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A person like Gary Player does not come around very often. His tireless and selfless way of giving back to the world, especially to the disadvantaged, has been honored for decades and will no doubt be remembered by generations.

I am fortunate enough to call Gary a friend and, on many occasions, have been a firsthand witness to his altruism. Whether yelling across the golf range to a young boy to help him with his technique or stopping to chat with an old fan while he is in the middle of a round, Gary can connect with people from all walks of life.

Hence, I was honored when Gary asked me to write a foreword for his Little Black Book: 60 Tips on Golf, Business, and Life from the Black Knight.

He has dined with royalty, but also with the poorest of the poor in third-world countries. He brought himself, and his family, out of near poverty. Gary often talks about how he suffered like a junkyard dog, and how it made him face adversity head-on.

If ever there were a man people should take advice from, it’s Gary. And that is what you will find in this book—straightforward solutions garnered from a lifetime travelling the world that can help people of all ages and all walks of life. Enjoy.

—Lee Trevino
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“What do I do?”

Every one of us asks this question on a daily basis.

It doesn’t matter whether we’re trying to negotiate our way through the minefield that parenthood can be, or on the golf course with a one-shot lead playing a difficult par-four closing hole, or sitting in the office mulling over a big business decision, we all get to the point where we ask this question: “What do I do?”

I remember very well asking this question at a critical time early in my life.

I was 17 years old. I had finished high school at King Edward VII in Johannesburg. My love for golf was growing, and I believed I knew what the next step in my life would be.

“I’m going to turn professional,” I told my father. He was shocked by my decision.

While my mother was suffering from cancer and shortly before she passed away when I was eight years old, she had made my father promise that I would go to university after school.

And now here I was flipping the script.

My father was devastated, and no doubt he was asking the same question of “What do I do?” in terms of how best to advise and support me as his son, but while feeling like he was also not betraying his wife’s dying wish.

Having witnessed my father’s reaction, I also began to question the decision that had seemed so certain to me when it first crossed my mind. “What do I do?” I began to ask myself. Do I follow my passion? If I do, it could end up making my father very sad. Or do I ignore my passion and go to university?

“What do I do?”

I’m 81 years old now, and often I still think back to that 17-year-old boy and wonder how on earth he was able to make that decision.

I don’t have a foolproof way for making such decisions. But I like to think I have something far better than a magic recipe for decision making. I have a life of good experience. I have a vault of decisions—good and bad—that I have made over the years, and I can learn from these, as I still do to this day.

When it comes to my golf, I have always maintained, “The harder I practice, the luckier I get.” Well, I believe the same when it comes to making decisions. The more decisions I make, the better I become at making decisions.

I’ve learned over time that you can’t just expect yourself to make great decisions. In my case, I believe it’s more a collection of things that need to come together for me to make a good decision.

It takes life experience, and the wisdom this brings. But then you also need to be careful about this, because the wisdom of your life is not necessarily the wisdom of somebody else’s life.

Plus, in order to eventually figure out how to make the right decisions, you need to get a few wrong. It’s what we mean when we refer to “learning from our mistakes.”

From a golfer’s perspective, it’s like hitting balls on the range. A golfer heads to the driving range not to hit perfect shots. On the contrary, he or she heads to the range to work on the bad shots. And you’ve got to hit some bad shots to know what you need to work on.

Ultimately, you begin to develop what people often call that little voice in their heads, which takes into account past experiences and uses them to advise you going forward.

Over the years I became better at hearing this voice and made my decisions accordingly. They weren’t always easy decisions to make, and many people thought they were the wrong decisions, but I knew that if I listened to that voice they would be the right decisions for me.

Even recently I had to listen very carefully to that voice when a number of other voices were suggesting otherwise.

I was one of those who campaigned for golf to be readmitted to the Olympic Games, and it was a proud moment when this became a reality.

I thought our game’s leading professionals would embrace this opportunity—an opportunity that was denied so many of us for generations.

I would’ve given anything to play for South Africa in an Olympics and to add a gold medal to my career. Though South Africa was excluded from Olympic participation from 1964 to 1988 because of apartheid, I always followed the Olympics with great interest. I remember attending the 1956 Olympics and meeting Jesse Owens, and it was an incredible moment for me. I have always been fascinated by this gathering of the world’s greatest athletes on one stage.

