


[image: 001]




[image: 001]






Also by Glenn Stout

Red Sox Century






INTRODUCTION

Glenn Stout

 



 



 



 



Tiger Woods is only twenty-six years old, still a young man, an unfinished piece. As a persona and an athlete one must presume he is still closer to the beginning than the end, and that his story is far from over. And despite playing a game that is less familiar to most residents of the world than many others, for more than twenty years–since the age of five–writers have looked at Tiger Woods, watched what he has done, and tried to capture him with words.

As I write this, over the last two decades more than 1,400 stories about Tiger Woods that have appeared in major American magazines. This doesn’t include the thousands and thousands of stories that have appeared in newspapers, the thousands more that have appeared in publications elsewhere in the world, or those that merely make mention of Woods and his deeds in passing. No, these  1,400 stories are all about Woods himself–who he is, what he has done, and what that might mean. He may well be one of the most written about human beings on the planet.

He has proven to be an elusive target. As soon as he has been identified as one thing, he has metamorphosed into something else, moving from prodigy to prodigal son to product, from symbol to sensation and savior almost seamlessly, evolving as the intense light of scrutiny waxes and wanes with each word.

Beyond the obvious skills of writing and reporting, the stories in this book have been selected for the way the way their authors have responded to Woods. Each not only sees something different in Woods, but each sees him differently, from a different place. Woods was first viewed as some kind of exotic wunderkind–but not just young and not even entirely African-American, but an entire African, Caucasian, Thai, Chinese and Cherokee melting pot. As his accomplishments became more tangible and pronounced, writers have followed him to places beyond the golf course and back again. They continue to explore him beyond questions of age, race and sport. In their skillful hands the best golfer the planet has ever seen is also considered as a social and political symbol, huckster, sex object and icon of various kinds. Their stories serve as a kind of evolving definition of Woods, a living biography that tells us about him and the various worlds he inhabits.

This is a challenge, and that is one reason why writers have found him such an intriguing subject. That, and the  cold hard fact that Tiger sells and people yearn to know him. Television ratings double when he is in a tournament. Newsstand sales of magazines featuring Woods on the cover skyrocket. According to a Gallup poll in June of 2000–before Woods completed his “Tiger Slam”—fully 88% of Americans look upon him favorably, more than any other athlete. Ever. That is an amazing number for anyone notable for any reason, but an incredible one for a person whose notoriety stems from his ability to make a golf ball go where he wants it to go.

Yet I suspect this may actually be the reason so many are attracted to him. Not because he can make a golf ball go where he wants it to, but because in doing so he exhibits an element of control that seems beyond us. He sees exactly what he must do and then does it, instantly and almost effortlessly, time and time again. It is “just” golf, but it sometimes seems as if golf is really incidental to this greater gift.

That is what intrigues me. I am not much of a golfer, but I watch Tiger Woods, and not just on Sunday during the final round when he is in contention. There have been Thursday mornings when I have sat with coffee and watched him play overseas, and Friday afternoons I have knocked off early to watch him in Milwaukee or California, Saturdays when I’ve missed a train home and sat with strangers in a bar because Woods is making a charge and none of us can pull ourselves away. Because when he is playing well there is nothing else in sports quite like it. Most athletes speak of getting into “the zone,” where time  slows and they are able to accomplish feats that are usually much more difficult, if not impossible. Even for the best, such times are usually fleeting, lasting only a few moments. Only on the rarest of occasions, for the rarest of athletes, do these moments last an entire game or day. For Tiger Woods these moments sometimes last months.

This leaves me dumbfounded. I sometimes wonder if he is really that good, or if golf is actually quite easy and an entire industry has been pulling off a grand deception, a conspiracy lasting generations, one that only Woods, for some clandestine reason, has been allowed to expose. I even wonder if that is why there are times he does not play well, sometimes for months, just to extend that deception and build our anticipation for the moment when it appears again.

As fascinating as it has been to watch Woods play, it has been equally fascinating to watch Tiger Woods emerge through the words he has inspired, an experience that is the goal of this collection. To most of the general sports audience he exploded with little advance warning; one day he was just suddenly there, the best golfer in the world. But those of us who spend too much of our time reading about sports have been periodically reading about Woods for over twenty years. That now makes it worthwhile to look back and see what the writers have seen, for their words provide an opportunity to track his evolution. The first few times Woods was noticed in print, while not substantive enough to bear repeating in this collection, are nevertheless worth mentioning. The Tiger Woods we know today was already present. We can already recognize him.

