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PROLOGUE GRAND OPENING


What was it all about?

For Eldrick Tont Woods, it wasn’t enough to win trophies, tournaments, millions of dollars, the crowd’s adulation, the whole world’s attention. All of that was cool, he said, but he wanted more. He had always expected wealth, fame, and record-setting success, had known it was coming since he was a toddler hitting golf balls on national television. Growing up on hardscrabble public courses, he had learned the game from his father, who had nicknamed him “Tiger” to honor a fellow soldier who had saved his life in Vietnam. Soon young Tiger was beating players more than twice his age. He was signing autographs before he learned cursive writing. He broke 80 for the first time when he was eight and 70 when he was twelve. With every early victory he pictured himself older—all grown up, knocking drives out of sight, sinking putts, lifting trophies, smiling on TV.

That is exactly what happened. After winning three U.S. Amateur Championship titles to set a record that still stands, he turned professional in 1996. Within a year he was the youngest golfer ever to be ranked number one in the world. At twenty-one, he won the Masters by a dozen strokes. By then much of America was in thrall to “Tigermania.” Crowds followed wherever he went. Fortune 500 companies threw endorsement money at him. Magazines from Golf Digest and Sports Illustrated to Newsweek, People, and GQ put him on their covers. Rappers name-checked him. “Tiger Woods transcends golf,” Oprah Winfrey announced. “He is magical and mesmerizing.”

Which led to a question few people ever face: What do you do after your dreams come true?

For Tiger, the answer was simple: Dream bigger.

Later years would diminish his magic and change the world’s perception of him. A younger generation would know Tiger Woods as tabloid fodder, a balding, limping, middle-aged celebrity in recovery from sex addiction and car crashes that sent his life careening out of control. But all that is in the future. This story is set at the turn of the twenty-first century, the height of Tigermania, when the best player of his time set a challenge for himself.

He was already the most famous golfer in history, a charismatic young man looking for new ways to leave an indelible stamp on the ancient game. A handsome, charismatic young Black man dominating a sport known for its whiteness. In the late 1990s, not even one in fifty golfers was Black. You would have needed a crowd of more than two hundred golfers to put together a Black foursome, and that group would not have been welcome at many of America’s best courses. Tiger knew how that felt. As a teenager he had been called “a little n——” and chased off a driving range. He was so familiar with the glare golfers of color often got at country clubs that he had a name for it: “the Look.”

But here he was, not yet twenty-five, beating his supposed social superiors at their own game, making golf more popular than ever, and doing it with the crowd-pleasing style of a showman. When Tiger Woods won, it was often by record-setting margins, with shots other players didn’t dare try. What would he do next? His long-term goal was to surpass Jack Nicklaus’s record of eighteen major championships, but that would take many years, even for him. In the late 1990s, he had something more immediate in mind.

A lifelong student of the game, Tiger knew that Bobby Jones had won golf’s original Grand Slam in 1930. Jones, a gentleman lawyer who played in a dress shirt and tie, swept that year’s U.S. Open, Great Britain’s Open Championship, and two events reserved for nonprofessionals, the U.S. Amateur and British Amateur, to win the so-called impregnable quadrilateral. Thirty years later, Arnold Palmer opened the championship season by winning the 1960 Masters and U.S. Open. Amateur events had lost their luster, but there was talk that Palmer might achieve “a latter-day duplicate” of Jones’s feat including the Masters, both Opens, and the PGA Championship. On the long flight to Scotland for the 1960 Open Championship, he discussed the idea with a reporter. “Why don’t we create a new Grand Slam?” Palmer asked.

He went on to lose the Open Championship by a stroke, ending any Slam speculation for the year, but the seed was planted. Golf writers began describing a professional Grand Slam as the game’s ultimate goal. Yet Palmer never won more than two majors in a row. Jack Nicklaus never won more than two in a row. Even today, no golfer since Ben Hogan in 1953 has won even three consecutive major championships.

With one exception.

On the night after his twelve-shot Masters victory in 1997, Tiger flew home to Florida with his friend and mentor PGA Tour veteran Mark O’Meara. As their Gulfstream II approached Orlando, Tiger brought up a short-term goal: “A Grand Slam. Do you think it’s possible?”

O’Meara, eighteen years older, had played in fifty-four majors without finishing better than third. “No,” he said. “It’s unrealistic.”

Tiger said, “I think it could be done.”






ONE WINNING STREAK


The sixteen months that changed golf forever began on December 30, 1999, when Tiger Woods celebrated his twenty-fourth birthday with family and friends at the Fairmont Scottsdale Princess Resort in Scottsdale, Arizona. A night later, on New Year’s Eve, he hosted a fundraiser for the Tiger Woods Foundation in a Fairmont Scottsdale Princess ballroom. A deejay rocked the walls with Prince’s 1999. The evening’s host joined several hundred paying guests in spectacular fashion, leading an entourage that included his parents, Earl and Kultida Woods; his girlfriend, Joanna Jagoda, a brilliant and beautiful law student; his friend Mark O’Meara; and several buddies from his college days at Stanford. As midnight approached, Natalie Cole sang “Unforgettable” to Tiger. Later they all toasted the new millennium with champagne and hors d’oeuvres, midnight hugs and kisses. And then it was the year 2000.

Later that week, he joined thirty other pros for the season-opening Mercedes Championships at the Kapalua Resort on Maui. Each January, the previous year’s PGA Tour winners gathered for sunshine and luaus for an event some of them still called by its traditional name, the Tournament of Champions. At the first tee, hula dancers crooned the golfers’ names. Twenty-four of the players had qualified by winning a single PGA Tour title in 1999. Defending champion David Duval had topped all but one of the others with four wins, but that left him far behind the world’s top-ranked golfer. Tiger had won the 1999 PGA Championship, his second major, before reeling off four straight victories to run his total for the year to eight, the most in more than half a century.

