swing with the same club.

 The three-quarter shot, because it cre-

ates less spin, might not be the choice when I 

need to stuff an approach into a tight pin and 

force a birdie. But I’ve also learned that those 

situations are not the norm. The three-quar-

ter shot is easier to hit the right distance, and 

easier to hit straight, which makes it more 

reliable. Basically, less can go wrong, and it 

has reduced the “soft” bogeys that can mess 

up low rounds and be really annoying. I re-

cently heard that Lee Trevino used to say, 

“Hit the ball only as high as you need to.” 

Now I have a better idea of what he meant.  

—with jaime diaz

Jon Rahm, a rookie on the PGA Tour,  
won the Farmers Insurance Open in 
January and is fourth on tour in strokes 
gained/tee-to-green.

A
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YES, YOU CAN                 
Shaving SECONDS  

and MINUTES could cut  

half an HOUR
from your round

BY  DAV I D  OW E N

D
avid Brailsford, a former com-

petitive cyclist, became the per-

formance director of the British 

national team in 2003. British 

Cycling had stunk for most of a 

century, but Brailsford believed 

he could turn the team around by applying 

an idea he’d begun to formulate while earn-

ing an MBA—an idea he later described to the 

Harvard Business Review as “a philosophy of 

continuous improvement through the aggre-

gation of marginal gains.” He was convinced 

that, if he and his cyclists broke down every-

thing they did into small components and 

then improved each of them by just 1 percent, 

the cumulative impact would be a significant 

enhancement of their overall performance.

Brailsford and his team members 

searched for tiny improvements every-

where—in their equipment and their tech-

nique, of course, but also in such seemingly 

trivial elements as their handwashing meth-

od, the pillows and mattresses they slept on, 

and the accumulation of dust on the floor 

of their maintenance truck. The results 

were remarkable. U.K. cyclists won two gold 

medals at the Olympics in 2004, then eight 

at the Games in 2008 and eight more in 2012. 

In 2010, Brailsford also became the manager 

of Team Sky, a British professional team. He 

applied the same ideas there, and his cyclists 

won the Tour de France in 2012, 2013, 2015, 

2016 and 2017. Queen Elizabeth rewarded 

him with a knighthood in 2013.

I learned about Brailsford and the magic 

of marginal gains from my golf buddy Tony. 

We were playing what we call a Two-Hour 

18: a full round of golf, walking, in two hours 

or just over. Playing that quickly is possible 

only when our course is virtually empty—

early in the morning or late in the afternoon, 

or when it’s raining—but it doesn’t involve 

running, or even walking very fast. As Tony 

pointed out, we are able play in what most 

golfers think of as record time because we 

have intuitively identified and eliminated 

innumerable tiny time sucks—the same 

kind of thing that Brailsford did systemati-

cally with his cycling teams.

Brailsford’s thinking about marginal 

gains can probably be applied to life gener-

ally, but it lends itself especially well to pace 

of play. The average round lasts forever, 

Tony and I are convinced, not because golf-

ers “play slowly” but because they waste 10 

seconds here and 20 seconds there, point-

lessly, on every shot on every hole. This is an 

existential issue for golf, because one of the 

biggest beefs that new players have about 

the game (in addition to the fact that hitting 

a golf ball is demonstrably impossible) is 

that it takes all day. If the members of a four-

some each trim just 30 seconds a hole—a 

target easily within the capabilities of almost 

any player—the total savings, over a single 

round, add up to more than half an hour. 

Tony’s and my discussion about mar-

ginal gains began with his observation that 

not wearing a glove (a practice he adopted 

many years ago for the purpose of playing 

faster) saves a surprising amount of time, 

because he isn’t continually pausing to put it 

on and take it off. Not everyone likes to play 

barehanded, but if you wear a glove, as I do, 

you can achieve the same benefit by leav-

ing it on all the time or fussing with it only 

when you’re doing something else, like walk-

ing toward your ball. Here are some other  

areas ripe for marginal improvement:

hit first, then search. If a member of your 

group slices one into the weeds, play your 

shot before you wander over to help. This 

isn’t rude. He’ll probably have found his 

ball by the time you’ve hit, anyway, and you 

won’t be holding up the group behind you by 

joining the search.

hit first, then talk. I’ve played with golf-

ers who save their jokes until it’s their turn 

to tee off. They’ve got a captive audience, 

because no one can move until they’ve hit, 

so they tee up a ball, then lean on their driver 

and unwind. Tell them to save it.

leave your driver’s headcover in your 

car. Ten seconds a hole? Twenty seconds a 

hole? Painless and easy.

tighten your pre-shot routine. Only 

two or three of the two dozen regulars in 

my club’s Sunday-morning men’s game still 

take practice swings. That alone probably 

saves 20 minutes per round per foursome. 