Yet in the 2016 Summer Olympics, we saw the withdrawals of golf’s biggest names worldwide.

One of the main arguments from the players who were withdrawing was the supposed threat posed by the Zika virus.

I’m sorry. While I remain respectful of the personal opinions regarding this virus, it just wasn’t a good enough excuse for me. I travelled for 64 years to countries with malaria, polio, typhoid, and yellow fever.

There were some complaints about scheduling, as well. Granted, this was a packed golf year and I don’t think we’ll have the same scheduling issues at the next Olympics.

But I felt there wasn’t enough of an understanding from the players who were withdrawing that golf’s return to the Olympics for the first time in over a century will naturally come with a few logistical issues at first. Yet I’m confident the officials will have sorted out these issues at the next Olympics in Tokyo in 2020.

There were other concerns as well, including security issues in Rio.

So the question remained, “What do I do?” regarding my own opinion to vote for or against the inclusion of golf at the 2016 Games, and then as to whether to attend the Games while so many were withdrawing. Golf was split down the middle in terms of the opinions for and against our inclusion into the Olympic Games.

And that’s when I remembered the very first Million Dollar Golf Challenge we had at Sun City in South Africa.

It was in 1981, shortly after I had finished designing and building the Gary Player Country Club course.

My idea, heavily supported by my good friend Lee Trevino, was that the best way to market this resort would be to host the first golf tournament offering a million-dollar first prize.

Sol Kerzner, the South African hotel magnate and developer of Sun City, agreed to my concept on one condition—we had to get the top players.

I personally asked some of the world’s best players to come, one of them being my good friend Jack Nicklaus.

Bear in mind the kind of global star Nicklaus was (and still is, in my mind), and then factor in that South Africa was at the time an international pariah because of the country’s apartheid policy.

We had been banned from all major sporting competition. International teams and sportsmen were similarly discouraged from competing in South Africa. But there were split opinions on this. Our great leader Nelson Mandela always spoke of the power of sport to unite our people, and back in 1981 there were many—including myself—who believed crossing racial and cultural barriers in our sport would be the start of eventually doing so in our politics, as well.

But not everybody saw it this way, and there was tremendous pressure on Jack not to come and play. I know he received a personal letter from the tennis legend Arthur Ashe pleading with him not to play in that first Million Dollar Golf Challenge.

Jack was between a rock and a hard place, and I know it was a very difficult decision for him to make.

When he decided to come and play, it was because he thought that through his golf—and sport in general—he could maybe play a part in a positive solution and affect change for the good.

That’s the thought that came into my mind as I wrestled with my own decision as to whether I should fully support the Olympic golf cause or not.

Once I had made that decision, the rest was easy.

I immersed myself in the Olympic spirit. I was at our country’s Olympic send-off in Johannesburg, and then flew to Rio.

From Johannesburg we travelled to São Paulo, where I made my connecting flight by a mere few minutes. In my rush, my suitcase with all my Olympic clothing was left behind, but my support team managed to secure it for me.

We landed in Rio and travelled to the Olympic Village, driving past the Gavea Golf Course, where I shot a 59 in winning the 1974 Brazilian Open.

We arrived at the Village at around 11 p.m. I was completely knackered and just fell into my bed, which resembled an old army cot. On Friday morning I woke up with a stiff hip, which Avi, our physio, sorted out in no time. And then I made my way to breakfast and mingled with the athletes of the world.

My wife Vivienne also travelled to Rio and stayed in a hotel, but I was determined to experience everything of the Olympics, including life in the Village.

And then came the moment of the Games for me—the Opening Ceremony.

To walk into the Maracanã Stadium third out of the more than 200 countries present sent shivers down my spine.

I had not felt this proud being a South African for many years. Personally, being named captain of the South African Olympic golf teams was one of the great honors of my life.

As a golfer I had never walked into an arena with nearly 80,000 people cheering wildly.

I made it back to bed at 2 a.m.—dead tired, but inspired.