On Thursday, January 6, 2000, he teed up a 90-compression Titleist Professional ball and knocked it toward Moloka‘i. It was like hitting your first drive of the year into a postcard. The Plantation Course at Kapalua snakes through seaside hills, long but toothless unless the island’s trade winds kick up. They blew hard that week. Tiger traded three-hundred-yard drives and birdie putts with Ernie Els down the stretch on Sunday, when the first eagle-eagle finish in PGA Tour history sent them to sudden death.

They both birdied the first playoff hole. Tiger liked that. The higher the stakes and the tighter the fight, the more he enjoyed the game he felt he was born to play. On the second playoff hole he looked over a long birdie putt with his caddie, Steve Williams. It was a downhill forty-footer. The slope would make it slippery, but the grass between his ball and the hole was a dark shade of green rather than a shiny silver-green. That meant the putt would go against the grain. Earlier in the week, Tiger had watched Els miss the same putt. He told Williams, “It’s going to break, but not as much as it looks.”

Steve Williams was a jut-jawed New Zealander who raced cars on dirt tracks in his spare time and called his man “Tigah.” He had replaced Mike “Fluff” Cowan on Tiger’s bag after Cowan, a Falstaffian character with a bushy white mustache, got too famous for Tiger and Earl Woods, who didn’t like seeing Fluff in TV commercials. Tiger had fired Cowan in 1999 and hired Williams, who served as Tiger’s body man as well as his caddie, fending off fans, reporters, and photographers. The two of them sometimes bickered over club selections or putting lines, but they were usually on the same wavelength.

Now they studied Tiger’s forty-foot putt. Later, watching a tape of the telecast, he would hear ESPN’s Curtis Strange describe it as “not makeable.” But what did Strange know? Three and a half years before, he had mocked Tour rookie Woods during an on-camera interview. When Tiger said he expected to win every event he played, Strange had laughed and said, “You’ll learn!”

Williams tilted the flagstick over the cup, giving his man a target. He pulled the flag away as the putt broke two and a half feet, losing speed all the way. Turning over one last time, it fell in. Tiger threw a punch at the sky. His victory made him the first to win five tournaments in a row since Ben Hogan in 1948.

The runner-up was gracious as usual. Els, two inches taller and six years older than Tiger, was a former prodigy whose junior golf records had lasted until Tiger broke them. They had the same number of majors to their credit—Els the 1994 and 1997 U.S. Opens, Woods the 1997 Masters and 1999 PGA Championship—which didn’t keep reporters from asking Ernie if it was exciting to play with Tiger. He nodded. “He’s a legend in the making. He’s probably going to be bigger than Elvis. Look at Nicklaus, look at Bobby Jones—I think Tiger is in the same group. He’s going to be awfully tough to beat in the majors this year.”

A month later, the Tour’s annual West Coast Swing took them to Pebble Beach for one of Tiger’s favorite tournaments. At the AT&T Pebble Beach Pro-Am, the world’s best golfers teamed with celebrity hackers including Bill Murray, who clowned his way around the course, dancing with fans and tossing banana peels at the professionals. Tiger was well off the lead by Sunday, seven shots behind with seven holes to play. Then he lofted a pitching wedge that landed snowflake soft and spun into the hole for an eagle deuce. He turned to a TV camera and crowed, “I’m back in it!”

Ballet legend Mikhail Baryshnikov, a bogey golfer who joined Murray, Kevin Costner, Jack Lemmon, and Alice Cooper in that week’s amateur field, marveled at Tiger’s sense of the moment. “This isn’t my stage or my audience. My audience doesn’t walk right up and gather around me,” Baryshnikov said. “Tiger is amazing. There are people pressing all around him, standing just off his shoulder, and he can still dance.”

Peter Ueberroth played in the same foursome that day. A former Major League Baseball commissioner and Time’s 1984 Man of the Year, Ueberroth watched Tiger barely miss holing another wedge for eagle at the sixteenth hole. “After a while,” he said, “you’re believing he can hole them all.” Woods came from behind to win again, running his streak to six tournaments in a row.

A week after that, at the Buick Invitational, he trailed Phil Mickelson by seven strokes with twelve holes left. Mickelson was another former teen phenom, a left-hander who could knock a drive out of sight or flip a flop shot into your pocket. Tiger caught him with a birdie at the thirteenth. Then the seemingly impossible happened again: he faltered, making back-to-back bogeys. “At least I made it interesting for Phil,” he said. Asked about stopping his rival’s winning streak, Mickelson said, “I didn’t want to be the bad guy. I just wanted to win.”

In February, Northern Ireland’s Darren Clarke reached the million-dollar final at the Andersen Consulting Match Play Championship. So did Tiger. He had few friends among the other Tour pros, a cutthroat breed of independent contractors vying for the same pots of gold every week, but he liked Clarke, who could down a pint of Guinness in one lengthy quaff. They met for breakfast before their final match. Clarke, who carried a few extra pounds on his six-foot-two frame, had a warning: “If you hole a long snake and give one of those run-across-the-green fist pumps, I’m coming after you with a big Irish fist of my own.”

“Give it your best shot,” Tiger said. “You’re so fat you couldn’t catch me!”

He couldn’t catch Clarke that day. He settled for second place and $500,000, then won the Bay Hill Invitational, an event he played as a favor to its host, Arnold Palmer. Woods had now won seven times in his last ten tries, with two second-place finishes. After another runner-up finish at the Players Championship, he skipped the BellSouth Classic to hone his game for the 2000 Masters.