The first notable mention of Woods in a national magazine took place on page 21 of the November 1981 issue of Golf Digest, in a small story of several paragraphs entitled “5-Year-Old Tiger–He’s Incredible.” He shares the page with another feature on Eberhard Steiniger, the retired course superintendent at New Jersey’s Pine Valley, who says of his old course, “No one is shamed to shoot 105 here.”

But the story on Woods sits atop the page. He is described as “as tall as a ball washer,” and the story outlines the now-familiar details of his upbringing, such as watching his father practice from his high chair and hitting balls in the garage while still a toddler. We learn that he has already won more than a dozen trophies, shot an eighteen-hole 57 at the par–3 Heartwell Golf Park, and that Heartwell golf pro Rudy Duran finds him “not exceptional ... [but] phenomenal.” No kidding. Tiger, the story notes, has already appeared on television several times, but is already nonplused about his celebrity status. “Golfers get on television lots of times,” he says confidently, as if knowing what his future holds. One gets the distinct impression that had he been asked, the five-year-old Tiger would have admitted to being ashamed to shoot a 105 at Pine Valley.


Ebony found him a year later, in another brief story entitled “A Golfing Champion at Six.” By this ripe age Woods also admits to enjoying bicycles and cartoons, but we learn that he is already out-putting his father and that Duran now believes he might be playing on the pro tour at age fifteen. But what is most remarkable is a three-picture triptych of Woods’s swinging, resplendent in black and white saddle  shoes. Well, I’m not Butch Harmon, but the six-year-old’s swing is a dead ringer for that of the twenty-six-year-old.

Over the next decade Woods’s accomplishments in junior golf were occasionally outlined in Southern California newspapers and mentioned in golf publications, but his next notable appearance in print came in Sports Illustrated on September 24, 1990, in the familiar “Faces in the Crowd” feature. Along with a ten-year-old swimming champion, a twenty-four-year-old weight-lifting chemist and the fifty-six year old race walker, we find fourteen-year old Woods, noted for his five Junior World titles and recent tournament win in Fort Worth, Texas. The story is notable only because it would be the last time that Woods would ever be considered just another “face in the crowd.” For after that comes the deluge, beginning with Jaime Diaz’s profile from the New York Times in 1991, the story that begins this collection.

Even in these first, brief stories, the pattern was set, the path of Tiger already marked out. What may be most remarkable is that Woods has actually proceeded in that direction and even exceeded those early prophecies. His talent was indeed “phenomenal,” and Woods was correct that golfers would be on television all the time, particularly after he arrived. And although he was not on the pro tour at age fifteen, as a sixteen-year-old amateur he did compete in his first professional tournament, the Los Angeles Open at Riviera. The other “Faces in the Crowd” profiled that day in Sports Illustrated have returned to anonymity. One  can imagine that page preserved in their scrapbooks forever, once because of what they accomplished themselves, but now perhaps because they shared a page with young Mr. Woods as a relative equal. Woods, however, has since made the move from a face in the crowd to become the face the crowd seeks out. As demonstrated herein, at each step since there are more of us—fans and writers—chasing after him.

The actual tiger, pantherus tigris, provides an interesting metaphor for the homo sapien Tiger due to its particular form of camouflage, which neither disguises the animal as something else nor mimics its background. The tiger’s stripes represent what naturalists refer to as “disruptive” camouflage. Their coloration and design combine to disrupt the tiger’s outline, making it nearly undetectable. When one looks at a tiger, our eyes do not easily translate the pattern of stripes and shades of black and tan and white and brown into the outline of the animal, particularly when it knows that we are watching and stays very still. Woods, like the tiger, has the ability to be both present while still not fully revealing.

