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    The virtue of all achievement is victory over oneself. Those who know this victory can never know defeat.

    —A. J. Cronin

    All good things . . . come by grace and grace comes by art and art does not come easy.

    —Norman Maclean
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  If there is one thing that is perfectly clear to me after thirty-five years of working with the greatest athletes, golfers, and businessmen in the world, it is that everyone feels pressure. To learn how to handle, enjoy, and thrive on pressure, you have to be willing to choke. With time, experience, a great deal of self-reflection, and honest self-understanding, anyone can learn how to thrive on pressure.

  The great competitors actually learn to perform better in pressure situations than in casual ones. But even the best will still occasionally choke and then have to relearn their lessons. It is not something you ever master or own.

  There is no sense in trying to learn all of the lessons of life the hard way—from your own personal experience. It is much more efficient to learn from the experience of others who have been successful in competitive situations.

  Who better to have as a teacher than one of the greatest golfers of all time, a man with a reputation for being fiery, tough, and resilient—Gary Player?

  Here, Gary shares how what he learned from golf can help you with personal and business success. He is an ideal role model and teacher, as it is universally agreed that he has maintained an infectiously positive and enthusiastic attitude throughout his life. Gary has managed to combine a great marriage and family while succeeding in golf and business.

  Gary had to work hard and earn everything he has achieved. Nothing came easily or readily to him. Most of what he achieved came through self-discipline, perseverance, and determination. He competed in a golden age of golf against the very best. Gary certainly won his share and was beaten many times. But he always battled on, showed tremendous resiliency, and ultimately won at life.

  When I think of Gary Player the golfer, I see a man with the mind of Jack Nicklaus and Tiger Woods; the persistence, desire, and dedication of Ben Hogan and Tom Kite; the friendliness and sense of appreciation of Byron Nelson and Arnold Palmer; and the enthusiasm of the Energizer Bunny.

  In this book, Gary makes it clear that he really gets it and actually lived it. He teaches that the antidote to cracking under pressure begins with a willingness to jump into the fire and let the flames burn the impurities away. Gary teaches lessons about having a healthy perspective, playing against yourself and the golf course, respecting your own game, going out and executing your game plan, and controlling the stuff you can control and not worrying about what you can’t control.

  Gary makes it clear that sometimes you do all the right things and someone still beats you. But the real challenge is not to beat yourself. It’s knowing the difference between getting beat and beating yourself. It’s knowing that everyone who competes has choked and that you must accept it when it happens. But the best learn from the experience rather than simply repeat the same errors.

  Gary teaches that a resiliency to failure is actually to love getting in the hunt and finding out if you can pass the test. He makes it clear that you are a winner if you give it your best regardless of the outcome. He demonstrates that learning how to win is teachable. It is difficult. It is challenging. It takes a strong resolve, a sustained discipline, and a commitment filled with passion. But he also shows you that these are the qualities that build personal pride and confidence.

  In my mind what Gary has done in the pages that follow is to tell people the honest truth—that one of the greatest challenges in life is to admit to yourself that you want something badly, dare to believe you can do it, and then go out and get yourself to do whatever it is you need to do to get whatever it is that you want. It is easy to want something and then be overcome by the fear that no matter how hard you work, you will never get what you want.

  For most people, when possibilities and dreams encounter doubts and fears, it is the moment of truth. These are the defining moments that determine if you will go after it or run away and give up on your dreams, yourself, and your life.

  Gary is wonderfully honest. The journey at times can be tough. It will challenge you, but it will also excite you, get you up in the morning, and give you a reason for living with enthusiasm. These are the experiences that create feelings of pride and self-satisfaction. He makes it clear that hard work and persistence are big pieces of the puzzle, but so is learning the right lessons from your experience and the experiences of others. Fortunately for us, Gary has been willing to share his lifetime learning in a most honest and frank way.

  —Dr. Bob Rotella

  Sports psychologist and best-selling author

  December 2009
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  The greatest ambition of my life was always to be a world champion. It drove me to the far corners of the globe playing the game I loved. I enjoyed moments of great success, and I worked through others of agonizing defeat.

  But what carried me through it all was a strength of mind that I was as good as I believed I could be and that nothing was impossible.

  I learned very early in my career that pure talent will get you only so far, before the mind takes over and leads a person into that realm of perfection.

  When the body fails or is weary, and that shot into a howling gale seems impossible, it is the mind that enables a player to pull it off.

  This book is the story of my mind.

  It is the story of a boy who grew up with no head start in life but had the grace of being blessed with a heart for dreams and a mind to carry him there.
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  As the American author David Grayson wrote of happiness, “She loves to see men at work. She loves sweat, weariness, self-sacrifice.”

  If anything, may the success of my eighteen Major championships and the lessons in this book teach you that nothing is impossible, as long as you go at it with everything you’ve got.

  —Gary Player

  Colesberg, South Africa 2009
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  I was coming to the end of the 7,252-yard monster that is Carnoustie in the 1968 British Open. The wind was howling. In that final round, Billy Casper, Bob Charles, and I were tied for the lead at two under par, and there were five of us within one stroke of the lead. And before me the par-five 14th hole unfolded like 483 yards of sheer green beast.

