
     
  

INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT:  TOM LEHMAN 
Thursday, February 16, 2012

 

PHIL STAMBAUGH:  We're joined this afternoon in the interview room by Tom Lehman, 
the Player of the Year on the Champions Tour last year, and actually you did something 
that never has been done before winning Player of the Year on all three tours.  

First time to Naples as a member of the Champions Tour.  Overall impressions of the 
golf course here at TwinEagles? 

TOM LEHMAN:  I like it.  You're right, I had never played it before.  Today was my first 
time around.  My caddy's been here for a couple days so he got a good look at it.  I 
thought the course was very straightforward.  Greens are in great shape.  I'm sure the 
wind, if it blows, it will be a very good challenge for us to play.  I like the course a lot.

PHIL STAMBAUGH:  Tom, last year you got off to such a fast start.  Your game right 
now?

TOM LEHMAN:  You know, that's a good question.  We've only had two tournaments.  I 
played well the first week without getting much out of my game at all, and last week I 
was sick, played poorly and felt poorly all week long.  So it's really hard to say where my 
game is at.  I feel like I swung well today, but the results will prove whether you're good 
or not, so we'll see what happens.

PHIL STAMBAUGH:  I'll just open it up for questions.  Please wait for the mic if you 
could.   

Q.  You're the perfect person to answer this.

TOM LEHMAN:  Really?

Q.  Yes, you are, because you are a Hogan Tour alum. 

TOM LEHMAN:  Yeah.
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Q.  I was wondering if you have an opinion on the plan by the TOUR to turn the 
now Nationwide Tour into the only avenue to get to the PGA TOUR?

TOM LEHMAN:  You know, I don't know the details of all that, so I would kind of want to 
avoid making any real strong comment on that, but I do feel that there ought to be some 
access other than that, personally.  So I don't know if there is going to be or not.  I think 
there should be.  I think the Hogan Tour/buy.com/Nike/Nationwide Tour has proven to be 
a great steppingstone and training ground for guys on the PGA TOUR.  They seemingly 
have a great history, a great record of getting guys on TOUR and guys staying on 
TOUR.  So I do believe it should be strongly tilted in favor of that TOUR for access.

But I do think there ought to be some direct access also outside of that, and I actually 
feel like, you know, that number 125 is a bit arbitrary and if you really wanted to get 
serious about it, to look at reducing the number of exempt players to 110 or something 
probably makes for sense than keeping more access through the current way of doing 
things. 

Q.  Are you familiar at all with Naples?  Have you been to southwest Florida for 
anything during your illustrious career?

TOM LEHMAN:  Very seldom.  We did play a Hogan Tour event here at -- I'm not sure 
I recall the name of the golf course.  Gateway, that's it.  Played there a couple years.  
I'm really close friends Bob and Lori Enfield, who live in Bonita Beach or Bonita Springs.  
He's one of the founders of Tommy Bahama, so I'm staying with them this week actually.  
But I've been here a couple times with them for a charity thing that they do, but that's 
about it.  So I'm very much -- very inexperienced with this part of Florida.

Q.  Has that been something you enjoyed on the Champions Tour, going to maybe 
places you haven't seen before or going back to some of the older courses that 
the majors have been played at that used to be on the TOUR?  

TOM LEHMAN:  I like the newer places.  Last year I played for the first time up in 
Seattle at Snoqualmie, which I thought was a beautiful place.  I enjoyed that.  So yeah, I 
do enjoy the newness.  You can kind of get into ruts with the same old same old, so it's 
nice to have something new to look forward to.  Some of my favorite tournaments of all 
time, as an example, the Legends of Golf in Savannah.  I had never been to Savannah 
before the Champions Tour in my life and Savannah is one of my favorite cities in the 
world.  I just love it there, I can't wait to go back, for example.  Having new places to go 
to is pretty cool.

Q.  Kenny was talking about weaning himself from the regular TOUR and coming 
over here, which gave me a chance to ask him if he was really a weaner. 

TOM LEHMAN:  Really a what?

Q.  A weaner. 
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TOM LEHMAN:  Weaning, I got it.  You're clever.

Q.  Yeah, really clever.  What's your status?  Are you going to still keep your 
couple of favorite stops on the PGA TOUR?  Are you still going to play anything 
this year?