The invitational that Bobby Jones founded in 1934 is the main event on golf’s spring calendar, the first major of the year. Tiger spent more time preparing for the Masters than for any other tournament, spending much of the winter and early spring in long practice sessions with his swing coach, Butch Harmon, and his caddie, Williams, at his home course in the gated community of Isleworth, Florida, working on shots he would need at Augusta National Golf Club in April: a drive over the pines at the par-4 ninth; a sweeping draw around the dogleg at the thirteenth. He often finished with a high fade, the tee ball he planned to hit off the first tee at Augusta. If he struck it just right, he would turn on his heel and start for the parking lot, the driving-range version of a mic drop.






TWO WELCOME TO THE CLUB


Every April, the sleepy riverside town of Augusta, Georgia, becomes golf’s capital. The city’s population more than doubles during Masters week. Traffic crawls on Washington Road, where in 2000 there were long waits for booths at the Howard Johnson’s and the Waffle House across the road from Augusta National Golf Club.

On Tuesday, April 4, 2000, a select few golfers in courtesy cars turned off Washington Road onto Magnolia Lane and dined more grandly in Augusta National’s white clapboard clubhouse.

Tiger stopped into the Champions Locker Room to pick up his jacket before dinner. The green jacket, symbolizing his runaway victory at the 1997 Masters, was a 42 regular. He looked forward to the annual Champions Dinner, one of his favorite Masters traditions. Each year, former winners gather in a second-floor banquet room for drinks and a multicourse meal. The previous year’s winner selects the menu, which often features cuisine from his home country, and picks up the tab. “Just to be looking at the real Byron Nelson and the real Gene Sarazen,” great players his father used to tell him about, had amazed the youngest member of the fraternity when he had hosted his first Champions Dinner in 1998. “I’m over here with Mr. Nelson on my left, Ben Crenshaw on my right, and here we are with dinner knives in our hands, demonstrating our grips.” Nelson had been eighty-six years old that night. Sarazen, the celebrated “Squire” who had invented the sand wedge and won the second ever Masters in 1935, was ninety-six and not crazy about the menu the new champion chose that night: cheeseburgers, french fries, and milkshakes. “Cheeseburgers!” Sarazen said. “Who ever heard of a cheeseburger dinner?” Tiger vowed to do better if and when he won again.

In 2000, he was one of three dozen Masters winners enjoying pre-dinner drinks and defending champion José María Olazábal’s four-course menu of chilled shrimp with salmon and mayonnaise, hake with pimientos, beef filets in red wine sauce, and vanilla ice cream with chocolate sauce. As usual, many of the international players sat with Gary Player. Tiger sat with O’Meara, who had won the 1998 Masters, and their friends Palmer and Nicklaus. Fred Couples, Raymond Floyd, and Tom Watson sat nearby. “Lord Byron” himself opened the festivities. Sarazen had died the year before, leaving the kindly, eighty-eight-year-old Nelson as the oldest of them. Looking around at Nicklaus, Palmer, Sam Snead, Watson, Player, Nick Faldo, and two dozen others, he said he had been delighted when reporters asked if Tiger might top his streak of eleven straight tournament victories in 1945.

“I want to thank Tiger Woods,” Nelson said, “for making today’s young people know what I did fifty-five years ago.”

The green-jacketed champions applauded. One was 1979 Masters winner Fuzzy Zoeller. He and Sam Snead always sat together at the dinner, dueling to see which of them could tell the dirtiest joke while more high-minded champions tried not to laugh. Zoeller, a Hoosier quipster from New Albany, Indiana, had joked about the menu the day Tiger became the first Black Masters champion. “Tell him not to serve fried chicken next year,” Zoeller told reporters, snapping his fingers, “or collard greens, or whatever the hell they serve.” He soon apologized but lost endorsement deals with Adidas and Kmart. Tiger publicly forgave him, announcing, “We all make mistakes. I accept Fuzzy’s apology.” When the two of them met for lunch a month later, Zoeller apologized again. Tiger accepted that Zoeller “was trying to acknowledge that I had kicked everybody’s ass that week.” He forgave but didn’t forget.
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Tiger Woods played and practiced with his friend and mentor, Mark O’Meara.



It was hard to forget race in Augusta, even if he wasn’t as Black as people like Zoeller thought. Asked about his racial identity on The Oprah Winfrey Show, he described himself as “Cablinasian”—part Caucasian, part Black, part American Indian, part Asian. He was the American melting pot in one golfer, Black and Cherokee on his father’s side and Thai, Chinese, and Dutch on his mother’s. Still, the world saw him as Black. As Earl Woods put it, “The boy only has about two drops of Black blood in him, but in this country there are only two colors, white and nonwhite. And he ain’t white.”

Tiger and his father, who grew up in the segregated town of Manhattan, Kansas, knew all about Augusta National’s fraught racial history. In the 1930s and ’40s, the club’s founders, Bobby Jones and the investment banker Clifford Roberts, had enjoyed “battle royal” boxing bouts, melees that pitted half a dozen blindfolded Black men against one another. Some were Augusta National caddies. They punched and brawled until only one was left standing. Wealthy white patrons flipped silver dollars into the ring for the winner to collect.

Roberts, who ran the Masters for forty years, claimed he had nothing against “our dark-complected friends.” Even so, he insisted, “As long as I am alive, the caddies will be Black and the players will be white.” No Black golfer was invited to the tournament until Lee Elder in 1975, the year Tiger Woods was born. Roberts was still alive, but not for long. One morning two years later the ailing eighty-three-year-old founder got a haircut in the club’s barbershop. Then he walked out to Augusta National’s par-3 course, sat down beside a pond, pulled a .38-caliber revolver from his pocket, and blew his brains out. It would be thirteen more years before the most exclusive club in golf admitted a Black member. Even after that, one scholarly study described Augusta National as golf’s “epicenter of discrimination and exclusion.” Tiger was more diplomatic, saying he had “developed a respect for the course and the Masters, but I would never refer to it as a ‘cathedral in the pines’—the term you hear every April.”

