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ROCCO’S FOREWORD


NEVER IN MY WILDEST DREAMS did I ever think I’d be involved in a book like this one. Or any book, for that matter. Winning the United States Open, I could imagine. A book? No way.

But after my near miss at Torrey Pines in the Open last June, I started hearing from people that I should do a book, that I should tell my story — not only about my duel with Tiger Woods, but about all that led up to it. Literary agents were coming at me with offers and writers, saying they knew just how to tell my story.

I was certainly intrigued, but also a little bit skeptical. Mine is not — as you will learn — a simple story. If it was going to be told, I wanted it told right. One writer showed me a proposal he had put together in which he had me talking to God during the Open playoff. I don’t talk to God. I think He has enough on his plate without golfers asking him for an extra birdie or two. Maybe the guy got confused when he saw me talking to Tiger. A lot of people make that mistake.

So there I was in early July with these offers, and I still wasn’t sure what to do. That was when Cindi Hilfman (who played a  major role in my being able to accomplish what I accomplished at the Open) brought up John Feinstein.

“Do you know him?” she asked me.

Sure, I knew John. I’d known him for years. I’d always enjoyed talking to him, whether it was in the locker room or on the driving range, and I knew that Lee Janzen, probably my best friend on tour, had worked with him on a couple of his books and liked and trusted him.

Cindi, it turns out, is also a fan. Maybe it’s the whole Duke thing (she did her postgraduate work in physical therapy there), but she says she’s read all twenty-three of his previous books. I haven’t. In fact, I’m not sure if I’ve read twenty-three books period.

Cindi suggested I call John to see if he’d be interested in doing a book. Kelly Tilghman (another Dukie: I think there’s a pattern here), who had done some work with me at the Golf Channel, had John’s contact information, so I tracked him down during, ironically enough, Tiger’s tournament at Congressional.

John asked me a lot of questions, one of which was if I was absolutely sure I wanted to do a book. I remember what he said to me: “These things don’t happen by magic. It’s work. It will take time, and I may ask you some difficult questions. If you understand that and still want to do it, I’m in.”

To be honest, I don’t think I completely understood what he was talking about. Now I do. It was a lot of work, but also a lot of fun. I thought there was a story to be told — one that goes well beyond what happened during those five days at Torrey Pines — and working with John, I came away even more convinced that was the case.

John made one other suggestion when we first talked: “Let’s  not write this in the first person,” he said. He thought that writing in the third person (I didn’t even know what the hell writing in the third person was until he explained it to me) would give him more freedom to say things about me and tell the story in a kind of detailed way that first person doesn’t allow.

Reading the book, I realized he was completely right. A lot of first-person athlete’s books (okay, I have read a few books) leave me wanting to know more, because the athlete doesn’t want to tell you what he thinks about someone or about how difficult something was to achieve. John did a lot of reporting. He talked to all the key people in my life and to people I hadn’t even thought about. In some cases, people told him things I didn’t even know.

Don’t worry, though, I’m not going to pull a Charles Barkley and claim I was misquoted in a book my name is on. I’ve read it carefully, and everything that comes out of my mouth in the book came out of my mouth when John had his tape recorder on.

I think it’s a pretty good story, one that I’ve enjoyed living — for the most part — and one that I hope you’ll enjoy reading.

Overall, the experience was a fascinating one. I learned a lot about myself, my friends, and what goes into creating a book. I have only one regret: I heard a lot more about Coach K than I thought anyone could ever want to know.

I mean, the guy doesn’t even play golf.

Oh, one more thing: The story John tells in the introduction about the title is true. Don’t tell my kids.

Enjoy the book.

— Rocco Mediate




INTRODUCTION


IN THE 108 YEARS THAT the United States Open golf championship has existed, there has never been an Open like the one that took place at Torrey Pines Country Club in June of 2008. This was an Open so remarkable it even made the United States Golf Association’s stubborn insistence on continuing to stage an 18-hole Monday playoff look smart.

The golf world has become accustomed to Tiger Woods doing things that no one else has ever done before. He won the Masters at the age of twenty-one — by 12 shots. He won four major championships in a row. He changed his golf swing when he was the number one player in the world — and got better. Then he changed it again and, after going 10 straight majors without a win, won five of the next 12. Midway through 2008, he had won 65 times on the PGA Tour — 17 short of the all-time record — and he was only thirty-two years old.

But his victory at Torrey Pines was spectacular — even by his own spectacular standards. He had undergone knee surgery on April 15, two days after finishing second at the Masters and fifty-eight days before the start of the Open — and hadn’t walked a single 18-hole round of golf before he teed it up on  day one of the Open. He was clearly still in pain throughout the tournament. Just finishing 18 holes, let alone 72 holes, would have been an accomplishment. To finish 72 holes tied for first place and then play 19 more the next day to win the championship was almost beyond belief.

“I would have to say this is my greatest victory,” he said when it was finally over.

And yet, extraordinary as it was, Woods’s victory wasn’t what made this Open unique. Had he won it in 72 holes by a shot or by two or three shots, it would have simply been another example of just how much better he is than every other golfer on the planet and would have set off another round of “Tiger is the most dominant athlete in the world” stories. All of which would have been correct and appropriate.

What made this Open as thrilling as it was, a golf event watched and remembered by millions of non-golf fans, wasn’t Tiger Woods.

It was Rocco Mediate.

