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Chapter 1: What Your Ball Flight Is
Actually Telling You

he ball does not lie.

That is the first thing I tell every student who walks onto the range frustrated, confused,

and carrying a bag full of expensive equipment that has not delivered on its promises. You can

argue with your instructor. You can rationalize a bad swing thought. You can convince yourself

that the wind was wrong, the mat was uneven, the grip tape had worn thin. But the ball goes

where physics sends it, and physics is indifferent to your intentions.

Every shot you have ever hit contains a precise record of what your body did in the half-

second before impact. The topped fairway wood, the fat wedge, the snap hook that

disappeared into the left rough — each one is not a failure. Each one is a report. The problem

is that most golfers, and many Western instructors, read these reports backwards: they see

the outcome and prescribe a fix for the outcome, rather than tracing the outcome back to its

actual mechanical origin. This chapter is about learning to read in the right direction.

Reading the Evidence: How Every Shot Shape Is a Diagnostic Report

Stand behind any amateur golfer for a full bucket of balls and you will see a pattern. The shots

are not random. They cluster. A player who tops fairway woods tends to top them consistently,

not occasionally. A player who slices tends to slice with every club that requires a full swing. A

player who chunks wedges tends to chunk them whether the lie is good or bad.

This clustering is important information. Random mistakes suggest random causes. Consistent

mistakes suggest a consistent, underlying mechanical condition.



Ball flight laws are the physics that connect what your body does to where the ball goes. In

simplified terms: the starting direction of the ball is primarily determined by where the

clubface is pointing at impact, and the curvature of the ball in the air is determined by the

relationship between that clubface angle and the path the club was travelling when it struck

the ball. A face that is open relative to the swing path produces left-to-right curve (for a right-

handed golfer). A face that is closed relative to the path produces right-to-left curve.

This is not opinion. A peer-reviewed study found that ball launch angle is 70 to 80 percent

influenced by dynamic loft (the effective angle of the clubface at impact) and only 20 to 30

percent influenced by attack angle1. The face is the dominant variable. The path is the

secondary variable. And both are symptoms of the same upstream mechanical events, not

separate problems requiring separate solutions.

70–80% of a ball's launch direction is controlled by clubface angle at impact — not

swing path, not body rotation. The face is the report.1

When you slice, the report reads: clubface open to path at impact, almost certainly caused by

an out-to-in swing path pulling across the ball. When you top a fairway wood, the report

reads: the bottom of the swing arc arrived behind the ball, causing the clubhead to be rising

when it should be level or slightly descending. When you chunk a shot, the report reads: the

arc bottomed out too early, before the ball, digging into the turf.

Three different shot shapes. Three different reports. One common cause underneath all of

them. We will get to that cause shortly.

The Five Most Common Amateur Errors and the Single Pattern Underneath

Them All

In my years of teaching, the same five errors appear across every demographic, every

handicap range, and every level of prior instruction:



1. The slice or persistent left-to-right curve on full shots with mid-to-long irons and woods

2. The topped fairway wood that skips along the ground with barely enough energy to reach

the fairway marker

3. The fat shot where the club strikes the turf before the ball, costing both distance and

direction

4. Early loss of posture through the downswing, sometimes called "standing up," which

narrows the arc

5. Inconsistent contact with the same club in the same conditions — center one shot, heel

the next, thin the next

These look like five separate problems. They feel like five separate problems. Players often

address them as five separate problems, collecting a new drill for each one until their range

routine resembles a pharmaceutical regimen. More tips, more complexity, worse golf.

The pattern underneath all five is this: the body is not organized correctly at the moment of

impact, and it was not organized correctly because it began to disorganize before the

downswing started.

That sentence contains everything. The impact position is not something you create at impact.

It is the outcome of a sequence that begins at address, develops through the backswing, and

arrives at impact as the inevitable consequence of what came before. If the address position

places the weight incorrectly, the backswing inherits that error. If the backswing loads the

wrong structures, the downswing compounds the problem. By the time the club reaches the

ball, five things have already gone wrong — but only one of them was the original cause.

Your impact position is not a moment you create. It is the place your body arrives,

based on everything that happened before it. Fix the beginning, and the end corrects

itself.



Japanese instruction is built on this understanding. Where Western methodology tends to

work backwards from the shot shape, Japanese instruction works forward from the first

moment the body addresses the club. This is not a philosophical preference. It is a structural

efficiency. You cannot correct a slice by thinking about the slice at impact. You correct it by

changing what happens three seconds earlier.

Why Topped Shots, Fat Shots, and Slices Share One Root Cause

This is the insight that changes everything for most players, so stay with it.

The low point of the swing arc is the spot on the ground where the clubhead reaches its

lowest point during the swing. For a correct iron strike, that low point should be slightly in

front of the ball (toward the target), so the club is still descending when it contacts the ball

and then continues into the turf. For a fairway wood, the low point should be essentially at the

ball's position, with the club moving level or very slightly upward through impact.

When the low point shifts behind the ball, two things can happen, depending on how the error

expresses itself:

▸  If the clubhead is still descending when it reaches the ball's position, it strikes the ground

first: fat shot.

▸  If the clubhead has already passed its low point and is rising when it reaches the ball, it

catches the top of the ball: topped shot.

The same displaced arc. Two different expressions. The slice connects to this because the

mechanism that pushes the low point behind the ball (an over-the-top downswing path

initiated by the arms and shoulders before the lower body has organized itself) is the same

mechanism that creates an outside-in club path across the ball, producing the open-face-to-

path relationship that curves the ball left to right.