Earl Woods was more outspoken about race than his son was. One night, sipping champagne at one of Tiger’s victory parties, he said, “How do you like this, Bobby Jones? A Black man is the best golfer who ever lived. Bobby Jones can kiss my son’s Black ass.”



In the year and a half after Tiger earned his green jacket in 1997, it was his hips that needed attention. They tended to fire too fast on his downswing, turning toward the target too quickly and forcing him to make handsy, last-instant corrections at impact. Working with swing guru Harmon, the Masters champion rebuilt what was already the best swing in the game, grooving a new move that synchronized the rotation of his upper body, hips, and legs. He did it by hitting thousands upon thousands of range balls in 1997 and 1998—“digging it out of the dirt,” as Ben Hogan used to say—to forge the fearful symmetry that was now second nature. By the time he teed off on a breezy Thursday morning, he was such a prohibitive favorite to win the 2000 Masters that you could bet on him or take the same odds on the rest of the ninety-five-man field. The betting line made sense to Tom Watson, who had won eight major championships including the 1977 and 1981 Masters. “Tiger has better flexibility than anybody,” he said. “He works out harder than anybody, hits the ball farther than anybody, putts better than anybody, and chips better than anybody.”

But that day he played worse than thirty-eight players, including Olazábal, Els, Duval, and sixty-year-old Jack Nicklaus. After an even-par front nine, his approach shot at the long, downhill tenth plugged into a greenside bunker. He muscled his Titleist onto the green but three-putted for a double bogey. His 8-iron into a swirling breeze at the par-3 twelfth fell short and slipped back into Rae’s Creek. After a penalty stroke, he pitched onto the green and three-putted from twelve feet for a triple bogey. The golfer with the multimillion-dollar smile looked like he had spent three hours sucking lemons. He rallied with a pair of late birdies but shot 75. A steady 72 on Friday got him to the weekend. He charged into contention with a front-nine 33 on Sunday but then fell short, six shots behind Vijay Singh.

“For some reason, the golfing gods weren’t looking down on me,” he said. His aim in retooling his swing had been to minimize the effects of swirling winds, biorhythms, and the strokes of good and bad luck golfers call the rub of the green, becoming so much better than anyone else that the gods could just sit back and watch him win. His fifth-place finish at the Masters proved that he wasn’t there yet.

He skipped the next four tournaments. News reports had him “taking a month off,” but that wasn’t quite right. He was working on a secret project, testing a ball so new that it didn’t yet have a name.






THREE SPIN


One morning, Tiger was chipping balls around with Mark O’Meara. He watched O’Meara’s chips nip the green and check up closer to the hole than his. After a while he asked, “How do you get the ball to do that?”

His buddy “Marko” was one of a few friends who could needle him. “Don’t worry, T,” he said. “You’ll learn. It takes skill and maturity.”

They kept it up with the same results until Tiger tried a few chips with the ball O’Meara was playing, a Top Flite Strata Tour with a solid core and a new-age polyurethane cover. In no time he was spinning and stopping chips as if they were on a string.

“It wasn’t you. It’s the ball!”

O’Meara nodded. “You’re catching on,” he said. “Let me explain something to you. You are playing an archaic golf ball.” He wasn’t pushing Top Flite in particular. In fact, a less prominent brand had hired some of the best golf ball designers in the industry. “Bridgestone could build a ball specifically for you, a ball that goes farther. It’ll pierce the wind better. It’ll be softer around the greens.”

Tiger was intrigued. He had always brought an engineering approach to his profession, his equipment, even his swing. One thing he liked about living at Isleworth, seventy miles due west of Cape Canaveral, was watching space shuttles take off from the cape. He admired the NASA scientists who orchestrated the latest electronics, hardware, and the human element to send astronauts to space. In order to overcome gravity, a space shuttle—a 4.4-million-pound hulk with more than 2 million working parts—had to ride an enormous fuel tank full of liquid oxygen and hydrogen and a pair of booster rockets the size of grain silos. It had to be well armored to withstand the fires of reentry but nimble enough to glide to a landing like a passenger plane. As one of the astronauts he admired put it, designing such a flying machine was “like bolting a butterfly to a bullet.” Compared to that, building a better golf ball ought to be easy.

It wasn’t. But O’Meara convinced him that it was possible. After his fifth-place finish at the Masters, Tiger devoted a quiet “month off” to some of the most intense practice sessions of his life, testing a ball that was anything but archaic.



Golfers have been looking for a better ball since Tom Morris spent sweaty twelve-hour workdays sewing up featheries for his boss, Allan Robertson, almost two hundred years ago. The burly, mutton-chopped Robertson was the first full-time golf professional. Morris, known to history as “Old Tom,” was his apprentice. In the 1830s, they fashioned four or five golf balls a day in Robertson’s stone cottage on Pilmour Links Road in St. Andrews, Scotland. First they filled a top hat with boiled goose feathers. Tom then stuffed the wet, steaming feathers into a little leather pouch, then grabbed a needle and thread to sew it shut as fast as he could. As the feathers inside dried and expanded, the leather ball hardened. If not always perfectly round, it was ready for a round of golf.

Making featheries was hazardous labor. Workers like Tom Morris wore special harnesses and used iron pokers to pack the last few feathers into the ball. One ball maker broke a rib on the job. Another leaned on the feather poker so hard that his workbench broke and sent him to the floor in a clatter of knitting needles, saws, calipers, and cleeks.

All that labor made feather-filled balls so expensive that only well-to-do gentlemen could afford to play golf. In the 1840s, Morris became an early adopter of a new technology: the “gutty” ball, a solid sphere of gutta-percha, the sap of a Malaysian rubber tree. Gutties proved cheaper and more durable than feather-filled golf balls. Robertson called them “filth” and fired Morris for testing one on the links, so Old Tom decamped to Prestwick, a town on the other side of Scotland. It was there that he sold gutties and founded the Open Championship, the oldest of golf’s major tournaments.