The notion of the greatest player in history proving once again how great he is — even doing it on one leg — fits handily into Woods’s lore. The notion of the 158th player in the world, a motor-mouthed forty-five-year-old whose career has been plagued by back problems, standing toe-to-toe with the greatest player in history for 91 holes is the kind of stuff that can bring Wall Street to a virtual halt.

And it actually did. According to market analysts, during the four and a half hours that Woods and Mediate were on the golf course on Monday, June 16, trading volume on the stock exchange dropped 10 percent. During the last few holes, according to estimates, it dropped double that amount.

There were all sorts of stories like that one on that Monday. Joan Fay, the wife of USGA executive director David Fay, wanted to stay in San Diego on Monday for the playoff. But she had commitments back home in New York on Tuesday and, as her husband pointed out, changing her flight would have cost an arm and a leg. She arrived at the airport Monday morning comforted by the fact that Jet Blue provides TV service on coast-to-coast flights, so she would at least be able to watch.

While waiting for her plane, she ran into several NBC executives, also flying home because of commitments and the expense of changing a flight. They were completely glum because the airline they were on had no TV service.

“I think there are seats on the Jet Blue flight,” Joan Fay said. “I’ll bet they’d change your tickets for nothing.”

A mad scramble followed and the NBC execs all ended up on Jet Blue. As luck would have it, the plane landed in New York just as Woods and Mediate were playing the 18th hole. It taxied to the gate, the Jetway pulled up, and no one got off the plane.

“No one would get off,” Joan Fay said. “I mean no one.”

One hundred miles to the north and east, another plane had just landed in Hartford, Connecticut. It was carrying golfers and their families from the Open to the next tour stop, which would take place that week outside Hartford. Everyone on the charter flight had been glued to the playoff, and when the plane landed, it pulled up to a private hangar where tournament officials and volunteers were waiting to help with luggage and courtesy cars and directions, and to make sure hotel reservations were in place.

But no one got off the plane.

“They couldn’t have gotten me or anyone else off with a  court order at that point,” said Lee Janzen, a longtime friend of Mediate’s. “We just told the flight attendants to go inside and let the tournament people know we’d deplane as soon as it was over.”

All over the country, people who couldn’t have cared less about golf were tuned to television sets or computers, putting work and life aside to see how the playoff would be resolved. The notion that the wisecracking everyman from Greensburg, Pennsylvania, could somehow beat the world’s best-known athlete was instant must-see TV. It was Johnny Miller, the longtime NBC analyst, who accidentally summed it up on Sunday afternoon when he said, “Can someone named Rocco actually beat Tiger Woods to win the U.S. Open? I mean, he looks more like he should be taking care of Tiger’s pool than competing with him in the Open.”

Miller caught a lot of flak for that comment — Italian American groups got upset and he had to publicly apologize — but the point he was making (which had nothing to do with Mediate’s heritage) was an accurate one. Like everyone else who couldn’t take their eyes off what they were watching, Miller simply couldn’t believe what he was seeing.

In the end, someone named Rocco came up one shot short — just inches short — of beating Tiger Woods to win the U.S. Open. But the story he wrote during those five days — and what led to it — was once-in-a-lifetime stuff. No one understood that better than Rocco.

“Johnny called me to apologize about the comment,” he said. “There was nothing to apologize for, and I told him that. I understood what he was saying. If I had been sitting at home, I would have been saying, ‘There’s no way this can happen,’ just like everyone else was saying it.

“What people didn’t understand was I wasn’t afraid of [Woods]. Not because I don’t think he’s great — I do think he’s great. He hasn’t got a bigger fan in the world than me. But why would I be afraid of him? I’m always amazed when I see guys go out and play against him and they’re afraid. Why? No one expects you to win — he’s Tiger Woods and you’re not.

“To be in that arena with the greatest player of all time. If you’re a golfer, why wouldn’t you revel in every second of it? If there’s one thing that makes me happy about it all, it’s that I don’t have to look back and say, ‘Gee, I wish I’d been able to enjoy it and savor it while it was going on.’ I did do that. Every second of it right until I missed the last putt. I loved it all.”

There’s proof that Rocco isn’t just saying that in the aftermath of the event. Mike Davis, the USGA official who directs the U.S. Open, walked every step of the way with Woods and Mediate during the playoff. He was responsible for setting up the golf course each day, for deciding on where tee markers were placed and where the hole was located on each green. During the playoff he was the walking rules official, responsible for letting the players know what to do if they needed any sort of drop or if they weren’t sure about any rule that might come into play during the round.

On the sudden-death playoff hole, number seven at Torrey Pines, Rocco drove his ball well to the left, into an almost unplayable lie in a bunker, meaning he was going to have a difficult time staying alive, since Woods had put his ball in the fairway.

“I was walking off the tee thinking that Rocco was really in trouble and this might be the end of it all,” Davis said. “I was feeling bad for him because he’d been so close to pulling the  thing off. All of a sudden, I feel an arm around me and I look up and there’s Rocco with this big grin on his face. He says, ‘I can’t tell you how much fun I’m having out here. In case I forget, I want to make sure you know I think you really nailed the setup, not just today but all week.’

“I couldn’t get over it. Here he is in desperate trouble, probably about to lose, and he’s got this big smile on his face and he’s talking about how much fun he’s having. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone enjoy himself under pressure like that in my life.”