Illustration by Eddie Guy

BEAT SLOW PLAY

If you can’t play without a practice swing, 

limit yourself to one. Pre-shot routines are 

important (supposedly), but they don’t have 

to last forever.

be ready to play. During a spring-vacation 

trip with my family many years ago, I sat on 

the terrace of our rented condo, which over-

looked a golf course, and spent a couple of 

hours reading a book and watching other 

people play golf. Main takeaway: Absolutely 

no one I observed was ready to act when it 

was their turn to act. They stood or sat like 

zombies until they were away, and only then 

did they begin to check their yardage, test 

the wind, pick a club, clean their grooves, 

put on their glove. Five minutes per four-

some per hole, at least.

plan ahead. On a links course in Scotland 

in the early ’90s, I joined two members who 

were playing a club match, and even though I 

thought of myself as a speedy player, I had to 

concentrate to keep up with them. One rea-

son they were fast is that at every green they 

left their clubs in exactly the right place: on 

their route to the next tee. If (like many slow 

players) you dump your bag or park your cart 

in a random location—or, worse, directly in 

front the green—the players behind you 

can’t hit until you’ve fully decamped. Sad!

Of course, becoming faster feels futile if 

everyone else is slow. But a non-dawdling 

foursome can speed up an entire course, by 

constantly nudging the group ahead. And 

there’s a bonus, which is that playing faster 

leaves less time for the most destructive 

force in golf: thinking. 



|
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KEEPING  
THE  
KING’S  
LEGACY  
ALIVE

ARNOLD PALMER’S love  
of GOLF and LIFE shines on through  
grandson SAM SAUNDERS
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Ten minutes into the conversation on 

that late June day, the questioner brings up 

the name Arnold Palmer.

“I think,” Saunders says with a laugh, 

“that’s the longest I’ve ever gone in an inter-

view without his name coming up.”

There’s no doubt that fact doesn’t bother 

him in the least. That wasn’t always the case, 

notably when he first turned pro and every-

thing ever written about him said, “Sam 

Saunders, grandson of Arnold Palmer . . . ” 

“It was almost as if that was my full 

name,” he says. “Now, I’m happy to be iden-

tified that way. I’m very proud of it.” 

 Saunders still remembers the weekend 

when he first understood clearly who his 

grandfather was. He was 16, a talented junior 

golfer, and he had been invited to play in the 

Sunnehanna Amateur, a prestigious annual 

event in Johnstown, Pa.

“There were a lot of top guys playing,” 

Saunders says, the memory still bringing a 

smile. “Guys like Trip Kuehne and Nathan 

Smith—guys who’d been around the game 

and had a lot of success.

“Most of the field were guys older, more 

accomplished and more experienced than 

me. But they all came up, introduced them-

selves and wanted to talk. I was just a kid, a 

good junior player, nothing more. Of course 

they didn’t really want to talk to me. They 

wanted to talk about my granddad. They 

wanted to know everything possible about 

him. And to tell me how he had affected 

them at some point along the way.

“It was that weekend when it really hit 

me that he wasn’t just a great player—I al-

ready knew that—but he was truly an icon, 

something way beyond a major-champion-

ship winner.”

Saunders paused for a moment. “I real-

ized he was Arnold Palmer. There are plenty 

of guys who have won multiple major cham-

pionships. There’s only one Arnold Palmer.”

Saunders knows he isn’t going to come 

close to being Arnold Palmer, or even  

Arnold Palmer. But since his grandfather’s 

death last Sept. 25, he has shown that he’s 

capable of keeping his legacy alive and mov-

ing forward.

His interviews in the days after Palmer’s 

death were clear-eyed, insightful and filled 

with emotion. His eulogy at the nationally 

televised memorial service blew people away. 

He spoke without notes and from the heart.

