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INTRODUCTION

Just throw the first punch.”

Phil Mickelson is standing so close to me I can smell his breath. (Gamy, perhaps from a dry mouth?) We are crowded into a tunnel beneath the eighteenth-hole grandstand at Medinah Country Club, outside of Chicago. Moments earlier, he had put the finishing touches on a final-round 77 at the 1999 PGA Championship, one more indignity in what would be the first winless season of his PGA Tour career. I watched Mickelson play out the string, waving to the adoring fans as he ambled up the final fairway. There was no indication that only two months earlier his heart had been broken by Payne Stewart on the final green at Pinehurst. Or that his nemesis, Tiger Woods, was already tearing up the front nine at Medinah, on his way to what Mickelson was serially incapable of doing: winning a major championship. No, with his perma-grin and goofy thumbs-up, Mickelson appeared utterly carefree… but with him, looks are often deceiving. As I was about to find out.

This was the dawn of the internet age, and I was writing a weekly reader mailbag for CNNSI.com, the nascent Sports Illustrated website. Mickelson was the subject of much fascination and more than a little scorn. With his maniacal work ethic and ruthless excellence, Woods had thrown into sharp relief the flaws in Mickelson’s flashy game, and Phil’s fleshy physique became a kind of shorthand for his apparent lack of commitment. With a nod to the recent birth of Amanda Mickelson, one wag asked in the mailbag, “Was it Phil or Amy who was pregnant?” Another reader referred to him as Full Mickelson. Unbeknownst to me, this had wafted back to Mickelson, and he was pissed. I’m not sure if he conflated the readers’ words and made them mine or if he was miffed that I was giving a platform to such sophomoric discourse (in retrospect, a valid objection); either way, Phil was spoiling for a fight when, back at Medinah, I asked him a benign question for a Ryder Cup preview story.

“I’m not going to answer that because I don’t respect you as a writer,” he snapped.

We were in a small scrum of reporters and a couple seconds of awkward silence ensued. Interview over. The other scribes drifted away, but I was frozen in place, still stunned and more than a little embarrassed, when Phil wheeled in my direction. There was a hardness in his eyes that was utterly different from the gauzy gaze he wore coming up the eighteenth fairway.

“Do you have a problem with me?” he asked.

“Not really.”

“Come over here and let’s talk about it.”

He motioned toward the more private tunnel under the grandstand and started drifting in that direction, eyes locked on mine. If you’re a reporter long enough and you’re doing the job properly, it’s inevitable that one of the subjects you write about is going to be upset; sometimes the truth hurts. It’s an unwritten rule that, when confronted with such a person, you have an obligation to let them blow off steam. After all, you’ve already had your say. So I followed Mickelson into the darkness, not knowing what to expect.

“Some of the stuff in your little web column is bullshit,” he said. It was the first time I’d ever known him to employ profanity.

I offered a highfalutin explanation that I was leading a revolution in golf journalism by giving a voice to the casual fan. Phil wasn’t having it.

“That’s bullshit, too,” he said. “If you have a problem with me, just throw the first punch.” He stepped a little closer. “Just throw the first punch.”

I was suddenly aware that the heat in Mickelson’s voice had attracted an audience: stray tournament officials on either end of the tunnel were stealing glances and a couple of fans had peered over the stands and were watching upside down like red-faced bats. I could feel my pulse pounding in my temples.

Unlike Phil, I had important work to do on this major championship Sunday; the story I would write that night about Tiger’s victory landed on the cover of SI. Also, he’s a big dude and I hadn’t been in a fistfight since fifth grade. (For the record, I won that little scuffle and retired with a career record of 1-0.) When I heard my own voice it was surprisingly calm: “I don’t think that would be a good idea for either one of us.”

“That’s what I thought,” Phil woofed, and then he stalked off.