The game’s next great innovation was the Haskell ball. Invented in 1898 by Cleveland businessman Coburn Haskell, it featured a round rubber core under a mantle of tightly wound rubber threads and a thin cover of gutta-percha. It carried far longer off the tee than the gutty and was superior in every way. For the next century, every professional from Harry Vardon to Bobby Jones to Palmer, Nicklaus, and Woods would tee off with a ball constructed pretty much the same way. The gleaming white Titleist Professional that Tiger and most other Tour pros maneuvered from tee to green in the spring of 2000 had a mantle of tightly wound rubber bands under a skin of balata, the sap of a rubber tree that grows in Central and South America. Balata is similar to gutta-percha but a little softer. The other main difference between Haskells in 1900 and the Titleists of a century later was in the ball’s core.

The Haskell had a solid rubber core. Twentieth-century Titleists featured a liquid center the size of a grape in a thin rubber shell. According to a popular myth, their liquid centers held a deadly poison. Young golfers cut the balls open and dared each other to taste the goo they found inside. But the liquid in the balls’ cores wasn’t deadly. It was a mixture of water and corn syrup. Why? Because water and corn syrup made them cheap to mass-produce.

Tiger spent months testing a different design, a prototype similar to O’Meara’s Top Flite Strata. Made in Japan by Bridgestone, funded by Nike, the new ball had a solid core, a mantle made of polybutadiene, the synthetic rubber that made Super Balls bounce so high, and a cover of urethane, a polymer used to make floor wax, bowling balls, and traffic cones. As one golf ball designer put it, a ball’s cover “is its steering wheel, but the core is its engine.” Compared to a liquid core wrapped in rubber bands, the prototype’s core and mantle transferred more energy from the club to the ball, which spun less and flew farther. Its urethane coating had next to no effect on shots struck at driver speeds but felt soft and added grab on short-iron and wedge shots.

Tiger had planned to spend several more months if not the rest of the year experimenting with various versions of the new design, like a Formula 1 driver testing a new engine. He wasn’t the type to introduce a variable that was still in beta, but he loved the way the Bridgestone prototype came off his driver. And there was a business reason to expedite his switch to a new ball.



Titleist was paying him $4 million a year to play its ball. But he was also a “head to toe” Nike endorser, paid to wear the company’s clothing. The year before, he’d been filming a Nike commercial, killing time on the range between setups, when ad executive Chuck McBride saw him juggling a ball with his wedge. Tiger had been amusing himself and his friends with driving-range tricks for years. He could keep the ball going hacky-sack style for minutes at a time, switching the club from his right hand to his left, between his legs, and behind his back. Sometimes he would finish by flipping the ball belt high, turning sideways, and using a baseball swing to slam it out of sight.

With McBride egging him on, he tried it on camera. But not even Tiger could pull it off every time. He’d keep the ball in the air for fifteen or twenty seconds, only to drop it when he switched hands or whiff on the baseball swing. They were running out of daylight when a crew member who happened to be a gambling man pulled a $100 bill from his wallet. “Bet you can’t do it on the next try,” he said, placing the money on top of the camera.

“So Tiger starts juggling again,” McBride recalled. Bounce bounce bounce went the ball as he shifted the club between his left and right hands, between his legs, behind his back, until they reached the half-minute mark and McBride cued him for the baseball-swing finale. “I give him the cue, and he just smacked it.” Tiger swung his wedge and fungoed the ball out of sight. “Everyone stood there like ‘Shit, he did it!’ Tiger reaches down, grabs the hundred-dollar bill and walks off.”

The commercial made news. Many viewers were sure there had to be special effects involved. When Sports Illustrated editors screened the ad at the magazine’s headquarters in New York, one said, “Nobody can do that—not even him.”

It seemed that the only people who didn’t like the “Hacky Sack” commercial worked for Titleist. The number one ball maker was paying Woods millions of dollars to play its liquid core ball, the 90-compression Titleist Professional he was bouncing in the ads. But with no close-ups on the ball and Nike’s swoosh filling the screen at the end, viewers might well have thought he was juggling the sponsor’s ball. Within a month, Titleist sued Nike for false advertising.

That gave Phil Knight, Nike’s combative CEO, a chance to pry the game’s top endorser away from its top golf ball maker. He promptly offered to double Woods’s endorsement deal to more than $17 million a year, plus a cut of the company’s profits.

Tiger listened. Titleist’s policy was to spread its endorsement money around, enriching him and many more of the world’s leading players, but Woods already was Nike Golf. His role as the company’s “next Michael Jordan” had only grown since 1996, when Knight and Nike had signed him to a five-year, $40 million deal the day he turned pro, introducing him with a now-famous ad in which he spoke of the prejudice he faced as a minority golfer and saying “Hello, world.” With that, he became the face of golf and Nike’s successor to Jordan. The company was planning a new Tiger Woods Building on its Beaverton, Oregon, campus, one that would be nearly twice the size of its Michael Jordan Building.

For Tiger, switching to a Nike ball might kill three birds with one Space Age prototype. It could teach Titleist and other sponsors not to take Tiger Woods for granted. It could reward Nike for its loyalty to him. And it could give him an edge on every Tour golfer who was still playing an archaic ball full of rubber bands.

But only if the prototype performed better than the Titleist Professional he’d been playing.

That spring, after his fifth-place finish at the Masters, he picked up the pace of his work with Nike’s prototype.