“Sam has always been comfortable with 

who he is and never made a big deal about 

being Mr. Palmer’s grandson,” says Ben Mar-

tin, Saunders’ college roommate at Clemson 

and one of his closest friends on tour. “But 

when I heard that eulogy, I was really im-

pressed, even as someone who knew him.  

I mean . . . it was really something.”

Amy Saunders, younger daughter of Ar-

nold and mother of Sam and his three older 

sisters, wasn’t surprised, either.

“We sat around as a family and talked 

about it,” she says. “What exactly should he 

say? What was really important? Finally we 

all looked at him and said, ‘Just speak from 

the heart. You do that, and you’ll be great.’ 

And that’s exactly what he did.”

SAMSaunders sat in the clubhouse 

early on a Tuesday morning. He 

was relaxed, clearly in a place 

where he felt comfortable. He 

exchanged greetings with players in the way one does when he is part of a club 

and is well-liked by the other members. ▶ Saunders isn’t a star on the PGA Tour. 

He finished 148th on the FedEx Cup points list in 2016, giving him partial status 

for this past season. His goal for 2017 was simple: make the top 125 so he could 

take part in the playoffs for the first time and get fully exempt status for next 

season. He came up just short, finishing 129th.  ▶ “I turn 30 at the end of July,” 

he said in late June. “I honestly think I’m ready to play my best golf in my 30s. 

I’m still improving.” ▶ In every way, Saunders is like many younger players on 

tour: He has worked hard and made a lot of progress to get where he is. And yet, 

he’s still a long way from where he wants to go. ▶ There’s just one difference . . .

BY JOHN FEINSTEIN



palmer estate 
supports  
businesses and 
charities

L
ong before Arnold 

Palmer died, he 

made certain that 

the businesses and chari-

ties he had built would be 

prepared to continue with-

out him.

“About seven years 

ago, we formed an Arnold 

Palmer executive com-

mittee,” says Alastair 

Johnston, who has worked 

for the International Man-

agement Group for 45 

years and for Palmer for 

40. “There were four of us: 

Arnold, myself, Amy [Saun-

ders, Palmer’s younger 

daughter] and Steve Rich-

ards, who was our internal 

counsel. We met frequently 

to discuss the business 

then and going forward. 

Arnold never came to the 

meetings. He left it to us.”

Most important was 

ensuring that the Arnie’s 

Army Charitable Founda-

tion would be in a posi-

tion to continue Palmer’s 

legacy. In Palmer’s will, just 

less than $10 million was 

designated to be paid to 

Arnie’s Army—a pledge he 

had made two years before 

his death and the balance 

of a much larger amount he 

committed to funding his 

charitable foundation dur-

ing his lifetime.

As in the past, much of 

the money raised will go 

to the Winnie Palmer Hos-

pital for Women & Babies, 

named for Palmer’s late 

first wife. But the executive 

committee has plans to ex-

pand the foundation, which 

is the proprietor of the 

Arnold Palmer Invitational 

and the Arnold Palmer Cup. 

Next year, the Palmer Cup, 

contested among college 

golfers, will expand from 

24 players to 48 to include 

women. Players will com-

pete as teams, and it will 

be the United States versus 

the World instead of the 

U.S. versus Europe, as it 

has been in the past.

In all, according to court 

documents first acquired 

by WESH-TV in Orlando 

last fall, Palmer’s estate 

was worth about $875 mil-

lion. His widow, Kit, will 

receive $10 million. Most 

of the estate will go to 

Palmer’s daughters, Peggy 

and Amy. According to 

Johnston, Amy Saunders 

will be the point person for 

the executive committee.

Palmer’s other busi-

nesses, including course 

design, senior communities, 

tea sales, automobiles and 

licensing—there are now 

400 Arnold Palmer stores 

in Asia selling everything 

possible with the umbrella 

logo—will go on with people 

already in place.

The only part of the 

will that surprised those 

who knew Palmer was the 

$25,000 left to Doc Giffin, 

Palmer’s publicist, close 

friend and right-hand man 

for 51 years. Giffin was one 

of eight employees left that 

amount. “Arnold gave me 

very specific instructions 

to be certain that Doc was 

taken care of financially for 

the rest of his life,” John-

ston says, “and I will abso-

lutely do that.” Giffin, who is 

88, is “virtually” retired—his 

word—although he makes 

occasional appearances 

at Palmer’s Latrobe office 

when asked to help out.

What will Sam Saun-

ders’ role be in the future? 