As I created this collection, I often thought of this, for it seems to me that this is another reason why Woods has attracted such interest from writers and such a variety of approaches. They are all trying to see Tiger Woods, and his camouflage is no less disruptive. His youth, talent, ethnicity, money, and power somehow combine to place him just out of reach. The writers circle and track but Woods still eludes them, escaping from the net of words they have created.  He is not just the prodigy, not just the product, and not just the symbol. Just when he seems unbeatable, he loses. Just when he threatens to become “just” another golfer, albeit a very good one, he provides a transcendent moment. No one writer has yet captured this outline whole, but through their combined portraiture in this volume, the outline becomes much clearer.

In certain parts of India, woodcutters and others have long entered the tiger’s domain at extreme risk, in constant fear of being attacked. After years of study animal behaviorists took note of the manner of these attacks and came up with a solution that has since saved many lives. Those who enter the tiger’s realm now wear masks on the back of their heads with large, unblinking eyes.

No one who now competes against Tiger Woods does so without wearing a similar competitive mask. Even as they try to forge ahead and ignore his position on the leader board, they are constantly on alert. Whether they admit to it or not, they often try to make shots they otherwise would not attempt simply because they know that Tiger Woods is present, somewhere.


His remarkable talent makes him impossible to ignore. And so, like his competitors, we continue the chase, not yet knowing where he might lead us.
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While Jack Nicklaus was adding another laurel to the greatest career in golf with his victory at the United States Senior Open last weekend, the most precocious golfer in the modern history of the game gained his greatest victory.

At the age of 15 years 7 months, Eldrick (Tiger) Woods became the youngest winner in the 44-year history of the United States Junior Amateur championship on Sunday, sweeping through six match-play victories at the Bay Hill Club in Orlando, Fla.

Woods is the first black to win the junior championship, and joins Alton Duhon, who won the United States Senior  Amateur in 1982, and William A. Wright, who won the United States Amateur Public Links in 1959, as the only blacks ever to win American National Championships.




Expectations Are High 

Greatness has been expected for Woods since the age of 3, when he shot 48 for nine holes on the regulation length Navy Golf Club near his Cypress, Calif., home. His unabashed ambition, after completing his amateur and college career, is to become the game’s dominant player.

“I want to become the Michael Jordan of golf,” said Woods, who prefers being called Tiger to Eldrick. “I’d like to be the best ever.”

To keep himself on track, Woods keeps a piece of paper in his bedroom that documents Niclaus’s feats from the age of 10. Woods broke 80 and 70 before Nicklaus, who never went farther than the semifinals in four attempts at the Junior Amateur. Woods was a semifinalist last year, the first time he played in the championship.

Woods, who will begin 10th grade at Western High School in Anaheim, Calif., in September, took top individual honors in the California high school championships as a freshman in May and won the Los Angeles junior championship in June. The week before coming to Orlando, he won the Optimist Junior World in San Diego in the 15–17 age group, giving him his record sixth agegroup victory in that tournament.




A Bobby Jones Pace 

But with his victory last weekend, Woods further established himself as the most advanced adolescent golfer since Bobby Jones, who won the Georgia State Amateur at the age of 14.

“I haven’t really had time to think about what it means,” said Woods yesterday by telephone from Santee, Calif., where he is playing in a junior team championship. “The pressure was awesome, and I was so tired I couldn’t talk afterward.”

Woods is still filling out at 6 feet and 138 pounds, but he plays power golf. He was consistently 25 yards longer off the tee than his opponents, and showed a professional touch with high, solf-landing iron shots. Over essentially the same course that is host to the PGA Tour’s Nestlé Invitational, Woods was the leading qualifying medalist with a four-under-par 140 in 36 holes.

In his final match, against Brad Zwetschke of Kankakee, Ill., Woods fell three down after six holes, but battled back to stand 1 up on the 18th tee. He sharply hooked his drive out of bounds on the 441-yard par 4, lost the hole and sent the match into sudden death.

“It was just the pressure,” said Woods, who also hit an iron shot out of bounds on the 13th hole. “I never dreamed that the pressure would be this great.”

But Woods, whose caddie, Jay Brunza, also serves as his sports psychologist, composed himself for the playoff and  won the championship when Zwetschke missed a 4-foot putt for a bogey.

“I just forgot about what I did on 18 and worried about my tee shot,” said Woods. “I try to think one shot at a time.”