Even in his mid-eighties, Gary Player is a keen observer of professional golf, and he doesn’t hesitate when asked to name his favorite contemporary player. “Phil Mickelson,” Player says. “He is good-looking and neatly dressed. He is a fierce competitor, but he’s always smiling, and that happiness is contagious. He never forgets to take his hat off and he signs autographs until his arm nearly falls off. He is excellent in victory and even better in defeat. For me, he is the consummate professional.” This is the Mickelson that the golfing public has always known, and it explains why for most of his career he has been maybe the most popular player since his hero, Arnold Palmer. But as I observed at Medinah, there are other sides to Phil, too. This book is an attempt to reconcile the multitudes within Mickelson.

The evolution of our own relationship is revealing of how mercurial Mickelson can be. He is blessed to have one of the most effective PR people in the game: his charming and chatty wife, Amy, who greets most every reporter she knows with a hug. Beginning in the early aughts, Amy and I have walked countless holes together, discussing kids and life as a way to find common ground. (When her hubby would make a mistake on the course, or do something particularly crazy, she would simply sigh, “Oh, Philip.”) It surely helped that we spoke the same language: I’m about the same age as the Mickelsons and we share California roots. With Amy as a moderating influence, Philip became less combative with me and I was able to glimpse this shape-shifter in many different settings. I’ve been to the family home in Rancho Santa Fe, California, a faux-Tuscan village of stone buildings featuring one helluva backyard practice facility. Phil and I have had brunch at his swanky nearby club, the Bridges. (We’re not millennials, but each of us ordered avocado toast.) We have munched on donuts together in the manager’s office at a Target in a scrappy corner of San Diego, where the Mickelsons were hosting Start Smart, a program that buys school supplies and clothes for a couple thousand kids bused in from economically disadvantaged neighborhoods. (At the end of the day, Phil simply handed a credit card to one of the overwhelmed cashiers.) After Mickelson’s epic victory at the 2013 Open Championship, I drank champagne with him and Amy at a private party in the shadow of the Muirfield clubhouse. A month earlier, while doing interviews following the second round at Merion, Mickelson eyed the horizontal stripes of my polo and cracked that it accentuated my budding dad bod. I laughed, but at 3:34 a.m., he texted an apology that concluded: “I won’t be such a smartass next time. Even though it’s against my nature.”

This is the ever-present tension in Mickelson’s life: he is always battling his inherent tendencies. He is a smart-ass who built an empire on being the consummate professional; a loving husband dogged by salacious rumors; a gambler who knows the house always wins but can’t help himself, anyway; an intensely private person who loves to talk about himself and at such a volume you can often hear him from across the room. In an unguarded locker room moment, Steve Elkington once called Mickelson “the biggest fraud out here—a total phony.” Paul Goydos, among the most thoughtful of Tour pros, describes Mickelson as “just about the most engaging person you can imagine, given his level of stardom.” Who is the real Phil Mickelson? I often think of something he said during our confrontation at Medinah. It was meant as a taunt but became the challenge that animated this book: “You think you know me, but you don’t.”






CHAPTER ONE

So, what’s your best Phil Mickelson story?

“A year or two after I retired,” says Tom Candiotti, a big-league pitcher from 1983 to ’99, “I played Whisper Rock [Golf Club] with Phil and Jason Kidd. Afterward, we were sitting around the clubhouse, talking shit. Phil went on this whole riff about how if he hadn’t been a golfer he could have played Major League Baseball. Oh boy, okay. I just rolled my eyes, because I’ve heard that so many times; every professional athlete thinks they could have been great in another sport, even though it’s never really true. But Phil wouldn’t shut up about it. He kept saying, ‘I could have been a really special player.’ Finally, I said, ‘Okay, let’s see it.’ So we drive to my house and get all this gear—bats, balls, helmets—and then go to the baseball field at Horizon High School. I start throwing batting practice and Jason pops a few home runs right away. He’s a great athlete. Now it’s Phil’s turn. Imagine driving by and seeing a Hall of Fame basketball player shagging fly balls and a Hall of Fame golfer at the plate… wearing golf spikes, a Titleist glove, and a right-handed batting helmet, with the flap on the wrong side. I’m just throwing easy fastballs and Phil is swinging out of his shoes. He’s so determined to hit one over the fence, but he can’t even get it to the warning track. He’s getting more and more pissed off and me and Jason are trying really, really hard not to laugh. Eventually Jason got so bored he just laid down in the grass in centerfield. Phil never did hit a home run.”