“Whatever he wants it to 

be, really,” Johnston says. 

“He’s been so impressive 

since Arnold’s death. I try 

to keep him updated on 

the business through Amy. 

Right now though, we’re all 

encouraging him to play 

golf and follow his dream. 

That’s what Arnold would 

have wanted. His being an 

active part of the family 

business has no time limit. 

There’s no deadline. It’s 

strictly up to him.” —J.F.

losing both grandfathers

E
ven though Palmer was 87 and had 

been dealing with a number of health 

problems and was in a Pittsburgh hos-

pital for heart surgery, his death on 

that Sunday evening—five days before 

the Ryder Cup began—came as a shock to 

Saunders and his family.

“I talked to him that afternoon, about 

4:30,” Saunders says, voice softening. “Kelly 

[Saunders’ wife and mother of their two 

sons, Cohen and Robert Ace—whose name 

comes from Palmer’s nickname for Sam] 

reminded me that he was scheduled to have 

surgery and said I should call. He sounded 

fine. He told me he thought the surgery was 

going to help him feel better. I told him to 

call me after the surgery, and then I told him 

I loved him, and he told me he loved me. 

Funny thing is, we didn’t do that very often 

on the phone. I’m glad we did it that day.”

Four hours later, the phone rang. Saun-

ders saw it was his father’s number. Sam 

had also spoken to Roy Saunders earlier 

that day and wasn’t expecting another call 

from him. After picking up the phone, he 

was filled with dread. “My dad was with 

his father, Bob Saunders—my other grand-

father, who we all called Pop,” Sam says. 

“He’d been sick for a long time. He was 87, 

too. When I picked up the phone I was afraid 

Dad was calling to tell me that Pop had died. 

Then he gave me the news.”

It was Dumpy—the name Sam and his 

older sisters had always called Arnold—who 

had passed away. A month later, Pop died, 

too, leaving Saunders with a huge void.

As stunned as he was by his father’s call, 

Sam knew he had work to do.

“My granddad had been preparing me 

for this for a while,” he said. “Remember, he 

was an old-school guy in every way. I was the 

‘I REMEMBER ONCE HE 

ASKED ME HOW I FELT WHEN 

I WASN’T PLAYING WELL. I SAID,

“COMPLETELY OUT OF CONTROL,

AS IF THERE’S NOTHING I CAN

DO TO STOP WHAT’S GOING ON.”

HE LOOKED AT ME AND SAID,

“THAT’S EXACTLY HOW I FELT. 

IT HAPPENS TO EVERYONE, 

AND THEN, IT DOES STOP.” ’

—SAM SAUNDERS
o n  h i s  g r a n d d a d  /  a r n o l d  p a l m e r
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youngest in my family, but he had told me 

repeatedly that when he was gone, I had to 

be the man of the family—especially when 

it came to golf, because I was the one playing 

the game professionally.

“I called all three of my sisters and said, 

‘You have to make reservations right now 

and get to Pennsylvania to help Mom.’ When 

we all got up there, we agreed someone in the 

family had to speak. Everyone was looking 

at me. It was hard, really hard, but it wasn’t 

hard. I have so many memories of him.”

During his eulogy, Saunders told a story 

about calling his grandfather one day. “He 

always answered the same way: ‘Where are 

you?’ That day when he asked, I said, ‘I’m at 

home. Where are you?’ He said, ‘I’m with the 

president.’ I said, ‘The president of what?’ 

[Sam paused for laughter.] “He answered, as 

if it should be obvious: ‘The president of the 

United States. I’m in the Oval Office.’

“So I said, ‘Then why did you answer the 

phone?’ And he said, ‘Because I wanted to 

talk to you.’ ”

Saunders paused again, this time to gath-

er himself, and then said, “He always wanted 

to talk to me. He always wanted to talk to all 

of us.”

the benefits and the weight of a name

A
s he talked about his grandfather 

and that week in September, Saun-

ders was about to start his prepara-

tion for the Quicken Loans National. 

His pre-tournament schedule wasn’t 

what you might expect for a player ranked 

138th on the FedEx Cup points list at that 

moment.

He had played in a charity event on 

Monday, then visited the White House on 

Tuesday with PGA Tour commissioner Jay 

Monahan and a handful of players. They 

would be invited into the Oval Office and 

then to the private quarters of the building 

to spend some time with President Trump.