That experience alone had already made everything worthwhile for me, no matter what happened in the golf competitions to come.

I think this is what those golfers who decided to pass up this opportunity will regret the most—being part of something bigger.

That is another key ingredient in making decisions that I have tried to use, namely, looking beyond just yourself and seeing the bigger picture.

Making successful decisions is not just about making popular decisions or selfish decisions, it’s also about making decisions with the bigger picture in mind.

And there was definitely a bigger picture involved here.

After very little sleep following the Opening Ceremony, I decided it would be best to get a good workout in the gym in the Olympic Village. I have been an athlete my entire life, and the opportunity to mix and work out with athletes at the peak of their powers from around the world was something I wasn’t going to pass up.

Later that day I was invited to join the South African Sevens Rugby team for lunch and a talk about sport and life and in general. I had the opportunity to share some of my experiences with other sportsmen, and I was honored to be able to do so.

It was a busy time in the days thereafter, which included a Laureus Academy breakfast and countless media interviews. There was also my official duty as captain of the South African Olympic golf teams.

In between my official duties I found time to take Vivienne to the Sevens Rugby finals. She is a great rugby fan, and we both thoroughly enjoyed the carnival atmosphere of Sevens Rugby. That time we had together, just the two of us watching an Olympic competition live, was so special. For too long in our lives Vivienne was simply a spectator watching me compete, and now here we were—two old folks still madly in love—watching a match together and cheering wildly for South Africa.

Looking back now at the great finish we had to the men’s golf competition, with Justin Rose edging Henrik Stenson for gold, and the women’s event, seeing the extremely talented Inbee Park taking gold over the equally impressive Lydia Ko, I have no doubt as to the success of golf’s return to the Olympic Games.

The final hour of the men’s golf competition had the second highest television viewership in North America of a final round in golf this year, and behind only The Masters.

At the close of the women’s competition, I remember sitting in my room that night and feeling a tremendous sense of elation, pride, and amazement at that which I’d been privileged to be part of.

Golf has been the anchor and provider for my family for 64 years. It has given me so much in life, and here it was giving me still more.

I was pleased that I had made the decision I did.

Listening to that voice inside me allowed me to make new friends and share in the great experience of the gathering of the world’s finest athletes.

For maybe just a short period of time sport had allowed us all to forget about the world’s problems and to embrace one another with love and respect.

And you know what? I never saw a single mosquito.

This was my Olympic decision, and I know I made the right choice in the face of so much conflicting advice and opinions.

You too are faced with your own questions and situations about which you need to make daily decisions.

On a golf course, you usually have a caddie to help you answer that question of “What do I do?”

But in life and business it’s often a different story.

Many times you have people and circumstances pulling you in all sorts of different directions, and influencing your decision-making process.

Sometimes you need that “caddie” there who will give you a straight-up-and-down answer. No frills and fancies. Just an honest opinion based on experience.

Well, I hope this book can do that for you.

In all my travels around the world, meeting everybody from royalty to presidents to billionaires to ordinary parents and young people, I’ve looked at some of the most common questions I always get asked.

“What do I do?” in this life situation.

“What do I do?” in this golf situation.

“What do I do?” in this business situation.

If you’ve ever wanted to know “What would Gary Player do?” then here it is—my Black Book of some of the most common questions I’ve been asked throughout my life.

And this is what I would do.

A word of advice, though. This is what I would do. But you are not me. I have made good decisions and bad decisions. I get things right, and I get a lot of things wrong.

But to use the metaphor of golf, I’ve played a few courses in my time, and I can at least tell you how the ball will bounce on them.

So please don’t see this as a definitive guide or answer to the questions you are grappling with.

I’d be far happier if you would simply use this book as another way that helps you hear your own small voice a little better.

And hopefully this helps you to become a better person, as well.
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One of the golden rules for a caddie is to never point out the negatives to the golfer.

Telling a golfer, “Just don’t hit it in the water” is going to make for a short career as a caddie.

So instead of starting off with what we don’t know when it comes to life, which is a lot, let’s start off with what we do know.

Life is all about challenging yourself.

The sooner you wrap your head around this, the better your decision-making process will be.