“There was a period in 1989 and 1990 when Phil and I played a lot of golf together because we were on Walker Cup and World Amateur teams together,” says David Eger. “At the 1990 U.S. Amateur, we faced each other in the semifinals and he beat me pretty good [5 & 3]. We were always friendly, but over time we just kind of lost touch, which happens. Fast-forward to 2017, when the PGA Championship was at Quail Hollow, where I’m a member. Phil came out early for a practice round and I heard about it. It’d been at least ten years since we had last seen each other, so I grabbed my wife and we jumped in a cart so we could go say hello. We found him putting on the fifth hole. We walked up onto the green and I introduced him to Trish, and literally the first thing Phil said was ‘Did David tell you what an ass-whooping I put on him at the Amateur in 1990?’ It had been twenty-seven years.”

“When my wife was diagnosed with breast cancer in ’16, I caught Phil outside the scoring tent in Baltusrol,” says Ryan Palmer. “I took him aside and told him about Jennifer, and before I said anything else he just pulled me in for a hug. It lasted a really long time. Then he said, ‘Here’s what’s going to happen—I’m going to put you in touch with Dr. Tom Buchholz of MD Anderson [Cancer Center in Houston], he’s gonna get you the best doctors and surgeons in the world. They’re gonna take care of you guys and Jennifer is going to be okay.’ That night I was on the phone with Dr. Buchholz, and everything Phil said came true. I’ve never stopped being grateful for what he did for me and my family.”

“The last time the Open Championship was at Royal Birkdale,” says Johnny Miller, “there was a sixtieth birthday party for Nick Faldo. It was thrown by his lady friend at the time, in a really nice house on the eighteenth hole. There were TV people there and some players and past Open champions [including Tony Jacklin, Mark O’Meara, Stewart Cink, Henrik Stenson, and Paul McGinley]. Nice crowd. Faldo is sitting at the head of this big table and just loving all the attention. He’s having a great time. Then Phil sits down next to him and starts talking, and he literally doesn’t stop. He starts saying some kind of outrageous things: ‘Nobody can hit the shots I can hit.’ I’m thinking, Yeah, buddy, because they end up in the wrong fairway. He just keeps going like that, saying a lot of things you shouldn’t really say in front of players of a similar stature, but Phil was doing that Phil thing. At some point, [my wife] Linda leans over and says, ‘Is this guy ever going to stop talking?’ Poor Nick Faldo is just sinking deeper and deeper into his chair. He looks miserable, like all his thunder had been stolen. It was a total alpha move by Phil and undeniably entertaining. Shows how confident he is, how much he believes he is the best to ever do it. The record doesn’t reflect that, but don’t tell Phil.”

“At the 2003 Presidents Cup,” says Jack Nicklaus, who captained the U.S. team, “Phil went 0-5, but I called him my MVP. I did that because most guys, if they go 0-5, they will be down in the dumps and take the team with him. Phil did not do that. He had a great attitude all week and never stopped cheering for his teammates. That’s not easy to do when you’re losing match after match. Told me a lot about his character.”

“For many years I’ve played in the same fantasy football league as Phil,” says Jim Nantz. “He takes it very seriously and he’s good at it—he has won the league championship a couple of times. We hold the draft in person every year in a hotel conference room during the Northern Trust [tournament] and Phil has never missed one. In 2013, he was staying at a different hotel in Jersey City a couple of blocks away, so he walked over… carrying the Claret Jug. Some good wine was drank out of it that night. But the best story is from 2020. Phil had Alvin Kamara as his running back when he went for six touchdowns in Week 16. That gave Phil such a commanding lead in the standings it was a virtual certainty he was going to win the title. I’m talking a 99.999 percent probability. He sent out an email to the whole league, gloating. I mean, he went on and on, really laying it on thick. Well, the team that was in second place had Josh Allen as their quarterback, and in the last game of the season, on Monday night, Allen went for thirty-nine points and Phil lost the title by one point. He was crushed. Absolutely devastated. He took it so hard I honestly believe it affected his play on the West Coast swing.”