“I understand that, through the years 

I’ve definitely benefited because of who my 

grandfather was,” Saunders says. “I’ve gotten 

exemptions and invitations someone at my 

playing level might not get. That’s one rea-

son I play in Monday pro-ams even if I don’t 

have to do it. I’ve come to understand how 

lucky I am to be his grandson.”

That wasn’t always the case. When Saun-

ders first left Clemson, after three years, to 

turn pro, there were times when he bridled at 

the constant mentions of his heritage.

“It’s very hard to fail when people are 

watching you,” he says. “Especially when 

they know just who you are for reasons that 

really have nothing to do with who you are.”

He smiles. “I remember when it changed 

for me. I was playing somewhere on a spon-

sor’s exemption, and all three of us were well 

outside the cut line late on Friday. The rules 

officials came out and told us there was no 

way for us to finish before dark. They hinted 

it would be better for them if we all just WD’d, 

so we wouldn’t have to come back Saturday 

morning and they could start the tee times a 

little later. So, we all WD’d. The next thing I 

know, my Twitter is blowing up with people 

calling me spoiled and saying I was a typi-

cal silver-spoon kid who didn’t know how 

to deal with adversity. It really bothered me.

“Kelly sat me down and told me I couldn’t 

let these things bother me, that the only 

person I should be concerned about pleas-

ing when it came to golf was me. I realized 

she was right. I got off Twitter that day and 

haven’t been on it since then.”

That’s just one way in which Saunders is 

old school. Like his grandfather, he has nev-

er been a believer in all the technology in golf 

or in the entourages that now surround so 

many players. The closest thing he had to a 

swing coach was his father—who first taught 

him the game as a kid. He doesn’t have a 

sport psychologist or a personal trainer, a 

masseuse or an omnipresent agent. When 

he became a star junior as a teenager—he 

was once the No. 1-ranked junior in the coun-

try—his grandfather talked to him about the 

vagaries of a pro’s life and continued to do so 

when he turned pro.

“I remember once he asked me how I 

felt when I wasn’t playing well,” Saunders 

says. “I said, ‘Completely out of control, as 

if there’s nothing I can do to stop what’s go-

ing on.’ He looked at me and said, ‘That’s 

exactly how I felt. It happens to everyone, 

and then, it does stop. You have to always 

remember that. Don’t ever think it won’t get 

better, because as long as you keep working, 

it will stop.”

Martin remembers watching Saunders 

deal with that at Clemson: “He was so good 

as a junior that I think, at times, he was disap-

pointed in his college career. But you never 

sensed there was any give-up or woe-is-me in 

him at all. He’s done the same thing as a pro. 

It’s not easy, but he’s steadily gotten better.”

It has been—as the players say—a pro-

cess. Saunders is 6 feet and 180 pounds 

with wavy brown hair, an easy smile and a 

square jaw. He hits it long enough but would 

hardly be considered a bomber in what has 

become a bomber’s world on tour. He wor-

ries—as his grandfather did—about tech-

nology taking over the sport but believes 

the key to his game improving—as with so 

many players—is putting. “I’m at the point 

now where I spend more time putting and 

less time worrying about my ball-striking,” 

he says. “I feel like that’s going to pay off in 

the next 10 years.

 “My grandfather and a handful of players 

had the ability to make something that’s very 

hard—making it to the PGA Tour and then 

winning on the PGA Tour—look easy. It’s not 

easy. I know how hard it’s been for me to get 

to where I am now. When I was a kid, I want-

ed to be the best player in the world. I don’t 

know anyone out here who didn’t have that 

dream at some point. I played with a lot of 

guys who were really good at golf—still are—

who are playing mini-tours or not playing at 

all, so I know how lucky I am to be here.

“I want to win. I’ve had one great chance 

[Puerto Rico, where he lost in a playoff in 

2015] and other weeks where I’ve been in the 

hunt. I believe I’m good enough.”

Saunders wants to make his own way on 

tour, but he’s keenly aware of the role he is 

expected to play—and wants to play—in pre-

serving his grandfather’s legacy. He will leave 

the business side to others. His job is to make 

sure people never forget who Arnold Palmer 

was. “I think that’s a role Sam is willing to 

embrace,” Amy Saunders says. “You know, 

my dad could be tough on him at times. On 

occasion, he told Roy and me that we weren’t 

tough enough on him. Sam learned from him 

and learned how to deal with him. He told me 

a story once about how he’d really gotten on 

Sam one day, and Sam kind of went back at 

him. That was important, I think. My dad re-

spected the fact that he didn’t back down. It 

was good for both of them.”