Rocco ended up losing the playoff on that hole. Woods walked up to him, hand out to offer congratulations.

“Sorry pal, this doesn’t call for a handshake,” Rocco said. He wrapped his arms around Woods in a hug, a moment both men were entitled to after what they had gone through.

“Even now, months later, people still act as if I won,” Rocco said after his whirlwind second half of 2008. “Sometimes I feel like I have to remind them that I played great, I’m really proud of what I did, but I didn’t win. The other guy won.”

That’s true. Tiger, it seems, always wins. But in this case, there is no doubting the fact that his opponent didn’t lose. He won — not the U.S. Open but the hearts of golf fans everywhere, and the hearts of a lot of people who had never heard of him before that week in San Diego.

Tiger Woods is the 2008 U.S. Open champion. His performance was nothing short of amazing. But Rocco Mediate was the champion of all Americans — a true underdog who captured the sheer joy of playing and competing. Together, Rocco and Tiger created a singular moment in sport, and an indelible memory for millions that isn’t likely to be matched any time soon.
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THE FIRST TIME I MET Rocco Mediate was more or less an accident. I certainly knew of him, but I didn’t know him personally. He had been on tour for seven years and had just won for the second time in his career, at Greensboro, a few months earlier.

I was researching A Good Walk Spoiled. One of the people I was working with on that book was Lee Janzen. About a month after Janzen won the 1993 U.S. Open at Baltusrol, he and I were supposed to go to dinner and spend the evening discussing the events of that weekend in New Jersey. Janzen had come out of nowhere to beat Payne Stewart and win the Open.

“Mind if I bring a friend to dinner?” Janzen asked when I called to set up a time to meet.

In truth, I wasn’t thrilled. When you are trying to interview someone, a third person is usually a distraction. But Janzen was giving me his time, so if he wanted to bring someone along, I was in no position to object. The third person turned out to be Rocco Mediate.

And his presence made the interview work about twice as well as it would have if he hadn’t been there.

Janzen is what we call in my business a good talker. He’s a nice guy who knows how to tell a story. But with Rocco sitting next to him, he became a great talker. He was loose and comfortable, and Rocco often reminded him of details as Lee walked me through his pre-Open life and the Open. What’s more, Rocco told me exactly where he was and what he was thinking as he watched his friend play the back nine on Sunday.

“I kept thinking, ‘This is Lee, my buddy Lee, the guy I spent all those hours practicing with when we were in college,’ ” he said. “When he was walking up 18, I remembered how we used to talk about what we were going to do when one of us won the U.S. Open and how we’d celebrate. And then it hit me: This is real; he’s actually going to win the U.S. Open. I sat there with tears rolling down my face, not believing it was actually happening.”

As he told the story, his voice caught at the memory. Janzen was equally emotional: “After I finished and shook hands with Payne, the first person I saw coming off the green was Rocco,” he said. “He had tears rolling down his face. That’s when I lost it myself — when I saw him.”

I told Lee afterward he could bring Rocco along anytime he wanted in the future.

Rocco and I became friends after that night. Sometimes I’d go to him looking for a quote; other times we’d stand on a driving range or sit around a locker room talking about anything and everything. I vividly remember him at the 2006 Masters, sitting in the locker room with his friend and teacher Rick Smith, talking about how cool they both felt with Rocco in contention that year. I also remember the look on his face walking off the 18th green on Sunday after his back had exploded on him earlier that day, when he was tied for the lead.

“I just couldn’t quit,” he said. “I couldn’t quit and I couldn’t play. It was a pretty awful feeling.”

Like everyone else who follows golf at all — and a lot of people who don’t follow golf at all — I watched Rocco through his Open weekend at Torrey Pines waiting for the roof to fall in on him. He was tied for second on Thursday and still  in contention on Friday and Saturday. But when Tiger Woods made two eagles on the back nine on Saturday (and chipped in for birdie at 17), there really wasn’t that much point in watching on Sunday. After all, once Tiger gets the Saturday night lead at a major, the Sunday scramble is for second place. Thirteen times before, he had led majors on Saturday and thirteen times he had held the trophy the next day.

My hope was that Rocco would play well on Sunday and at least cash a big check. I knew he had struggled for several years, back troubles making it difficult for him to play with any consistency at all. So when he actually took the lead on Sunday, I was delighted. He wasn’t going to shoot 80 on the last day — as he had that day at Augusta two years earlier, when his back went out on him — and he and Lee Westwood were actually making Tiger work to pull out a victory.

Everyone knows what happened after that. Rocco played superbly down the stretch, and Tiger had to make a miraculous birdie at the 18th, his 12-foot putt just catching the side of the hole and spinning around and in to create the playoff.

When that putt went in, I wasn’t surprised, but I was disappointed. My feeling was that Rocco’s one great chance to win the Open had just come and gone. After all, over 18 holes in a Monday playoff, what chance did he stand against Tiger Woods? I think most of America felt the same way, a notion that was further enforced when Rocco bogeyed the ninth and tenth holes the next day to fall three strokes behind in the playoff.

Those next two hours left all of us with our jaws slack and our hearts in our throats. Had Rocco somehow pulled out the victory, there wouldn’t have been a need for this book: Holly-wood would be writing the screenplay right now. As it is, the  story is a richer one, even more mind-boggling when one knows the details and all the events that led up to that day.