“I remember one time, me, Phil, Larry Barber, and Stricky [Jim Strickland] were gonna play a ‘hate game’ at Grayhawk,” says Gary McCord. “A hate game is, whoever you’re paired with, you hate the other two guys really bad. There’s no rules. The verbal sword fights get bloody. Anyway, Phil said he had a photo shoot in the morning, so we agreed to play at one o’clock. We get to the twelfth hole, a short par-4 with a cluster of bunkers around the green. You know that backward shot Phil hits, where it goes over his head? He says, ‘You see that bunker there? I bet I can put a ball on the [steep grass] face and hit it backward to within the length of the flagstick on the first try.’ It’s a twenty- to thirty-yard shot, off the side of a hill, to a sloping green. Seems almost impossible, but with Phil, when you make a bet, you gotta go through all possibilities, because he’ll always try to trick you into somethin’. So we talk it out in great detail and finally all bet him a hundred dollars he can’t do it. He throws down a ball and takes a mighty swing and hits to about six feet. We go ape shit. It was just incredible. Well, remember the photo shoot that morning? He had spent three hours hitting that exact shot from that exact spot over and over and over again for Golf Digest. The rat bastard got us and got us good.” (Years later, Mickelson would play an over-the-shoulder backward shot in competition, from a steep downslope in the back bunker on the fourth hole at Pebble Beach; he hit it to twelve feet.)

“About fifteen years ago, I was playing in a fundraiser for the Wounded Warriors,” says Chip Beck, “and Phil was playing in it, too. My kids absolutely loved Phil Mickelson. So at the banquet that night I brought them over to meet him, and he says immediately, ‘At one of my first tournaments on the PGA Tour, I was walking down the hill at Riviera and I saw your dad talking to a group of reporters. He said to them, “I need thirty minutes to go to the range and figure something out and then I’m going to come back and find you guys and answer all your questions.” He was so nice to the reporters, and I stood there and watched how he handled them and the mutual respect they shared, and it never left me. I’ve always tried to emulate your dad.’ I was floored. I never knew any of that. Made me feel like a million bucks, in front of my kids and everything.”

“I wasn’t even in the room when it happened, but I’ve heard this story so many times it’s become my favorite,” says Paul McGinley. “The 2016 Ryder Cup was right after the Olympics, and Matt Kuchar, who is a bit of a court jester, wore his bronze medal around everywhere he went, just to wind people up. He was slagging Phil and Tiger, saying they’d won all these majors but they didn’t have an Olympic medal. So for one of their team meetings, the Americans bring in the swimmer Michael Phelps to have a chat. Of course, he has twenty-one or twenty-two gold medals, or whatever it is. Phelps gets a standing ovation, he’s high-fiving everyone, and just before he’s about to address the players, Phil speaks up: ‘Hey, Kuch, why don’t you show him your bronze medal—he probably hasn’t seen one before.’ That’s just great comedic timing.”

“Not so much anymore, but for a long time Phil was an astonishing eater,” says Nick Faldo. “I remember moons ago in player dining seeing Tiger with a grilled skinless chicken breast and a plate full of broccoli and Phil had a triple bacon cheeseburger and a huge pile of french fries, and thinking that right there was the difference between them. At Firestone one year, Phil came to dinner with a bunch of the CBS guys. He was talking about what a strong constitution he has and that he can eat almost anything. This restaurant was almost like a little bowling alley and they had these sauerkraut balls on the table. Phil is drinking red wine and holding court on everything from politics to the best way to change a nappy [diaper], and he keeps popping in these sauerkraut balls. He must’ve had a dozen of them. Maybe more. Well, the next day he shot about 82 and had to run to the bathroom as soon as he putted out on eighteen, so I guess he can’t eat anything.”