Kel Devlin, the son of the Australian tour pro Bruce Devlin, was Nike’s point man on the project. A scratch golfer who traveled with an early model of a launch monitor, Devlin was awed by Woods’s feel for the technical aspects of his game. Tiger would say, “I’m going to hit a cut here, so my spin rate will be four hundred RPMs more than if I hit a draw.” When Devlin checked the monitor, the number was never more than a few RPMs off. Or Tiger would say, “My swing speed was one twenty-eight. I’m going to crank it up, give it five more miles an hour.” Devlin checked, and there it was: 133. Sometimes Devlin’s team would test him by slipping a different ball into the mix. Tiger wasn’t fooled. “What kind of ball was that? It felt harder.”

In mid-May, he flew to Texas for the Byron Nelson Classic. Still hitting his 90-compression Titleist Professional, he missed a playoff by a stroke.

Devlin’s phone rang the next day. “With the new ball I would have won by five,” Tiger said. “Can you meet me in Germany on Tuesday morning?”

Devlin booked a flight and called Hideyuki “Rock” Ishii, the chief scientist at Bridgestone, a second-tier ballmaker based in Japan. Under Ishii’s direction, Japanese chemists and technicians had produced the balls Woods had been testing. (It would be months before news leaked that Nike farmed out its golf ball manufacturing to another company.) Ishii packed a suitcase full of prototypes and caught a flight out of Tokyo.

On the morning of Tuesday, May 16, Ishii met Devlin at Gut Kaden Golf und Land Club near Hamburg, where Tiger was set to tee off in a European Tour event in forty-eight hours. Steve Williams spotted them on the driving range. An expert caddie but no diplomat, the pugnacious Williams asked, “What the fuck are you idiots doing here?”

Tiger began by knocking balls into a left-to-right wind. Some were Titleists. Some were Nike prototypes with slight differences among them. He tried a drive with his natural draw. He tried a stinger sneaking under the breeze. He tried a high fade with a Titleist Professional and watched the wind carry it fifteen yards to the right, enough to send a tee ball into the rough during a tournament. Then he put the same swing on one of Ishii’s solid-core balls. The wind took that one to the right by less than half as much.

The difference was due to what golf ball designers call “spin separation.” When an expert player smacks a three-hundred-yard drive with a fast-spinning ball, any gust of wind can carry it far offline. That makes high spin rates a problem when Tour pros hit driver. Yet spin is crucial to iron shots, which need to bite and stop on the putting green.

Ballmaker Ishii’s goal was to find a golden mean: to create a ball that reduced spin off the driver, for more distance, while maintaining it on lofted shots for control near the green, and he was getting closer. His prototypes spun less at driver velocity, making them fly straighter than any Titleist did, while their urethane cover provided what golfers call feel on wedge shots. Like balata, the urethane cover brought a high coefficient of friction at impact, meaning that the ball stayed on the clubface microseconds longer. Along with the grooves on the clubface of a wedge, that friction coefficient added spin for shot-stopping control on approach shots.

Tiger liked the result. He felt the difference in his hands and saw it in the way the new balls flew. His Titleist, with its century-old design, spun similarly when hit with a driver or a wedge. Ishii’s prototypes seemed to know what an elite player wanted them to do.

Ishii would never forget their day on the range in Germany. He remembered Tiger’s hitting one of his prototypes and instantly rejecting it. “Sounds wrong.” The designer could barely hide his pleasure at working with a test subject he considered more technologically advanced than Iron Byron, the ball-driving robot (named after Nelson) that the United States Golf Association employed to test clubs and balls at its headquarters in Far Hills, New Jersey. “He’s so sensitive to sound. And also trajectory. His eye is much better than anybody else’s,” Ishii said.

When they were finished, Tiger selected his favorite prototype. Ishii had a box of samples rushed from Japan to Germany, where Tiger put the new ball in play at the European Tour’s Deutsche Bank–SAP Open. He stayed near the lead until the back nine on Sunday, when he airmailed a 7-iron into a pond beyond the sixteenth green.

That shot worried Ishii. “I thought he might stop using the ball after that.” But despite finishing third that week, Woods said he was ready to switch balls. He figured he could adjust to being straighter off the tee and five yards longer with his 7-iron. He wanted a couple hundred of the new balls as fast as Bridgestone could make them.



Back in Isleworth, he phoned O’Meara. “Marko, get over here.”

Hearing the excitement in his voice, O’Meara jumped in his car and sped to Tiger’s Spanish-style mansion on Greens Drive. As soon as he went inside, Tiger showed him two plain white boxes. Each contained a dozen golf balls. He was grinning. “We gotta go play.”






FOUR HOME ON THE RANGE


On Thursday, May 26, he teed up a multilayered ball with a plain black swoosh over the number 1 and TIGER stamped on its equator. Made in Japan by Ishii’s Bridgestone team, the ball would be marketed as the Nike Tour Accuracy. Its American debut came at the 2000 Memorial Tournament in Dublin, Ohio, hosted by Jack Nicklaus. Tiger was the defending champion. He always made a point of playing in Arnold Palmer’s Bay Hill Invitational in March and Nicklaus’s tournament in May. That was one way he honored his friendships with the heroes of his dad’s generation—and pleased Palmer and Nicklaus by doubling the attendance at their tournaments.

Tiger prized his friendships with his elders in golf’s pantheon. Like almost everyone who spent any time with Palmer, he sparked to Arnie’s genuine warmth. Sometimes he’d zip from Isleworth to Bay Hill in his white Porsche to spend an hour with the seventy-year-old Palmer in his workshop—just a couple of golf gearheads talking about the clubheads Arnie fashioned there in clouds of steam and sparks and the two thousand–plus putters in his personal collection, not one of them quite good enough. When they parted, Palmer would hug him.

Nicklaus wasn’t a hugger, but even he saw Tiger as something special: a golfer who might be better than he was.