“I have a poster of Rocky on my wall at home,” Rocco says. “It says on it, ‘He was a million-to-one shot.’ Sometimes when I think about my career and my life and then that weekend, I laugh because in truth I was more like a billion-to-one shot.”

There’s a lot to that: a high school sophomore who couldn’t come close to breaking 80 joining the PGA Tour six years later. A guy who needed disk surgery on his back when he was thirty-one years old still playing on the tour at forty-five. A player ranked 158th in the world, who needed a playoff just to qualify for the Open ten days before it began, pushing the greatest player of this or any generation to the absolute limit, going to places with him competitively that no other player had ever been.

All of which is why it was Rocco who came up with the title for this book. “What should we call it?” he asked me one day. I told him I hadn’t really had time to think of a title yet. He laughed and leaned forward and, looking at a photo of him and Tiger standing together on the first tee during the playoff, he shook his head and said in pure Rocco, “I’ll tell you what we should call it. We should call it Are You Fucking Kidding Me?”

So that’s what we called it. Almost.




1

The Dream


ROCCO MEDIATE WAS ACTUALLY GETTING a little bit tired of the dream. He’d had it in different forms for as long as he could remember. Sometimes the dream happened when he was wide awake, practicing. Like almost any kid who ever played the game of golf, he would be locked in a duel with someone — usually his hero Tom Watson — for the United States Open title.

“It would come down to a putt,” he said. “If I was practicing five-footers, it would be a five-footer. Sometimes I’d make one from across the green. Sometimes I’d hole one from the bunker.”

More recently, the dream had occurred when he was asleep. It was always a little bit foggy — the circumstances changed but weren’t ever completely clear — but he was always about to win the U.S. Open. “I love all the majors,” he frequently told friends. “But there’s nothing like the Open. It’s just the one for me.”

Now it seemed he was having the dream again, only it felt completely real. What was eerie was the detail and the specifics of this dream. He was pacing up and down in the scoring area inside the clubhouse at Torrey Pines Country Club, the municipal golf course outside San Diego where the 2008 U.S. Open  was being played. On a television monitor in front of him, Tiger Woods — it had to be Tiger, right? If you were going to dream about beating someone to win a U.S. Open, why would you dream about anyone else? — was on the 18th green, lining up a 12-foot birdie putt. If he made it, there would be an 18-hole playoff the next day: Tiger Woods, the greatest player in history, against Rocco Mediate, the greatest player to ever grow up in Greensburg, Pennsylvania; Tiger Woods, the number one player in the world, against Rocco Mediate, the number 158 player in the world.

Rocco wondered when he would wake up. He wasn’t completely certain he was capable of even dreaming this scenario. He was aware of the fact that there was a TV camera on him, watching his every move and reaction as Woods circled the green, lining up the putt from every possible angle.

“He’s going to make it,” Rocco thought. “He has to make it, right? He’s Tiger Woods. He always makes these putts.” Then again, he knew how bumpy the 18th green was. After four dry days in San Diego, all the greens at Torrey Pines were bumpy, and he knew that Woods could hit a perfect putt and it might catch one of those bumps and bounce away from the hole.

“He’s going to do everything right, I know that,” he thought. “He’s going to get the right line and the right speed. His hands aren’t going to shake. The moment isn’t going to get to him, because he’s been in this moment like a zillion times in his life. He’s not going to choke; he’s not going to get so nervous that he hits a bad putt. In fact, he’s going to hit a perfect putt.

“But it still might not go in. He’s going to do everything he has to do to get the putt to go in, but there are some things — like a bad bounce — that are even out of his control. He could, through no fault of his own, miss.

“And if the putt doesn’t go in, I’ll be the U.S. Open champion.”

 



 



 



THROUGHOUT HISTORY, THERE HAVE BEEN unlikely U.S. Open champions. Because the Open is truly an open, almost anyone who can play the game at an elite level can qualify. In 2008 a total of 8,390 players had entered the Open, most of them forced to go through two stages of qualifying to make the 156-man field that teed it up in June at Torrey Pines. Those who entered included players from the PGA Tour, members of the various major- and minor-league and mini-tours around the world, and club pros and amateurs. If you had the $100 entry fee and a handicap of 1.4 or lower, you could sign up to play.

Of course the Open is won most often by the game’s most glamorous names. Woods had won it twice, Jack Nicklaus and Byron Nelson four times. Ben Hogan, Arnold Palmer, Gary Player, and Tom Watson were all Open champions. But Sam Snead had never won it. Neither had Nick Faldo, Steve Ballesteros, Phil Mickelson, or Vijay Singh.

But surprises happen. Jack Fleck, a club pro, beat Hogan in a playoff at the Olympic Club in 1955. Andy North, who had won only one other tournament in his entire career, won the Open twice — in 1978 and again in 1985. Steve Jones came through qualifying to win in 1996, and Michael Campbell did the same thing before beating Woods by a stroke at Pinehurst in 2005.

But no Open precedent could have prepared fans for Rocco Anthony Mediate. He had also been forced to qualify, playing 36 grueling holes in Columbus, Ohio, ten days before the Open  was to begin. He had birdied his second-to-last hole of the day to get into an eleven-man playoff for the final seven spots. Then he birdied the first playoff hole to make the field.

But that was only part of the story. He was forty-five and had thought his career over because of back miseries on more occasions than he cared to think about. He had undergone major back surgery once and been forced to leave the tour for extended periods several times.