  On that day, this was a golf course in a mean mood. It was not going to give up on trying to grind us into the dirt, and this was the hole that could do it to you. I stood at my drive, wrestling with the decision as to whether to go for the green with my second shot and try to carry the fearsome “Spectacles” bunkers or to play safe.

  I was hitting the shot blind. Jack Nicklaus was my playing partner. He had just hit a brilliant recovery shot and was pushing hard to win the tournament. He, as well as a host of other players, would pounce on the first mistake I made, and that would be it.

  I reached for a three wood and stood over the ball. Now came that moment. That moment when the entire world condenses into a dimpled, little sphere at your feet. When everything you are, and hope to become, crushes down upon you in the confined arc of a golf swing.

  Do you want to know what was going through my mind? It’s simple, really. I saw a nine-year-old boy sitting on a bench in the freezing cold of a winter’s morning in Johannesburg, South Africa. He waits for a tram to take him across town, where he then walks to catch a bus as part of a long journey just to get to school. It’s still dark, and he sits on that bench alone. His father is working deep in the gold mines. His mother had passed away from cancer. His older brother is far away fighting a world war. His sister is at boarding school. His only friend is an elderly black gentleman named John Mashaba, who makes him breakfast and dinner in the evenings, when he returns home to a dark house. And as he sits on that bench, the boy says to himself, “Someday, I’m going to be a world champion.”

  When I stood over that three wood, “someday” had arrived. Just as it had at four previous Major championships.

  I hit possibly the finest shot of my life right there, and the ball finished fourteen inches from the hole. I holed the eagle putt for a two-shot lead, which I managed to hang on to and go on to victory.

  Over the years, I’ve heard people say, “That Gary Player was certainly lucky in his career.” But if it was just luck, how come I kept doing it? And how come Nicklaus kept doing it? And Ben Hogan, Sam Snead, and now Tiger Woods? It’s not luck. It’s the ability to bring something out of yourself when it’s really necessary and when it counts. That’s the difference between being very good, a star, and a superstar.

  People use the word “superstar” very loosely these days. But there is a vast difference between the very good player and the superstar.

  Sure, there have been many very good players who have actually played better than the superstars. A good example of this was Tom Weiskopf. In my opinion, Tom was a better striker of a golf ball than Jack Nicklaus was. He was a better golfer than Arnold Palmer, too, and most of the other golfers of my time. Yet Weiskopf won only one Major championship on the regular tour and one on the senior tour.

  If you had given me Weiskopf’s natural ability to play the game, I might have won twenty-five Majors. But what Weiskopf lacked was the necessary ingredients to take him into that superstar category. The same ingredients that players like Nicklaus had.

  I’ve seen this time and time again in my sixty years as a professional golfer. People always talk about a player’s beautiful swing or how far he hits the ball. But a beautiful swing doesn’t win Major championships, a great putter does.

  There are a few ingredients—and I don’t know whether they’re God-given gifts or passed on genetically—but you need a great passion, an enjoyment of suffering, the ability to accept adversity in the right light, to not to feel sorry for yourself, to not to be negative, and a good nerve.

  It’s all pieces of a puzzle that make a Major champion.

  Yes, there is an element of luck. But luck is the residue of design. And in my life, when you got right down to the bare bones of it, sheer determination often carried me through.

  Guts can manifest itself in myriad ways.

  So here are my eighteen Major championships and the lessons I learned from each one that helped make them special and that will, I hope, help you in life and business when you stand with that three wood in your hand, stare down the beast, and seek victory.
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  Everybody has nerves. So, in a sense, all of us are potential chokers. Some just choke less than others. Or to put it another way, some have more control of their nerves than others. But what is it that separates those who rise to the challenge and those who crack under the pressure?

  In my sixty years of playing professional golf, I have had more than enough time to make a careful study of what the qualities of a great champion are. I’ve seen players with the most amazing natural ability who never came close to realizing their potential, and I’ve seen players take lousy swings and win time and time again. It was often said of my own career that I had done more with less than any golfer before me.

  I certainly didn’t have a great swing when I started out. But give me a lousy swing and the ability to win under pressure any day over a swing that looks good but doesn’t get the job done. After all, the ultimate divider in this game is not how beautiful your swing is. It’s what you win. My bank manager never asked me how I was swinging; he asked what I was depositing.
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  So the conclusion that I’ve come to is that a player has no greater asset on the golf course than the power of his mind. The decisions are made in the mind first; only then do the body, club, and ball follow.

  Most players have natural ability. I don’t think Tiger Woods has much more ability than the other top five players in the world. But on the course he has much more control of his nerves. Why? Why did I, or Jack Nicklaus, when we were coming down the stretch with a chance to win a Major championship not choke?

  For a start, when I came down the line in a Major championship, I was mentally prepared. I knew I was tied with Tom Watson or Lee Trevino or Nicklaus, and I wasn’t going to let myself choke. Perspective was also key for me. I would remind myself, “What right do you have to be nervous? There are people suffering all over the world, people who are dying of starvation, and you’re one of the lucky ones to be in this position to win a Major.” I also used meditation to help overcome pressure, and it was a big part of my success. As I have said many times, “Plant a seed and it grows.”
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