TOM LEHMAN:  I'm going to play a few.  I think I would at least for the next few years 
always play a couple.  I'm playing next week at Mayakoba.  Didn't get into Phoenix, 
which was disappointing, but that's life.  British Open.  

A lot of my favorite events on the PGA TOUR are now opposite my favorite events out 
here.  Memorial Colonial opposite the PGA Championship, and a great event in Iowa, 
which is close to home.  So there's always a conflict, so you've got to make that choice.  

I'm not sure if Kenny talked about it or not, but the big thing is if you really want to 
accomplish something out here, you have to be committed out here.  I played a couple 
years where I was going back and forth and I played very well out here, but you play 10 
events, you finished eighth on the money list or something or 10th, it's a big deal.  It 
doesn't get you anything other than the satisfaction of knowing that you played well.  If 
you really want to be serious about winning the Schwab Cup or anything like that, 
you've got to be committed.  So for that reason, I'm full time out here.

Q.  Player of the Year, it probably gets you an incentive to go at it full time again 
this year?

TOM LEHMAN:  Oh, yeah, absolutely.  There's -- I've always been able to kind of 
compartmentalize years.  Last year was last year.  This year's a new year.  What did I 
do last year that I did well?  How could I improve?  Where did I kind of fall down?  Could 
it have been a better year?  Yes, it could have; no, it could not have, whatever the 
answer might be, but this is a new year.  The real issue for me for this year really is that 
I played 29 tournaments last year, which is probably seven more than I ever play.  
Played a lot of golf last year right up until the middle of December.  So I feel like the 
season is only now just starting for me.  Didn't really have much of a break, so I'm really 
anxious to kind of get moving with this season and hopefully this week is the start of it.

Q.  L.A, did you play that the last two years, is that why you were here?

TOM LEHMAN:  No, no.  There must have been something going on at home.  I've got 
two kids still at home and one in high school, so the difficulty becomes how much are 
you willing to miss.  Sometimes you get to the point where you say I'm not willing to 
miss that.

Q.  Still with (inaudible) coming up to 50 don't come straight out here, commit full 
time, but is there some sort of reluctance to maybe have someone else determine 
when you're supposed to shift over here for yourself, Kenny.  Some guys still 
spend a year or two competing decently well on the regular TOUR before making 
that transition. 
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TOM LEHMAN:  I think the decision kind of gets made because if you're competitive, 
which most guys are, you don't like being kind of in the middle on any tour.  You don't 
like playing eight or 10 events or seven or eight events here and finishing 10th or 12th 
or 15th, whatever the number might be.  And you don't like playing 15 events out there 
and finishing 110th, whatever the number might be.  

So this idea of being average is not appealing.  Even though you don't feel like you're 
playing average, the results, when you stack them up against the rest, are average.  So 
the competitive part of you says I've got to commit one way or the other because I'd 
rather go one way and really accomplish something versus kind of just float.  

Every guy has to kind of go through it.  I think Tom Pernice is a perfect example of 
a guy who's made a decision.  He's going full time on the PGA TOUR.  He's still 
competitive, as many guys out here are.  I think you look at where you are in your 
life, what you can do, your commitments in life.  I know, for example, me, the 
Champions Tour is the perfect fit for this time in my life with my kids' ages, things 
like that, so this is the place for me.

Q.  Do you feel like there's that much of a difference in your competitiveness 
between 50 and 52 on the regular TOUR?

TOM LEHMAN:  No, I'm very, very confident that if I were to be committed full time to 
the PGA TOUR, that I would have a good year.  I have no doubts whatsoever.  How 
good it would be?  I don't know, but I believe I could, you know -- I believe I would do 
very well.  The commitment it would take to do that, though, is significant in terms of the 
cost, I think, at home.  To me, I look at it in terms of kids playing high school sports.  You 
don't get those years back.  The PGA TOUR would require the same commitment as the 
Champions Tour, but it would also require more time, way more time, and I just don't 
have that.

Q.  Tom, can you give me an idea of the two or three things that you like the best 
about the Champions Tour and are there two or three things that you would 
change about the Champions Tour?