As recently as July of 2007, he had gotten out of his car on a Sunday afternoon at Los Angeles Country Club, planning to play a round of golf with friends, taken one step in the direction of his trunk, and fallen flat on his face, his back completely seizing up. In a scene out of a movie, he had managed to reach into his pocket for his cell phone and, remembering that using cell phones was against the rules in the parking lot, sent a text message to his friends inside the clubhouse.

“In parking lot face down. Help.”

He was a long way from that parking lot now, two weeks after qualifying, and he wondered when he would wake up, thinking how nice it would have been to find out if Woods made the putt. It would have been fun — even for an instant — to be the U.S. Open champion, even if it was just another dream.

Only he didn’t wake up. He was still sitting there, watching the TV monitor while the TV camera watched him, as Woods finally got over the putt. How long had it been since he had finished his own round? Twenty minutes? An hour? Ten hours? At the very least it felt like an eternity.

Woods stood over the putt for so long that Rocco began to wonder if he was hoping someone would give it to him, like in match play. “That one’s good, Tiger; pick it up.”

Finally, the putter came back and moved forward in a silky-smooth motion. The ball wobbled toward the hole, bouncing along just as Rocco had known it would. For one millisecond, it looked as if it was going to be just wide to the right side of the hole. But it kept swerving, just a tiny bit, and at the last possible instant, it caught the right corner of the hole, spun around the side of the rim — and dropped in.

Rocco saw Woods go into one of his victory dances — both fists shaking, back arched, screaming to the sky joyously. His caddie, Steve Williams, was screaming too and hugging his boss as if he had just won the Open.

This wasn’t Tiger’s dream, though; it was Rocco’s. The putt, amazing as it had been, hadn’t won the Open. It had tied him with Rocco Mediate, son of Tony and Donna, the kid who described his handicap as a high school senior as being “about a thousand.”

And so Rocco Anthony Mediate sat there watching Woods and Williams exult, thinking on the one hand that he had been one inch from winning the U.S. Open. On the other hand, he was now going to go head-to-head with the greatest player in history for 18 holes in a playoff for the U.S. Open title the next day.

“No disrespect to Jack Nicklaus,” Rocco said. “He was great, but this guy [Woods] is from another planet. He makes shots under pressure that no one else has ever made. If he hits fairways, he wins by 15. If he doesn’t hit fairways and puts the ball in impossible places, he still wins. He’s the absolute best ever, without any doubt at all.

“But I wasn’t afraid to play him head-to-head. I wanted to show him what I could do. I wanted to show me what I could do. I wanted to show the world what I could do. When the putt went  in, I wasn’t the U.S. Open champion. But I had a chance to win it in a way no one would ever have dreamed possible.

“Except me. I dreamed it.”

 



 



 



THE VERY FACT THAT ROCCO relished the idea of going head-to-head in an 18-hole playoff against Tiger Woods made him markedly different from most of his colleagues on the PGA Tour. Most dreaded the idea of even being paired with Woods for an ordinary round of golf on a Thursday or Friday at a weekly tour stop. His presence was intimidating, in part because he was without question the greatest player in the world, but also because of the way he carried himself. Every pore of his body oozed confidence, the message always the same from the very first tee: I’m better than you. I know it and you know it and so does everyone watching us.

Only on rare occasions did Woods fail to live up to that message. He had stormed onto the tour in 1996, winning two times that fall at the age of twenty, and then had won his first major as a professional, the 1997 Masters, by 12 shots. “He’s a boy among men and he’s showing the men how to play,” eight-time major champion Tom Watson said that week.

Woods hadn’t let up much since that Masters. He had eye surgery and knee surgery, and always seemed to come back better than before. He piled up victories at a stunning rate, especially for the modern era. At a time when any player winning twice in the same year was thought to have had a superb year, Woods averaged more than five wins a year during his first eleven seasons on tour. By 2008, he had already won thirteen majors as a pro, putting him second all-time and well on his  way to Jack Nicklaus’s record of eighteen. During one extraordinary stretch in 2000 and 2001, he won four majors in a row. Considering the fact that any player who wins three majors in a career is considered a lock Hall of Famer, the four majors in ten months — known in golf circles as the “Tiger Slam,” since he won all four of the game’s Grand Slam events in succession but not in a calendar year — was arguably the greatest feat in golf history.

“Playing with Tiger is just hard,” said Paul Goydos, a veteran pro who, as with most players, liked Woods when he didn’t have to compete against him. “Most of it isn’t his fault. The galleries are always huge and they’re always moving after he hits or putts out. They’re noisy. Getting from one green to the next tee can be tough because security is so focused on him.

“He’s not unfriendly out there, but when it’s important to him and he’s grinding — which is almost always — he gets this look in his eyes that tells you he doesn’t want to hear any jokes or kid around. You can almost see the intensity radiating off his body, especially if it’s Sunday and he’s in the hunt.”

Which, as Goydos points out, is almost always. In 2007, Woods had had a fairly typical year. He played in sixteen tournaments and won seven times — including the PGA Championship. He finished second three times, including in the Masters and the U.S. Open — results that angered him. In all, he had finished in the top ten twelve times and the top twenty-five fifteen times. That gave him sixty-one victories in his career and 144 top tens in 230 career starts. Some perspective: Phil Mickelson, the number two player in the world, who is guaranteed to be a first-ballot Hall of Famer, went into 2008 with thirty-two victories (a remarkable number by mortal standards) and 130  top tens. He had played in 363 tournaments to accumulate those numbers — 133 more than Woods.