They had first met on a sunny morning in 1991, when a scrawny teenager with a high-powered swing attended a clinic Nicklaus held at the ultra-exclusive Bel-Air Country Club in Los Angeles. At that point, fifteen-year-old Tiger Woods was already playing off a handicap of +2. Nicklaus asked him to hit some balls. After watching the kid drill a few drives into the distance, Nicklaus said, “Tiger, when I grow up, I hope my swing is as pretty as yours.”

Tiger never forgot that compliment from the Golden Bear. Nor was he awed by it. As a high school and college golfer, he filled out dozens of tournament applications and questionnaires over the years, some asking about entrants’ school studies, hobbies, and heroes. When a form asked players to name their golf heroes, Tiger’s answer was always the same: “None.”

If he had a hero, it was his father. He liked to tell an old story about the way Earl used to outsmart him in long-drive contests on their last hole of a round. His dad would “hit his little 230 down the middle,” recalled Tiger, who proceeded to knock his ball forty or fifty yards farther to claim the long drive. “And he’d say, ‘No, you don’t. You’ve got to be in the fairway.’ ” Earl stressed keeping the ball in play above all.

At a press conference at the 2000 Memorial, Tiger was asked about rumors that he was ditching the Titleist Professional he had played since the day he turned pro. Which ball was in his bag that week?

“Nike ball,” he said. “I’m just testing it out, to get the feel of the golf ball. The only way to do that is to test it in competition.”

Asked about his narrow miss at the Byron Nelson Classic two weeks before, where he had settled for a fourth-place prize of $176,000, he said he still expected to win every tournament he entered. Some players might be satisfied with lucrative top-ten finishes, but he wasn’t one of them.


[image: Image]
Earl Woods believed his son was destined for greatness.



A reporter followed up: “Are there guys who are just looking to cash in?”

Tiger nodded. “Uh-huh.”

“Does that bother you?”

He shook his head. “No. I like it.”



His new ball held its line in the wind and bit Nicklaus’s greens in the first two rounds of the 2000 Memorial Tournament. On Friday, he made four front-nine birdies in a row. He chipped in for another at the sixteenth. His 9-iron from 164 yards at the next hole dropped and stopped a foot from the flagstick. He had made up nine strokes on the first-round leader, Harrison Frazar, in twenty-four hours.

Tiger’s 7-iron approach at the long eighteenth carried over the top of the flagstick and landed twenty feet past. He watched his brand-new Nike ball check up with just the right spin and creep backward as a record crowd cheered it toward the cup. Was he really going to finish with an eagle deuce at the last hole?

Almost. He tapped in for birdie, a one-shot lead over Frazar, and a 63 that he called the best round of his three and a half years as a pro. Saturday’s third round with the new ball was almost as good. After four front-nine birdies and an eagle, he had played twenty-two holes fifteen under par. And his last tournament before the upcoming U.S. Open was just kicking into gear. On the back nine he lashed a 220-yard 5-iron that awed his playing partner, Frazar, who said, “He’s hitting shots no other human can hit.” Woods’s 65 put him half a dozen strokes ahead of everyone else.

Ernie Els, ten shots behind, was asked if he or anyone else could catch Tiger. “What do you want me to say?” he asked. “It’s over.”

The new ball “has done pretty good so far,” Tiger said. “Obviously, it feels different.” The three-piece ball flew “not necessarily higher or lower, but there’s a different arc.” With lower spin off the driver, his tee shots “tend to be a little more flat.”

He never liked the press conferences that were mandatory for Tour players. There was no upside to them. For the better part of a century, flawed sports heroes from Babe Ruth and Mickey Mantle to Michael Jordan and Lance Armstrong had relied on friendly newsmen to burnish their images. Arnold Palmer, a man of great warmth and kindness who gave millions of dollars to charity, was also a prodigious philanderer—a fact that his friends in the media kept to themselves for decades. Reporters got access to sports stars; the sports stars got to keep their foibles under wraps. But the equation was changing. By the late 1990s, corporate sponsors spent millions of dollars promoting their clients in carefully controlled combinations of commercials, ad campaigns, and choreographed public appearances. In the new mediasphere, beat reporters were nosy nuisances at best. At worst, they were threats to an athlete’s carefully managed public image.

Reporters could still make news by exposing sports heroes’ flaws. Tiger had learned that lesson the hard way. Three years before, he had told GQ’s Charles Pierce a couple of his favorite dirty jokes. “Why do two lesbians get where they’re going faster than two gay guys? Because the lesbians are always going sixty-nine.” Another one involved Buckwheat, the Black member of the old “Little Rascals” comedy troupe, who had a speech impediment and a catchphrase: “O-tay!” The way Tiger told the story, a schoolteacher asks Buckwheat to use the word “dictate” in a sentence. He points to a little girl and says, “Hey Darla, how’s my dick ta’te?”

One way to react to his jokes would be to see the young Tiger as a kid with a puerile sense of humor, a twenty-one-year-old who cracked up when his buddies had “Heywood Jablomi” paged at a five-star hotel. Instead, the GQ piece made news, stirring up his first nationwide scandal. He weathered it, but the scandal taught him that there was little upside to being open with the media. He had no intention of getting burned again. And so, like Derek Jeter, Tom Brady, and other perceptive athletes, he learned to talk at length in interviews and press scrums without saying much.

Eldrick Woods was brainy and inquisitive, a high school honor student who had majored in economics and studied calculus, civics, and Intro to Buddhism in his two years at Stanford. But like many pro golfers other than Mickelson, who soaked up any sort of attention, he loathed press conferences. Swamped with media obligations, he came to view them as an occupational hazard. His own agent called him “arguably the worst interview in golf.” That week at the Memorial, Tiger’s answers to reporters’ questions ranged from guarded to rote. “I hit a great shot on six from the first cut of rough,” he said after his third-round 65. “At seven I hit my drive in the right rough. Had a great lie. Hit three-wood, went for the front bunker. Blasted out of there to about twelve feet and made the putt. At fifteen, three-wood off the tee, three-iron to the left of the green, chipped to about a foot and a half, tapped in for birdie. At seventeen I hit a nine-iron to about a foot and a half.” Some of his rote recitation was simply to help reporters with their accounts of his round. It was also a way to avoid saying anything meaningful, like Nuke LaLoosh learning his clichés in Bull Durham.