In life you are guaranteed your fair share of adversity and tough decisions, and accepting that challenge—or even embracing it—helps you succeed in the long run. In many ways, it is a lot like Major championship golf.

The Majors aren’t easy, and that’s because they aren’t meant to be. If they were, we’d all be winning Majors like club championships.

The Majors can make you rage with frustration or break down in tears. A US Open can make you do both just on the front nine.

I always accepted that the Majors were going to be tough, and I prepared myself for that challenge. When things got tough, I was expecting it and so could deal with it far better than somebody who had a different expectation and then saw this experience as “unfair.”

So to start with, recognize the decision you are facing as a chance for growth and deeper understanding of just how much you are capable of when placed under pressure. Then you’ll make strong decisions. It’s when you try and find the easy way out or try and make a decision based on avoiding the tough consequences thereof that you make poor decisions.

My father taught me a very valuable lesson in terms of what it means to make solid decisions about your life, starting with deciding to approach life positively.

Despite the sadness in my father’s life of losing his wife to cancer, and despite the hard physical work he endured doing a very unglamorous job working in a mine for hours on end, he was still a fulfilled man. He laughed loudly. He really connected with people, and people loved him.

In a way, he defined a different kind of success for me. He made me realize that success is also an outlook rather than your environment. You can be beset with challenges in your life, but if you are determined to approach it with a positive attitude, then that in itself is a major success.

We are so frightened of failure, or of making the wrong decision. But we are guaranteed to fail in life. Our aim is not to go through life without making a single mistake. It’s to live life better despite our mistakes.

And a wrong decision is wrong by whose standards? I know when I started to get into the horse business, some people thought I was mad. Then again, just because I may think stamp collecting is a mad hobby doesn’t make it a wrong decision for my neighbor to go out and start collecting stamps, now does it?

Through the tough decisions my father had to make for three children he had to raise on his own, I learned so much about making decisions. I learned by simply watching how a humble man took on a very difficult life with a quiet determination to do his best for his family.

I’ve always tried to do the same with mine. Of course it hasn’t been easy.

I’ve got six children and 22 grandchildren. I joke that I need to keep playing tournaments just to break even.

As much as we have been blessed as a family, it has also been a life of many tears because there were so many good-byes.

We had to make some tough decisions as a family. Vivienne would often suffer the wrath of some teachers as she took the children out of school—a lot. But she was always adamant that they must see their father.

That led to quite a different life for the children. It was a privileged life, no doubt about it, and as parents we faced tough decisions on how to keep our children grounded in the very transient world of international flights and hotels.

I remember we came back from one trip, and our son Marc had to write about it for his school. He was about 9 years old at the time. He wrote the entire essay about what he ate for breakfast, lunch, and dinner and the fact that he ordered from room service.

And I faced the constant decision of having to take myself away from my family to be able to best provide for them and realize my own dreams. The result was that I missed out on a lot. I was never there for school plays, parent meetings, sports, or anything like that. Vivienne went by herself. Golf was first in my life, and it was hard on us as a family.

The decision I made to pursue a life as a professional golfer has been a wonderful blessing to us as a family. But it doesn’t mean that my decision has made me immune to the usual pressures and challenges of life.

I’ve dealt with jealousy and politics in the workplace. Bobby Locke once said, “In all highly competitive sports there is jealousy at the top. Professional golf has its share. Sometimes I think it has more than its share.”

Life will hit you harder than a one iron right smack between the eyes.

But here I have learned my lessons, as well. I learned a lot from Lee Trevino, and I have always admired him not only for his excellent golf, but for his character. Lee came from a very poor background, and as a Mexican he also suffered great discrimination. But he never let it get him down. He had an irrepressible nature, and he backed this up with a solid work ethic. He made fortunes with good decisions, lost them with bad decisions, and made them back again. He failed in some areas, as we all have, but I like to think that overall he has succeeded in life. Lee is not a person for regrets. He just gets on with the job of living.

I once asked Lee how he could deal with being so openly discriminated against to the extent of even being told where he could or couldn’t sit on a bus. I loved his response, “Gary, a second-class ride is always better than a first-class walk.”
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