It wasn’t just the numbers that made Woods scary. Anytime he showed up on a leader board, other players began thinking about what second-place money was worth. When Woods was injured and off the tour, Lee Janzen, a two-time U.S. Open champion, joked that “our purses just went up 18 percent.” The winner’s share on tour is 18 percent of the total purse.

In fact, Woods didn’t even have to be on the leader board to make people nervous. In 2003, when he was going through his second swing change and struggling, Woods had to get up and down from a bunker to make par on his last hole in the second round just to make the 36-hole cut at the Masters. Watching on TV, veteran tour caddy Mark Chaney watched Woods make his par putt. He walked over to Brennan Little, Mike Weir’s caddy.

“Well, Butchie,” he said, calling Little by his nickname, “I thought there for a second you guys had a chance to win. Tough luck.”

Weir was leading the tournament at that moment — and leading Woods by 11 shots. As it turned out, he did win, but not before Woods closed to within a shot of him early on Sunday. Even with his game at its low ebb, Woods still frightened the competition.

It wasn’t a coincidence that on all five occasions when Woods had finished second in a major championship, the winner had not been paired with him on Sunday. And even when it appeared he had no chance to win, he still managed to put a scare into people.

In 2002, he trailed Rich Beem by five strokes with four holes to play in the PGA Championship. Then he birdied the last four  holes. Beem, playing two groups behind him, managed to keep his composure and win by one. In 2007 at the Masters, Woods needed to hole out from the fairway on the 18th to tie Zach Johnson, who had already completed his final round. With the ball in the air, everyone — including Johnson — held their breath, wondering if Woods could pull off the miracle.

Tiger didn’t hole the shot that time, but Johnson said later that “anyone else, you know the odds in a situation like that are very much in your favor. With Tiger, I figured the chances were about fifty-fifty.”

No one wanted to be paired with Woods late in a major championship. He had clearly established his ability to intimidate en route to that first dominating Masters victory in 1997, when he had a two-shot lead on European Tour veteran Colin Montgomerie after 36 holes. Montgomerie, one of the best head-to-head players in Ryder Cup history, spoke confidently on Friday night about his experience in big situations and how he thought that would help him playing with the rookie the next day.

Woods shot 65. Montgomerie shot 74.

So much for experience.

The only two players who had withstood the pressure of going mano a mano with Woods in the final round of a major were relative unknowns. Bob May, who had never won on the PGA Tour, had matched 66’s with Woods during the final round of the PGA in 2000 before losing to him in a three-hole playoff. And Chris DiMarco had actually come from behind when Woods shockingly bogeyed the last two holes at the 2005 Masters to tie. Woods then birdied the first hole of a sudden-death playoff to win.

Both players had taken a nothing-to-lose approach to playing  against Woods. Both knew no one gave them any chance to win. In DiMarco’s case, he was facing a Woods who wasn’t quite himself. He had gone ten straight majors without a victory during his second swing adjustment and didn’t appear as boldly confident as the Woods who had won eight major titles in twenty-two starts between 1997 and the midway point of 2002.

That Masters victory marked the return of the dominant Woods. Beginning with that event, his record in the majors was astonishing: He won five times in thirteen starts. He finished second four times, third once, and fourth once. He had been out of the top ten only twice: a 12th-place finish at the British Open in 2007 and a missed cut at the U.S. Open in 2006, his first tournament back after the death of his father. It was the only time he had missed a cut in forty-five majors as a pro. Again, for perspective, Mickelson, who has a superb record in the majors, had missed seven cuts in fifty-nine majors, including two in 2007. As if to prove what a fluke that was, Woods had bounced back to win both the British Open and the PGA that year.

His presence on the leader board at the 2008 Open was more proof of his greatness. He had undergone knee surgery for a second time in April, soon after finishing second to Trevor Immelman at the Masters. He had not played a single round of competitive golf between the Masters and the Open, and there were rumors almost until the moment that he teed off on Thursday at Torrey Pines that he might withdraw. Even his practice rounds had been extremely limited, and people wondered if he would be able to play anywhere close to his normal level.

For 27 holes the answer appeared to be no. Paired with Mickelson and Adam Scott, the number-two- and number-three-ranked players in the world, Woods looked extremely human.  He was struggling to keep his driver under control, putts weren’t dropping, he frequently grimaced after making contact with the ball, and he was clearly still hobbling at times.

He was well behind the leaders midway through his round on Friday, a lot closer to the cut line than the top of the leader board. That he might withdraw to prevent further damage to the knee even if he made the cut seemed distinctly possible.

But then, on his last nine holes on Friday afternoon, Tiger became Tiger again. Making the turn, he was at three over par for the tournament, trailing Stuart Appleby, who would be the leader at the midway point by six strokes. At that moment Tiger was four strokes inside the cut line.

But five birdies on Torrey Pines’ front nine — he had played the back nine first — completely turned the tournament around for Woods and changed it for everyone else in the field as well. Woods went from struggling to lurking, just a shot from the lead at the end of the day. One of the people he was tied with on Friday night was Rocco, who had followed up a two-under-par 69 with an even-par 71 to tie for second with Woods and Robert Karlsson.