Matching Shots With Bob Hope 

Indeed, Woods acts as if he is immune to the incumbent pressures that often threaten, and sometimes destroy, prodigies. His exploits have received media attention since he was 3 years old, when he competed with Bob Hope in a putting contest on “The Mike Douglas Show.”

Woods’s most immediate problem is staying rested between tournaments, which number about 30 a year. “School, golf, sleep. That’s my life,” he said. His father, Earl Woods, a contracts administrator for McDonnell Douglas, often travels with his son and wants to be sure Tiger doesn’t lose his love for the game.

“I don’t fear burnout, because nothing can replace the joy of winning,” said Tiger. “Just that joy of beating everyone in the field. Nothing I could do in life is more fun than that.”

By virtue of winning in Orlando, Woods qualified for his first United States Amateur, which begins Aug. 20 at the Honors Course in Ooltewah, Tenn. The defending champion is 21-year-old Phil Mickelson, who for all his youthful prowess, which already includes a PGA Tour Victory, never won the national junior championship.

“Tiger would like to become the first man ever to win the U.S. Junior, Amateur, Open and Senior championships, something even Nicklaus hasn’t done,” said his father, a former Green Beret. “I know Phil wants to repeat, but he might just run into a Tiger.”


New York Times, August 1, 1991
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On a mild morning in late fall, Tiger Woods, a tall, thin, impossibly elegant Stanford freshman, is standing at the edge of the 17th green of the notorious Shoal Creek golf club near Birmingham, Ala., awaiting his turn to putt. For Woods, who is almost invariably the longest off the tee, and very often the closest to the flag, waiting may be his most characteristic mode, and as he plucks his shirt from his chest, nudges up the bill of his cap with one fingertip, leans on his putter and crosses his legs, each gesture is pared to the nub and full of portent.

What makes his magisterial focus so riveting is the array of reasons he has to feel uneasy. They include, in no particular order, that with just over one hole to play in the Jerry Pate National Intercollegiate, one of the most prestigious  tournaments in college golf, he is tied for the lead; that two members of a black activist organization have set up shop outside the golf club’s tall iron gates to protest Woods’s refusal to boycott the tournament; and that standing just off the green, in jacket and tie and a floppy yellow hat shading a bulbous nose mapped with hundreds of exploded red capillaries, is Hall Thompson, Shoal Creek’s 71-year-old founder, who in 1990, just before the P.G.A. Championship here, assured a reporter that his club “don’t discriminate in every other area except the blacks.”

None of this holds a fly’s worth of distraction to Woods, as he calmly looks over the 60 feet of double-humped green. Then again, he is used to dealing with far more expectation and distraction than has ever been dropped upon a single athletic head. While Woods’s renown got a big push in the summer, when he became the youngest U.S. Amateur champion (he turned 19 in December), he has been winning world titles since he was 8. Stanford University, which recruited him vigorously and gave him a full scholarship, includes a two-page “Tiger Woods At-a-Glance” flier in its press kit, and the first heading is “Ages 2–5.” No less a golfer than Tom Watson calls Woods “potentially the most important player to enter the game in 50 years.”

Along the way, the cult has been tirelessly maintained by Tiger’s 62-year-old father, Earl Woods, who seems to have conceived of his son’s golfing career even before he helped conceive his son. As Tiger left the clubhouse for the final 18 holes of the U.S. Amateur, the last thing Earl whispered in his ear was, “Let the legend grow.”

Through the first 53 holes at Shoal Creek, he has displayed every facet of his shimmering teen-age game, from his prodigious drives and world-class putting to the towering long irons that are often compared to Jack Nicklaus’s. On the few par 5’s where it was worth his while, the 6-foot–2, 150-pound Woods hit drives that carried well over 300 yards. The rest of the time, he relied on a new pet shot, which he calls a “bump driver.” “What you do is move close to the ball, and just turn through it, with almost no release or hands,” Woods says. “It’s a very dead, soft shot, like playing downwind, but it goes straight.”

Even rarer than Woods’s ability to shape golf shots is his ability to shape the input and output of his mind. Perhaps because there is such an absurd number of things Woods is better off not thinking about, he has developed the Zen-like skill of detaching his brain from his game. “You ever go up to a tee and say, ‘Don’t hit it left, don’t hit it right’?” Woods quizzes me. “That’s your conscious mind. My body knows how to play golf. I’ve trained it to do that. It’s just a matter of keeping my conscious mind out of it.”