TOM LEHMAN:  I think if we played for $7 million a week, that would be the first thing.  
The other guys play for two.  That's tongue in cheek.  When we got to Hualalai a few 
weeks and there was this decorum amongst the players, amongst the Tour officials and 
the Tour staff, guys like Phil here who was like, hey, it's great to see you, we kind of 
missed you over these last couple weeks.  That's the one thing I like the most about the 
Champions Tour is that sense of camaraderie.  

I also like the fact that most of the guys feel like they have nothing else they really have 
to prove.  They've had great careers or else they wouldn't be out here.  You've got a lot 
of Hall of Famers, and because of that fact, because the guys are just really enjoying 
the game, you very seldom see a guy just fall apart on Sunday and give a tournament 
away.  Guys shoot low scores, and they shoot low scores from start to finish and you 
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don't see as much gagging and choking.  So that's why it's tough to win.  If a guy has a 
two-shot lead on Sunday, he's probably going to shoot 68, 67, 66 or something like 
that, and you've got to really play your buns off to catch him.  

I like that sense of I'm out here to win, I'm not out here for a top 10.  I think on the PGA 
TOUR you sometimes get conditioned to that by things like the Ryder Cup qualifying 
system, the way it used to be where top 10s would get points.  I think a lot of the things 
condition you to be happy with the top 10.  

Then the money is so big that you can feel really good about finishing 10th with a huge 
paycheck.  I don't feel that way out here.  I feel like it's more about winning.

Q.  Did I read that you felt like your ball striking was really steady all the way 
through last year but your putting slipped in the second half of the year, and if 
that's the case, where are you now with it?

TOM LEHMAN:  I feel like I really saw the greens, I was reading the greens really well 
the first half of the year.  The second half, I feel like I rolled the ball really well, quite 
well, made fewer putts.  I didn't see the line as well.  I don't know why or what that 
would be all about, but I was just seeing it differently.  

We all play golf.  You know how it is when you just know the line, and that's the way it 
was the first 10 or 12 tournaments last year.  I just knew the line and I putted really well.  
Second half wasn't quite as clear, so I was very often like I think it's going to break right 
but I'm not certain.  So I hit my line and it wouldn't break.  Then I'd play it to go straight 
and it wouldn't.  It kind of got into a rut where I was close but didn't make as much.

Q.  USGA talked about taking a fresh look at the long putter, belly situation.  As 
someone who's dabbled in that, what are your thoughts?

TOM LEHMAN:  My thought is they've picked the wrong thing to fight against and 
they've done it about 15 years too late.  To make an issue about this when they should 
have made an issue about the balls or clubs 15, 20 years ago is ridiculous.  That's my 
opinion.  I think it's just fine.  

If there were this method of putting where it was foolproof and you couldn't miss and it 
just turned this whole game into a joke because it was so simple and so foolproof, I 
would say, you know what, that's probably worth looking at.  The long putter, the belly 
putter have helped guys who have struggled to keep their careers intact or bring them 
back from the depths, but it's not a foolproof way.

Q.  Did you ever think you would see so many guys on the PGA TOUR, young 
guys, using it, the belly?

TOM LEHMAN:  I hadn't really thought much about it.  To me it's a nonissue.  It really is.  
I don't think it's an issue at all.  If I were the head of the USGA, I wouldn't even give it a 
second thought.  I wouldn't.  That's how strongly I feel about it.  
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But there are people who feel strongly the other way.  I respect that.  It's not traditional.  
Whether or not anchoring a club to your body in some way is breaking a rule, I don't 
think it is or else it would have been outlawed a long time ago.  It's a matter of opinion.  
What I do know is that the USGA and their testing with the ball and that stuff a long time 
just completely fell asleep at the wheel and let it get out of control.  There you have it.

