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PROLOGUE TO THE GAME
I often refer to myself as the world’s worst golfer – something many golfers say 
– without the caveat that I apply to myself –who plays as much golf as I do.

Oh, yes, I can make par, even birdies at times, but I will often go an entire 
round (okay, a few rounds) without making a single par. On other days, I may 
get three or even more. My goal is bogie golf, that is, one over par per round. 
Note I said goal – something I shoot for (pun intended) but never make – 
though I have been close.

So why do I play golf if I cannot master it? In that realm, I have company. No 
one – even the greatest of the great going back to Old Tom Morris and his son 
Young Tom Morris, including Bobby Jones, Ben Hogan, Sam Snead, Arnold 
Palmer, Jack Nicklaus and Tiger Woods – ever “mastered” the game. They 
mastered their abilities to play the game but never the game itself. And therein 
lies its appeal.

Golf, like life, is a continued work in progress. Some days, you may have a 
good round; other days, you will wonder if you know which end of a club is 
up. That’s golf, and that’s why we golfers love it. We are in a continual game of 
betterment, overcoming ourselves and our weaknesses.

Golf is played outdoors; when you live as I do in Michigan, it is also a year-
round game. I have played when snow streaks the fairways and when the sun 
is so hot your hands are so sweaty you cannot grip the club. And then there is 
spring when we come to the game with high hopes and many thoughts accrued 
on winter days of how to play better. After a hundred rounds by fall, those 
self-improvement thoughts have blown away like the riotously colored leaves 
carpeting the fairway and hiding your ball.



9

Golf has taught me three things, at least.

The first is patience – something like golf I have not and likely will not ever 
master. Patience is essential to playing the game, and it is important to take your 
time to size up a shot. Staying calm when you swing, not ever rushing and living 
with – albeit tough – to live with an errant shot or ten.

The second is humility. Again, because no one masters the game, we are all 
humble practitioners of the sport. Some genuinely great golfers who regularly 
shoot under par—even way under par—are humble about their approach to the 
game. They know—as my good friend Stew says—they never own the game; 
they just rent it.

The third lesson is camaraderie. My friendships during the course and while 
playing the game have sustained me. They are a source of enrichment and joy. 
We all mock ourselves and tease each other, but deep down, we play together 
because we like being together.

This collection of poems captures my feel for the game – not so much as a 
player – but as an appreciation of what it takes to play and the joy (and humor) 
we feel when we play. Whether you have ever played golf or once did and quit 
it, fear not; some wisdom in these verses might make you nod or even smile.

Golf is not life, but it sure comes close. Hit ‘em straight, we golfers say. And 
sometimes we actually do.


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FROM TEE TO GREEN
The golf ball rises gently up, up, up
and almost as if it has a second wind,
it rises even higher.
And then proving that was likely an illusion…
the ball drops.
Thud.
And with it, all our hopes for a perfect drive

The second shot comes.
Invariably I shank it.
Right, left, or dribble it.
Hit it fat. Scald it.
Disappointing nonetheless.

But then closer to the green, 
all I need is a pitch or a chip.
And if I don’t chunk it…
or squib it…
I’ll be home free.
Miracle of Miracles. The ball rolls neatly toward the pin.

Three feet away.
A gimme, the pros might say.
But when you’re like me, a recreational golfer…
there’s no such thing as a gimme.
And sure enough,
as I bring my putter back and stroke it true,
I watch my putt edge, edge, edge away from the cup.
Damn, I misread the break.


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FIRST DAY OF GOLF
All winter we wait.
The grass is not yet green.
Snow covers parts of the rough.
Even the fairway in places.

Ice still on the greens.
No walking. No putting.
Just pretending with a hole and stick
Cut into the earth in front of the green.

There is a chill in the air.
And rightly so. March is still winter.

To golfers it is a new beginning. 
Despite a swing that creaks.
Hits that skitter across the ground.
Striking the ball is more like hitting a stone.
The ball, cold as cold. 

The chatter, however, picks up 
The jibes. The jokes. The joshing.
All in full season form.
The first day of golf.


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SHANK-O-POTAMUS
It strikes when you least expect
Between ball and club face
Skittering the ball sideways.
Perpendicular to the target.

Golfers call such shots, shanks.
But only in whispers, too afraid
To utter the dreaded word.

Shanks, as golfers come to know,
Are the dirty work of the dreaded
Shank-o-potamus!

Where the Shank-o-potamus lives, 
No one really knows.
Some say it lies in wait in woodlands
Appearing when golfers approach the green.

Others say it lurks at the bottom of ponds,
Eager to slurp up an errant ball,
Disappearing it deep and forever.

Or maybe the Shank-o-potamus burrows in bunkers
Ready to ground a wedge.
Plowing helplessly into sand.

Until the Shank-o-potamus is tamed,
Its ravenous appetite only grows,
Swallowing not only wedges,
But 9-irons, 8-irons and even 5-irons.

Residing anywhere and everywhere
The Shank-o-potamus waits only the right moment
To skitter balls away without mercy.

The Shank-o-potamus lives only to turn
A promising round of golf into
Drudgery, misery and despair.

In truth,
The Shank-o-potomus dwells not
In forests, ponds and bunkers,
But rather within the five-inch space between our ears.


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WHEN HE’S NOT PLAYING GOLF…
John Baldoni is an internationally recognized keynote speaker, certified master 
coach, and author of 16 books translated into ten languages.

John’s thought leadership is reflected in his writing and choice of media: 
columns, videos, and books. He also integrates piano improvisations into his 
keynotes, which he illustrates with his still-life photos. 

John is also the host of LinkedIn Live’s GRACE under pressure interview series. 
This platform has enabled him to interview more than 250 global business, 
academic, and thought leaders and doers.
John is also a member of 100 Coaches, a select group of business, science, 
medicine and coaching thought leaders founded by Marshall Goldsmith.

John’s newest venture is the Baldoni ChatBot, an AI tool that uses John’s 
database of books, articles and videos to provide virtual answers to management 
and leadership questions. 

John’s leadership resource website is www.johnbaldoni.com.
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