Saunders says it happened on the range: 

“My granddad jumped on me, and I went 

back at him. He loved it. It was a very impor-

tant day for both of us, I think.”

Saunders and Kelly met in Colorado 

when Sam was playing the Web.com Tour in 

2011. They were married a year later and set-

tled in Fort Collins. Now they live in Atlantic 

Beach, which is between Jacksonville and 

Ponte Vedra Beach. Almost as important, 

it’s a two-hour drive from Orlando—where 

Saunders will continue to work with his par-

ents on the Arnold Palmer Invitational.

“I’d like to think, I hope, we can continue 

to make sure the tournament has a good 

field every year and that we can continue to 

build it the way my grandfather would have 

wanted,” he says. “I know a good deal of that 

responsibility falls on me now.”

He smiles again. “I wouldn’t want it any 

other way.”

The argument can be made that no one 

is better prepared to do that than Arnold 

Palmer’s grandson.

“I think I’m ready to do whatever I need 

to do,” he says. “I’ve been preparing for this 

for a long time.” He smiles one more time. 

“He prepared me well.”

Saunders doesn’t need to wonder, What 

Would Arnie Do? He already knows. 
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of masculinity. The players made a conscious effort to be more feminine. Jan 

Stephenson and Laura Baugh were really good at that, because while men no 

doubt saw them as sexy, they primarily were just being really feminine. They were 

attractive, but the look was natural more than forced. Some of the players today 

seem to be forcing the sexiness. I do think you want to make it look more like a golf 

tournament than a men’s club. So I’m for the dress code. I don’t think anyone will 

have trouble recognizing the players as attractive women.

●  ●  ● 

my heart breaks for Elizabeth Moon, the girl who raked away the short putt 

before it was conceded at the U.S. Girls’ Junior. It was so unfortunate, and I know 

painful. I want her to know I’m thinking of her. The rules can be severe, but what’s  

important is the lovely way she took responsibility for her error. I’m for her opponent,  

the [Erica] Shepherd girl, too. I want them both to take pride: Only in this game can 

such harsh outcomes reflect well on the competitors. If it were another sport, they 

wouldn’t have had the opportunity to show what fine young people they are. 

●  ●  ● 

i watched a lot of the recent u.s. women’s amateur. It was at San Diego 

Country Club, a tremendous course and a special one to me. On the par-4 18th 

hole, a California girl, Haley Moore, boomed a drive out there and had a wedge left 

to the green. At my best, I needed a 2-iron. The trouble with modern equipment 

and distance—and I don’t see anyone pointing this out—is that it robs from the 

player’s experience. With that 2-iron, I was presented with strategic choices. 

Which way do I curve the ball? Do I hit it high or low? Should I maybe hit a fairway 

wood? For Haley, there really was one option: hit the wedge. So, though the game 

is interesting to watch and always will be, it’s less cerebral for the player. 

●  ●  ● 

when i see a young player standing with her hand on her hip after missing 

a putt, I feel like jumping through the TV screen and giving her the talking-to 

Betsy Rawls gave me shortly after I came on tour. I was an exceptional ball-striker 

already, and it annoyed me to no end to get beaten by someone who didn’t hit it 

as well but chipped and putted better. I had this arrogant attitude that if I hit it 

better I somehow deserved it more. After I’d complained for the umpteenth time 

to Betsy about this, she finally had heard enough. First she reminded me that 

the basic premise is to get the ball into the hole in the fewest number of strokes. 

A simple fact, but one lost on a lot of good ball-strikers. Then she told me to start 

taking responsibility for every shot and stop feeling sorry for myself. When the 

pity parties stopped, I immediately started winning. I would have won some 

tournaments, but I’m certain the total wouldn’t have reached 82. 

●  ●  ● 

there’s got to be golf in heaven. I hope I get there and that it’s just me and  

my 2-iron. Or maybe a couple of angels will be looking on. Everything will look  

like Sea Island Golf Club did in the old days, sedate and beautiful. I’ll be facing  

that shot to a well-trapped green again, trying to duplicate that shot from 1957.  

If it’s really heaven, I’ll pull it off. 

mickey wright Continued from page 83
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