Q.  When you first started using a longer putter, what type of reaction did you get 
out here?

TOM LEHMAN:  No reaction.  You know, there was no big deal.  I don't mean -- look, I 
don't know because I don't read the magazines, but I don't believe there's a whole 
bunch of players out there going crazy and hooting and hollering because some guy's 
using a belly putter.  I don't think.  I think it's more made up with maybe the press and 
the USGA or whoever, but I don't see a lot of players out there picketing, I'm not going 
to play if the belly putter's allowed this week.  I don't see it.  Maybe it's there, I just don't 
know.  Maybe you can tell me.  Are there a lot of players upset about it?  Maybe there 
are.  There aren't, are there?

Q.  No, the guys who used the belly putter or long putter on the TOUR last year 
who won, the best (inaudible) was like 55th. 

TOM LEHMAN:  That's my whole point right there.  This is such a nonissue in my 
opinion that it's almost comical to be debating. 

Q.  You did those commercials last year, the mentor program with Kevin 
Streelman? 

TOM LEHMAN:  Yep.

Q.  Who was your mentor when you were coming on TOUR?

TOM LEHMAN:  You know, I had a couple guys kind of take me under their wing.  Wally 
Armstrong probably was the guy who spent the most time with me.  My first couple 
years out, I stayed at his house a lot and he befriended me and kind of helped me learn 
the ropes.  He was really quite good to me and he's a friend to this day.

Guys like Don Pooley and Morris Hatalsky were kind to me early on and I think they 
were the same way, they tried to make things easier for me and help me learn how to 
deal with things. 

But I don't think I really had a mentor mentor in the same context as maybe that 
commercial showed and the way maybe Kevin and I are.  He came to me asking me if 
he could spend time with me to pick my brain and learn about the way I do things and 
why.  It's been a great friendship.  I think we've both benefited.  I like it.  I think it's a 
great deal.
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Q.  If for some reason they do decide to disallow the long putter, what impact 
would it have on you and some guys who have depended on it?

TOM LEHMAN:  I went back to the short putter, I went back about four years ago so it 
doesn't affect me whatsoever.  Again, getting to that issue, I've been on both sides and I 
understand the reason why I went to it and the reason why I left it.

The reason why I went to it was because I couldn't make a three-foot putt.  I changed 
my stroke, was working to get better and kind of lost it and I couldn't make a short one.  
So I went to the long putter and realized very quickly that there was things I could do 
better with the long putter but there was things I wasn't as good at.  I decided to be the 
best I could possibly be, the best opportunity is with the short putter, so I went back to it.  
There's things with that short putter that I'm just way better at, better at long putting, 
better at short putting.  For me, that's always been the two things I did well, and I'm 
better with the short putter than with the long putter. 

I've been on both sides, so I just don't see.  The difference is marginal and I don't think it 
really impacts the competition because I think I've proven to myself that I could do it 
both ways and if I had to put shorter, I'm just as good if not better short as long, so there 
is no issue.

Q.  (Inaudible.) 

TOM LEHMAN:  No, because I think most guys, if they were to go back to a short putter 
after using this for a while, they probably would find they would be able to transition 
back and they would be just fine.  What happens, I mean, putting's in your head, it's 
mostly between your ears, and then that's reflected in what the blade does at the bottom 
there when you hit that putt.  So once you kind of get the bad stuff out of your head, 
which you do by going to something different.  You start making some putts and then 
you start thinking more positively.  Then you go back to the short one and you're kind of 
starting fresh.  

A lot of these issues that you had maybe with your stroke, by using a longer putter or 
the thing, you know, you've learned to kind of keep your left wrist from breaking down 
and now suddenly your stroke comes back to you.

If you were to tell everybody no more, I think within six months you would see a bunch 
of guys with a short putter putting just as well.  Again, to me it's just a nonissue.

Q.  What are your thoughts on Davis as the Ryder Cup captain, and have you 
talked to him or do you think he'll talk to you about preparing for this year?

TOM LEHMAN:  Well, he's a wonderful person, passionate and cares a lot about being 
a Ryder Cup captain.  We spent a lot of time together the last two years both as Corey's  
assistant captains, so there really is no need for him to talk further.  We talked and 
talked and talked and talked while with Corey and we experienced that whole thing 
together.  He knows what he's doing.  He's a pretty sharp guy.
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PHIL STAMBAUGH:  Okay.  Anything else for Tom?  Tom, good luck this week.

TOM LEHMAN:  Thank you very much.
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