By Saturday night, there was only one leader: Woods. He finished his day by chipping in for birdie from an awkward lie just outside a bunker on 17 and then holing an eagle putt on the 18th green. That set up a familiar scenario: Woods leading a major after three rounds is as close to a lock as anything in sports. Thirteen times he had led majors going into Sunday; thirteen times he had walked away the winner.

Lee Westwood was one shot behind Woods with 18 holes to play, and Rocco was still hanging around. By late Sunday afternoon, with the golf course bathed in sun and a gentle breeze  coming in off the Pacific Ocean, the three men were locked in a battle for the Open title. Only one could win, and most assumed it would be Woods.

“Can someone named Rocco really win the U.S. Open?” NBC’s Johnny Miller asked. “He looks more like he should be cleaning Tiger’s pool than leading the Open.”

But there was Rocco in the lead, late on Sunday afternoon. If the world was surprised, he wasn’t. Nor were his boyhood friends watching back home in Greensburg, Pennsylvania, a small town about thirty miles outside Pittsburgh.

“Rocco has always had what I would call an irrational sense of self-confidence,” said Dave Lucas, a buddy for almost forty years. “A lot of people dream about playing on the PGA Tour; Rocco always knew he’d play on the tour, when there was no logical reason to believe it because he just wasn’t good enough. There was no logical reason for him to beat Tiger, which is why I knew he would think he could beat him. It makes no sense at all — unless you’re Rocco.”

All of which made perfect sense to Rocco. One-on-one with the greatest player in history over 18 holes for the U.S. Open title? “Bring it on,” he said Sunday night. “I can’t wait.”
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THE STORY OF TONY AND DONNA Mediate’s courtship isn’t all that different from most stories about kids growing up in middle-class homes in the 1950s.

They both came from small western Pennsylvania towns. Tony was the son of immigrants: Rocco Santo Mediate (pronounced Meed-e-atay until he arrived at Ellis Island and was told to pronounce it Meed-e-ate, as an American) had stowed away on a steamer bound from Calabria, Italy, to New York and had found work on the railroad in Pitcairn, Pennsylvania. After he had made enough money, he sent for his wife, Maria, and they settled in the tiny town of Wall, which was right across the tracks from Pitcairn.

They had had three daughters previously in Italy, but Anthony was their first child to survive birth. He was small but a gifted athlete, an excellent high school pitcher who once struck out seventeen hitters in seven innings while pitching a no-hitter in a semipro game. Even though he was a Yankees fan — they were baseball’s dominant team in the ’50s — he frequently made the forty-mile trip on the Ardmore Street trolley to Forbes Field in  Pittsburgh and was even given the chance to throw batting practice to the Pirates.

“I remember pitching to Dale Long and Sid Gordon and, of course, Roberto Clemente,” Anthony said. “A couple of times I ran laps in the outfield with [pitcher] Roy Face. One day we were out there and Clemente was lying down on a bench in the bullpen. Face took me over and introduced me. I’ll never forget shaking hands with him — his hands were huge. He looked at me and said, ‘You want to be a baseball player?’ I said I did. He shook his head and said, ‘You too small. Go and eat more.’ ”

Eating wasn’t going to make Tony much more than five-foot-eight. What’s more, he had a lot more on his life’s plate than food. His dad had died of an aneurysm when Tony was thirteen, and he had gone to work selling newspapers to help his mom and his younger brother, Joe. “I made ten dollars a week,” he said. “We bought our food with it. We’d go shopping with that money and it bought so much we couldn’t carry it all home in those days.”

He finished high school while he worked and played baseball. No one drafted him, so he played at the semipro level until his early twenties, when he realized it was time to make a serious living. He had uncles who had cut hair for a living, so he did the same thing — except he decided to cut hair for men and women, knowing there was a good deal more money to be made cutting women’s hair than men’s. He opened a small salon called Anthony’s, in downtown Greensburg, which was the “city” near Wall, having a population of about 40,000.

Tony met Donna Emrick soon after that, one night at a dance club. “In those days everyone went dancing,” she said. “That’s how we got to know each other. He asked me to dance one night,  and we just kept going out to dance clubs after that. He was fun and he was sweet.”

She was second generation — German and Irish on her father’s side, Italian on her mother’s, and the fourth of seven children. She had grown up on a farm on the south side of Greensburg and was just out of high school when she started dating Tony.

They were married in July of 1960, and their first child, Rocco Anthony, was born on December 17, 1962. Soon after that, the growing family moved into Rural Oaks, a new development outside town. It was so new that the Mediates were the first family to move there. The community grew quickly, though, with young middle-class families moving in as the suburbs continued to expand.

“It was a perfect neighborhood for kids,” Donna Mediate remembered. “Every family had kids and they all played together. They would play together right there in the neighborhood, and when they were older they could walk to the neighborhood pool during the summer and the ice-skating rink in the winter. It was pretty close to ideal.”

Tony and Donna’s second child, Vincent, was born in 1964. But unlike Rocco, who was a lively, healthy boy from the start, Vincent was born with brain damage, and as an infant he frequently had seizures. Tony and Donna took him to specialists, finally settling on a doctor in Media, Pennsylvania (near Philadelphia), who ultimately recommended surgery to try to relieve pressure on the brain. It didn’t work. Two-year-old Vincent suffered an aneurysm during the surgery and never woke up.