To play the game one shot at a time, unhaunted by your mishaps and unexcited by your feats, is golf’s impossible self-selflessness riddle. At Shoal Creek, at least, Woods does an unnerving impression of someone who has cracked it. After the tournament, when he is asked by a local reporter to describe his three rounds, he replies, “I played exactly the same all three rounds.” And, amazingly, he had.

Woods’s mind control is at least in part a result of his precocious start. Earl Woods believed that if talented athletes  were exposed to the game early enough, they would be able to avoid the self-consciousness so common to golfers and perform with the instinctive verve of great basketball and baseball players. In other words, golfers could learn to play like real athletes. “I used to tell people that the next generation of great golfers are going to be those who were introduced to the game between 6 months and a year,” Earl says.

That’s why Earl, who didn’t take up the game until he was 42 but was playing to a 1 handicap within five years, dragged his son’s highchair into the garage where Tiger could watch him hit balls into a net. Earl claims that at 6 months, Tiger had an attention span of about two hours, and that when he finally crawled down to take his own turn at the practice mat, he had already absorbed the basic principles of the swing. “His first swing was a perfect imitation of mine,” Earl says.

Over the years, Tiger’s game has become so ingrained that even under great pressure he can operate on what Earl calls “automatic procedure.” There have been times after a round when Earl has asked Tiger how he executed a certain shot, and Tiger says he doesn’t know, and others when he can’t even recall making contact with the ball.

The depth of Woods’s concentration is particularly striking on the greens, where Woods has gone through the same pre-putt routine since he was 6. A few summers ago, Charlie Sifford, the first black regular on the P.G.A. Tour, came out to watch Tiger at a tournament in Texas. At one green, Earl turned his back to Tiger and began a hushed  play-by-play for Sifford: “He takes one practice stroke, he takes another. He looks at the target, he looks at the ball. He takes another look at the target, he looks at the ball.” And when Earl said “impact” at the exact instant Tiger’s putter met the ball, all Sifford could say was, “Goddamn.”

This is not to suggest that Woods’s play is robotic. His movement is graceful and athletic in the extreme. But his detachment brings an exceptional serenity and inevitability to the whole enterprise. Woods exudes the pure focus and purposefulness of a sleepwalker making his way through the dark to the refrigerator. It’s as if he has already made the shot or sunk the key putt, and all that remains is the minor technicality of the present catching up with the reality.

Back on the par–5 17th at Shoal Creek, Woods’s 60-foot putt goes up and over the second mound and, after describing a big left-to-right break, comes to rest less than three feet from the hole. Woods calmly knocks it in to go one stroke ahead of his teammate William Yanagisawa. With Thompson standing behind his shoulder, Woods bumps his drive down the 18th fairway and follows it with a short iron to the center of the green. From there he will roll in a 20-foot birdie for a two-shot victory.

As he makes his way up the final fairway, a man standing on a distant terrace silhouetted against Double Oak Mountain fills the basin with an enormous rebel yell of “Go Tiger!” Momentarily diverted from his thoughts—or the absence of them—Woods lets a shy, bucktoothed grin crease his small round face.

Two weeks after Shoal Creek, Earl Woods, an ex-Green Beret who survived several tours of Vietnam before retiring as a lieutenant colonel, and his wife, Kultida Woods, whom he met in Bangkok, are sitting in their living room in Cypress, Calif., 40 miles south of Los Angeles. They are describing the point at which their personal project to raise the greatest golfer who ever lived took on the righteous fervor of a crusade.

When Eldrick Woods was born in 1975 (his much-preferred nickname is in honor of one of his father’s Vietnamese war buddies), Earl and Tida agreed that Earl would keep his job as a contracts administrator at McDonnell Douglas and that Tida would stay home. And that when Tiger was old enough to begin playing national junior tournaments, Earl would retire and Tida would go back to work. When Earl and Tiger began their barnstorming six years ago, they flew in the morning of an event, stumbled out for the opening round without sleep or a practice round, then checked into a Motel 6.
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