"Topping your fairway woods can often feel humiliating, but

it's usually an easy fix once you understand the root causes —

flips, casts, spine angle changes, poor ball position, and weak

weight transfer all work against you." — Britt Olizarowicz,

Golf Professional and HackMotion Contributor1

The root cause, across all three shot shapes, is a sequencing failure: the upper body initiates

the downswing before the lower body has begun its rotation and weight transfer toward the

lead side. When the arms and shoulders move first, the arc moves with them, back toward the

trail side. The body stands up to compensate for the arc being too far back. The club path

moves outside the target line to try to reach the ball. And everything that follows — the fat

shot, the top, the slice — is a predictable consequence of that single sequencing error.

This is worth repeating: you do not have a slicing problem, a topping problem, and a chunking

problem. You have one problem, expressed differently by different clubs and different lies.

“



The Honest Self-Assessment: A 10-Question Diagnostic You Complete

Before Hitting a Single Ball

Before you practice a single drill in this book, complete this diagnostic. Answer honestly, not

aspirationally. You are not being evaluated. You are gathering data.



Your 10-Question Pre-Range Diagnostic

There are no trick questions. But two answers matter more than the others.

If your answer to question 9 is yes (practice swing feels different from actual swing), your

problem is not mechanical: it is attentional. The ball is triggering a different neurological

program than the one you practice. We will address this directly in Chapter 8 when we discuss

deliberate practice protocols.

If your answer to question 10 is "increased," that is the most important data point of all. More

information has not produced improvement. This means the information approach itself is the

problem, and the philosophy we will introduce in Chapter 2 will address this directly.

When you miss a fairway wood, does the ball most often go left, right, or

straight-but-low along the ground?

✓

When you hit a fat shot, which club is it most often? Iron, wedge, or fairway

wood?

✓

After a topped shot, does your weight finish on your lead foot or trail foot?

(Check your balance position immediately after impact.)

✓

When you grip the club, can you see two knuckles on your lead hand, or more

than three, or fewer than two?

✓

At address, does your weight feel centered, on your heels, or on your toes?✓

During your backswing, do you feel your hips turning or your upper body

lifting?

✓

At the finish of your swing, can you hold your balance for three full seconds, or

do you need to step?

✓

Does your slice get worse with longer clubs and better with shorter clubs?✓

When you make a practice swing without a ball, does it feel different from your

swing with a ball?

✓

Has the number of swing thoughts in your head increased or decreased over

the past two years of lessons and practice?

✓



How Japanese Instructors Approach the First Lesson: Observation Before

Prescription

I remember the first time I watched a senior Japanese instructor conduct an initial lesson. The

student hit twenty balls. The instructor said nothing. He stood slightly behind and to the side,

watching not the ball flight but the student's body. He watched the feet. He watched the trail

elbow. He watched the finish position. After twenty balls, he asked the student one question:

"Where does your weight finish?"

The student pointed to his trail foot. The instructor nodded. The lesson had begun.

This approach reflects a principle embedded in Japanese teaching culture: observation before

prescription. You cannot prescribe an effective solution before completing an accurate

diagnosis. In Western instruction, the diagnosis is often skipped because there is time

pressure, commercial pressure, or the student's own urgency to receive a tip they can apply

immediately. The result is prescriptions applied to symptoms rather than causes.

In Japan, the first lesson often contains no instruction at all. The instructor is building a

picture. The student is providing data through movement. Only when the picture is complete

does the work begin.

This is not mysticism. It is efficiency. A medical analogy is direct: a physician who prescribes

before diagnosing does not save time — they waste it, because the wrong prescription does

not resolve the condition. In golf, a tip that addresses a symptom while leaving the root cause

intact will produce, at best, a temporary masking of one error and, at worst, a compensating

error that compounds the original.

The ten questions above were designed in this spirit. They ask you to observe before you act,

to gather evidence before you intervene. This is not passive. It is the most productive thing

you can do before touching a club.



Case: An 18-handicap golfer, as reported in a Golf Monthly editorial test2, had carried a

persistent fade-to-slice for twenty years. He had received multiple lessons and

accumulated numerous swing thoughts. When a coach asked him to hold a club across

his hips and observe where his weight finished after each swing, he discovered

immediately that his trail foot remained firmly planted through impact on every swing.

One observation. Twenty years of accumulated prescriptions had never identified it.

The correction took a single session.

KEY TAKEAWAYS

▸  Ball flight is diagnostic data, not judgment. Every shot shape tells you something

specific about the mechanical sequence that produced it. Learning to read that data

correctly is the first skill of improvement.

▸  Your slice, your tops, and your fat shots are one problem, not three. They share a

common upstream cause: a sequencing failure in which the upper body initiates the

downswing before the lower body has established its rotation and weight transfer.

▸  More information is not the solution. If your swing thought count has increased while

your ball-striking has not improved, the approach requires changing, not the effort

level. The rest of this book is built on that premise.

▸  Observe before you prescribe. Complete the 10-question diagnostic honestly. Your

answers will orient everything that follows in this protocol. Without accurate diagnosis,

even the best drills address the wrong problems.

▸  The impact position is inherited, not created. What you do at address and in the first

move of the backswing determines where the club arrives at impact. Fixing the end of

the swing begins at the very beginning.



But knowing that you have one root problem is only half the equation. The more unsettling

question is: why do intelligent, analytical, well-instructed golfers keep accumulating

symptoms instead of resolving causes? The answer involves something that Western golf

instruction almost never discusses — a fundamental difference in how Japanese culture thinks

about skill, simplicity, and the relationship between mind and movement. That is where

Chapter 2 begins.