Rocco was four when his brother died and he says now that he doesn’t remember much about him or about his death, but it  is apparent that his death deeply affected him — and still does to this day.

“I remember my parents coming home without him,” he said. “They told me he had died, but I’m not completely sure I understood. My mom took me to the funeral home, and I remember trying to open his eyes. I thought he was just sleeping. He looked so beautiful lying there, and I wanted him to wake up.

“I’m not sure if his death is the reason, but I’ve never been able to go to funerals. I didn’t go to either of my grandmas’ funerals, and I know that upset my parents, but I couldn’t go. I don’t think I’ve been to a funeral since my brother died. It’s just too upsetting for me, I guess. I can’t even tell you that I remember that much about him, because he was so young, but I guess it’s fair to say that, even though we never talked about it, his death deeply affected my family. I would have loved to have had a little brother; I know that. I don’t think my parents ever completely got over it.”

At first, Tony and Donna thought they didn’t want more children, Vincent’s death making it too painful for them to contemplate the idea that something could go wrong with another child. They changed their minds, though, and Nicki was born in 1967, Gina two years later. By then Rocco was seven and spending most of his time hanging out with other kids in the neighborhood.

After his baseball career ended, Tony turned to golf as his sport of choice when he wasn’t working. His business was growing, and he joined Hannastown Golf Club, a small nine-hole club not far from Crestview Drive, where the family lived. He had become a good player, a three or four handicapper, and he would frequently take Rocco with him to the club — sometimes to play a few holes, sometimes to caddy.

“He didn’t like golf,” Tony said. “Sometimes when he would caddy for me we would get to the sixth hole, which is right by the front gate of the club, and he’d just say, ‘Dad, I’m going home.’ He’d drop the clubs and walk home. It wasn’t much different when I let him play. He’d play a few holes and then we’d get to number six and he would be gone. He just wasn’t that interested.”

The two sports that did interest Rocco were baseball and skateboarding. Long before anyone thought about the X Games or any extreme sports, he and several of his friends built a half-pipe in an empty lot in the neighborhood. “There were about four or five of them who were really into skateboarding,” Donna remembered. “They somehow put together six or seven hundred dollars to buy the materials and to build it. After a while, though, some of the neighbors didn’t like it, and they had to take it down. It was too bad; they had a lot of fun with it.”

No one objected to baseball, and Rocco was decent at it — but not nearly as gifted as his dad. “I still remember my dad would throw us batting practice sometimes, and if he wanted to throw hard — even then — we couldn’t touch him,” Rocco said. “He would throw his fastball right by us and if he threw a curveball, forget it, we had no chance.”

Rocco’s baseball career has become the stuff of legend, in the strictest definition of the term — it has been built into far more than it really was. When he is playing golf on TV, the announcers frequently will talk about the “promising” baseball career Rocco gave up when he decided to pursue golf. Sometimes they will talk about what a talented pitcher he was. The PGA Tour media guide says he became interested in golf in high school, “after years of playing baseball.”

The part about him playing baseball is true, but that’s about it. “What I remember about Rocco playing baseball is that I could never hit a curveball,” his lifelong friend Dave Lucas said. “Except for Rocco’s. I could hit his curveball.”

Which may explain why Rocco didn’t make the team as a high school sophomore. “I came home the first day of practice and told my dad I had no shot,” he said. “I just wasn’t good enough. I was a reasonably good hitter, I had a decent arm, but I wasn’t going to be able to play varsity baseball — that was apparent. That was really when I first got interested in golf.”

Before that, Rocco and Dave Lucas had been spending a fair amount of time at Hannastown. Their parents would drop them off after school, ostensibly to play golf. “We would get there, go inside, and get something to eat,” Lucas said. “We might putt a little, maybe play a few holes — sometimes we didn’t play at all. Then we’d call one of our parents to be picked up and go home. Neither one of us was into golf. We just hung out. Golf was pretty much the last thing on our minds.”

At fifteen, Rocco looked around and realized that both his baseball and skateboarding careers were behind him. His dad had joined another club that year, Greensburg Country Club, which had 18 holes and excellent practice facilities. By then, Lucas’s family also belonged there, and Dave had made friends with several very good players — Arnie Cutrell and Bob Bradley among them.

Lucas began bringing Rocco out to play at the new club every once in a while, and slowly but surely, Rocco got hooked on the game. “What I remember is that he wasn’t very good when he first started coming out to play,” Cutrell said. “I mean, we were pretty good. Bob and I were single-digit handicappers by the  time we were in high school. We were pretty good junior players. Rocco just hadn’t played that much. If he shot in the mid-80s that was a pretty good day for him. Dave was about the same as he was. We usually shot in the 70s. After a while, though, it was pretty clear that Rocco had decided he wanted to get better. He began working at it — a lot.”

What became apparent to Cutrell, Bradley, and Lucas was what his parents already knew: Once Rocco decided something was important to him, once he decided he wanted to achieve something, he would do just about anything to reach his goal.

“He’s never done anything halfway or had an emotion that was mixed,” his father said. “When he decided he was interested in watches, he had to have the best watch collection. When he decides he likes someone, they can’t just be a good person, they are the best person. You never hear him say that someone is a good teacher; they’re a great teacher. I think one of the reasons he’s been able to get to where he has in golf is because whatever teacher or swing coach he’s worked with, he’s believed in what they’re telling him completely and worked and worked and worked at doing what they’ve told him he needs to do.”
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