Golf writers took down every word while he stared into the distance. Sometimes his own quotes seemed to bore him—but every so often he said what he was thinking. That Sunday, after cruising to a five-stroke win at Nicklaus’s tournament, sitting through another press conference that left him literally yawning, he perked up when a reporter asked about the state of his game going into the U.S. Open at Pebble Beach.

“Every area of my game can get better. That’s the great thing about golf. You try to find things that will take you up to that next notch, whether it’s a swing change, a putting posture, a new putter, new clubs, or a new ball.” Recalling a 7-iron he’d rocketed over a green that day, he rolled his eyes. “I mistimed it and delofted it, and see ya.” But his drives had been ten yards longer than before. His playing partner, Justin Leonard, who finished second, had watched in amazement as one of Tiger’s drives climbed over the top branches of a tall, stately oak 280 yards from the tee. Despite the occasional “See ya,” he was learning to tame the new ball.

“Golf is a game of control. Right now, with my A game, I know exactly what number the ball is going to fly.” If a shot called for a 132-yard wedge, he said, “I’m going to fly it 132. Not 135. Not 130. One thirty-two.”

Nicklaus paid the winner a compliment by comparing Tiger to himself. “I always felt like if I was hitting the ball the way I wanted to, everybody else was playing for second. He’s the same way. He hits the ball farther, but equipment has something to do with that. He manages his game well. I managed my game well. He probably plays better right to left than I did.” Nicklaus preferred a high fade off the tee, a more controllable shot than Woods’s natural draw. But Tiger could hit a fade as well as Jack ever had. “And he’s got a far better short game than I ever had.”

Neither of them was ever satisfied. Moments after lifting the 2000 Memorial’s cut-crystal trophy, Tiger told reporters he had “stuff to work on.” With the United States Golf Association growing shin-high rough at Pebble Beach, he was going to need precision more than power.



Over the next ten days, he spent intensive hours on the range with swing coach Butch Harmon. Tiger often hit five hundred to six hundred balls a day, a typical total for a Tour pro. If he was working on a swing tweak, he might hit a thousand. Harmon swore that his prize pupil “hits more balls than anybody on the planet.” Tiger’s callused hands weren’t always up to so many reps. His father had taught him that five of a right-handed golfer’s ten fingers control the club during the swing: the bottom three on the left hand and the middle two on the right. “Those five fingers get trashed when I practice a lot,” Tiger said. His glove protected the three on his left hand, but during heavy-duty practice the callus on his right middle finger tended to split open and bleed. He would tape the bottom joint of that finger and tee up another ball.

Some Tour pros hated to hit balls on the driving range. Bruce Lietzke, the winner of thirteen Tour events and more than $6 million, liked to say he preferred eating burgers at Steak ’n Shake to spending hours on the range. After the last Tour event one fall, Lietzke said he was worn out. He told his caddie to put his clubs away for the winter. The caddie was sure he’d relent and slip out for at least a few swings. As a joke, he slipped a banana under the cover of Lietzke’s driver—and found black banana goo the next spring.

Thirty years later, Brooks Koepka would claim that he, too, hated hitting range balls. “I practice before the majors. Regular tournaments, I don’t. If you see me on TV, that’s when I play golf,” he said. But it wasn’t true. “I was just fucking with you,” he told reporters later. In fact, Koepka was a range rat like every other pro who joined the Tour after Tiger took the job to a higher level.

For Tiger, every hour hitting balls on the range was an escape from fans, reporters, phone calls, autographs, business meetings, and a hundred other tasks that had nothing to do with hitting a golf ball better than anyone else. As one friend put it, “The range is his church.” Tiger copped to being “addicted” to beating balls, giving each shot his best effort, evaluating the feedback from his hands, his ears, and the flight of the ball.

Harmon kept up a running commentary during their practice sessions. If he praised one—“There it is, a beauty”—Tiger would reach out with his club, rake another Tour Accuracy off the foot-tall pyramid of balls at Harmon’s feet, and try to hit the next one better. They made a recognizable pair of silhouettes on the range, the lean six-footer drilling balls and the five-foot-seven coach watching with his arms crossed, nodding, suggesting tweaks so slight that most players would need a slow-motion camera to detect them.

Claude “Butch” Harmon was a balding, graying Vietnam veteran with a bit of a paunch over his belt. Unlike Tiger, Harmon had a golf pedigree. His father, Claude Sr., had won the 1948 Masters and spent decades as head professional at two of the sport’s most exclusive country clubs, Winged Foot Golf Club in New York’s Westchester County and Seminole Golf Club in Juno Beach, Florida. The last club pro ever to win the Masters, the elder Harmon was a no-nonsense teacher who had once served as personal tutor to King Hassan II of Morocco. Before their first lesson, eyeing the diplomats and servants who accompanied Hassan to the tee, he said, “Your Majesty, before we get started, I want you to know one thing: that ball and that club don’t know you’re the King of Morocco.” Years later, he rolled his eyes after a movie star flew east for a lesson and arrived at the practice range in a limousine. Claude listened patiently while Mr. Hollywood lectured him about the golf swing. Again and again, the man insisted that Jack Nicklaus’s swing proved that all power in the golf swing comes from the legs. At last Claude took a driver, got down on his knees, and slugged a ball 250 yards. He stood up, handed over the club and said, “Why don’t you stick that up your rear end and see if you can hit it that far by swiveling your legs?”
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