Goat Track.com Book Review:  “How to Win at Golf Without Actually Playing Well,” by Jon Winokur (published May, 2000)

Backdrop for the Review:  We came across this title a while back (January, 2009; can’t believe it was that long ago) while reading one of John Paul Newport’s weekly golf columns in the WSJ (which usually appear in the Weekend Edition of the Journal and are highly recommended by Goat-Track.com).

Since most of the GT site contributors are, at best, marginal golfers and hours of lessons and swing analysis aren’t likely to help us much, this book seemed to be right in our wheelhouse.
We were also intrigued by the fact that the back inside sleeve of the book lists a website, golfmanship.com, which includes book excerpts and a forum for readers to contribute their own “golfmanship gambits.”  Seemed like a good way for Trackers to add to the conversation.  As it turns out though, the “Golfers’ Forum” on the golfmanship site has been overrun by spammers with links to porn sites and “performance enhancing drugs,” like a Goat Track green gets overrun with crabgrass in mid-August.  We didn’t think that anyone actually needed help locating either of those scarce commodities on the internet, but apparently this is what happens when no one screens blog entries.
Review, General:  “How to Win at Golf Without Actually Playing Well” checks in under 200 pages and is a quick read, which suits our attention span just fine.

According to the author, the book was inspired by “Theory and Practice of Gamesmanship,” written by Stephen Potter (Great Britain), first published in the US in 1948 and reportedly out of print.  Probably just as well that we can’t get our hands on a copy, since we got the distinct impression that the subject matter might be beyond our grasp and ability to execute.
Overall, the book is better described as witty, clever, or humorous than fall out of your chair and spill your drink funny.  The book is organized into eight chapters as follows:

Fundamentals of Golfmanship

Tricks of the Trade
Your Own Petard


Conversation:  The Fifteenth Club
Know Your Enemy


Equipment Work
Matchmanship



Terminology
Each chapter is broken down into subsections, each focused on a more specific aspect of golfmanship.

Where applicable, the author provides PGA tour anecdotes to illustrate his points, sometimes in rapid fire succession, based on experiences from players going back to the era of Bobby Jones, Ben Hogan, and Sam Snead, through the late 1990’s, including several players we’ve never heard of.  The historical perspective is highly entertaining.

Early on in the book, there are a couple of pearls of wisdom:  one from Payne Stewart, “a bad attitude is worse than a bad swing” and the other from the author, “Be your own best friend on the golf course.  Treat yourself with respect.  Even if you’re a total bozo.  Your attitude toward your opponent is another matter.”  Words to live by. 

From a Goat Tracker’s Perspective:  As a seasoned Goat Tracker, it took a while to wrap my mind around how this book may prove useful and how to frame a review of it for the GT site.  As the “Caveats and Disclaimers” section before the first chapter lays it out,

“This book is intended to serve as both a sword and a shield.  A sword to attack superior players, a shield to protect against other gamesmen.  But if your idea of golf is a few clubs in a canvas bag and the glory of a golden afternoon, if you consider golf a sacrament to be played for the sheer uplift, you won’t need it.  If on the other hand, you venture an occasional wager on the game, you have a healthy will to win, and you aren’t averse to psychological combat, this book will show you How.”
About halfway through the first reading of the book, the light bulb clicked on.  This book is a perfect read for Goat Trackers because it taps into the Inner Sherpa/Zen aspects of the game.  As you go through it, you can adapt what’s being offered to suit your own game.  In our view, it all basically boils down to asking yourself the following four questions:

1. How attached am I to “the moral high ground?”
2. How much of a peckerhead can I tolerate being on the course and still respect myself at the 19th? (worry about “in the morning” later)
3. Do the ends (wagers) justify the means?

4. How much effort do I want to put into this?

For purposes of illustration, we’ve adapted the Morningstar Style Box to show how the level of golfmanship may vary based on whom you play with and what type of round you’re playing.
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For example, if you’re playing in a tournament with people you don’t much care for (upper right sector), you may be more inclined to apply the principles of the book more aggressively than if you’re just taking a quick 9-hole lap around the Goat Track after work with friends/co-workers and have nothing riding on the outcome (lower left sector).
Along these lines, we thought that some tactics:

· went too far, like vaguely implying that Lyme Disease could come into play for an opponent looking for an errant shot (Know Your Enemy – Scare Tactics); just has bad Tracking Karma written all over it
· were too difficult to orchestrate, like having someone repeatedly crank call an opponent who likes to leave his cell phone turned on while playing (Know Your Enemy – Cell Phone Users)
Others seem like fertile ground for a lot of Trackers:

· Know Your Enemy – The Aurally Sensitive:  Golfer Number Two has already reaped benefits from this one in matches with the Tracker known as Rabbit Ears, go figure
· Tricks of the Trade – Sarcasm:  Self-explanatory

· Tricks of the Trade – Swing Thoughts:  This one seems to have great untapped potential and creative possibilities, especially if you know someone who uses the “Cindy Crawford” swing thought (attributed in the book to Johnny Miller)
· Tricks of the Trade – The Needle:  As the author notes, “You’re not launching a frontal assault, you’re waging a guerilla war.”

Even though a fair amount of what’s mentioned in the book may not be of practical use for any particular “golfman” to employ, it is interesting to at least mull over the options.  At a minimum, it provides an opportunity to look at all these “golfman gambits” with some detachment and find out where your golf buddies may have been putting the screws to you for a long, long time.
The book is definitely geared toward golfers who play a much more formal/traditional style of golf than many Goat Trackers are accustomed to, especially as it relates to the rules.  Play ‘em down? Rules infractions?  The hell, you say!  Although it’s in the book (so it must be true), it’s difficult to fathom that “Decisions on the Rules of Golf,” 2008 edition, plunks itself in at a mind-boggling 581 pages!
Another surprising, arcane tidbit was found in the section on “the yips.”  Turns out there’s a clinical name for them, “focal dystonia,” and that the Mayo Clinic actually launched a two-year study of the affliction in 1998.  Amazing.
In summary, we highly recommend reading “How to Win at Golf Without Actually Playing Well.”  It’s well written, entertaining, and has something to offer for just about everyone who enjoys the game, especially if that enjoyment is rooted in schadenfreude.