“At the Wells Fargo Championship in 2012, Phil threw a party for select players, caddies, and a few media at Del Frisco’s,” says Steve DiMeglio, longtime golf writer at USA Today. “We had the basement all to ourselves. It was in celebration to his induction into the World Golf Hall of Fame. One long wall was packed with TVs showing the NBA, NHL, and pay-per-view boxing, so of course there was lots of betting. Mayweather was fighting Cotto in the main event. One of the fights on the undercard had a thirty-to-one shot. Of course, Phil was the only one to bet him, and the guy knocks out the heavy favorite. So there’s Phil sitting at a table and everyone is throwing cash in front of him to pay off their bets. ‘What are these?’ Phil said as he lifted twenty-dollar bills off the table, like he only lives in a world of hundred-dollar bills. Big laughs.”

“This happened ten years ago, but I remember it like it was yesterday,” says TV announcer Jerry Foltz. “The Barclays was at Liberty National, and on the thirteenth hole, Phil drives it into the fairway bunker. He’s playing to a kidney-shaped, two-tier green and the pin is all the way in the back left. Phil’s got a hundred-and-twenty-yard bunker shot…. Nobody wants that. He takes his gap wedge, opens the face way up, and plays this huge slice. His ball lands on the lower tier and then spins dead left, up the hill, and cozies next to the hole. No one else on earth could hit that shot. They couldn’t even think of it, and if they somehow did, they certainly wouldn’t try it in competition, and if they did try it there’s no way they could pull it off. I just looked at him and said, ‘Fuuuuuck me.’ And Phil was like, ‘What? It was just a little side sauce.’ ”

“You remember there was that period when we were having our equipment tested for legality and it was other players who were making the allegations?” asks Paul Casey. “There was a player who accused Phil of having an illegal club. We won’t use his name, but he wasn’t as accomplished as Phil, put it that way. The club was tested and it passed, of course. Phil left a note in this gentleman’s locker that said, ‘You’ll be glad to know it’s legal and, by the way, good luck at Q School.’ ”

“The first time I ever met him I was an amateur playing the Open at Carnoustie [in 1999],” says Luke Donald. “Back then, for practice rounds they just had a tee sheet where you signed your name. I was looking and saw that Phil was scheduled to play with Mark Calcavecchia and Billy Mayfair. It was just the three of them and I was like, ‘Hey, why not?’ I figured they might see my name and play at a different time or something like that, but they all turned up at the appointed hour. Phil arrives on the first tee so energetic and outgoing, asking me lots of questions. I was pretty wet behind the ears and he made me feel so welcome. He says to the other guys, ‘Me and Luke will take you on for two hundred bucks.’ That’s a lot of money for a college kid and I think he could sense I was feeling a little uneasy, so Phil says, ‘Don’t worry, Luke, I got you covered.’ I can’t confirm or deny that any NCAA violations occurred that day. But what a great first impression. There is a larger-than-life element to Phil that has always been there.”

“Right after Phil won the British Open in 2013, the Tour was in Akron,” says Brandt Snedeker. “On Tuesday night I’m driving to dinner, and at a stoplight Phil pulls up next me. What are the chances, right? We roll down the windows and he yells, ‘Hey, buddy, where are you going to dinner?’ I told him I was meeting some people. He asks if I want to join him, but I say I can’t. He’s like, ‘That’s too bad because we’re going to be drinking something special out of this.’ He starts waving around the Claret Jug, smashes the gas, and then takes off. I’m just sitting there shaking my head and laughing like, Man, you can’t make this stuff up.”

“The first time I saw him in action was a clinic at Grand Cypress, in Orlando,” says Paul Azinger. “Phil had just turned pro. This had to be the greatest clinic ever: Nicklaus was there, Palmer, Trevino, Hale Irwin, Freddy [Couples]. Heavy hitters. During the clinic, Phil pulls a guy out of the crowd and has him stand right in front of him and then hits a full-swing flop shot right over his head. These days you see stuff like that on social media, but thirty years ago? It was like a bolt of lightning hit the driving range. The crowd was freaking out, everyone screaming. When the clinic was over and all the people had left, Jack and Arnold and Trevino—especially Trevino—gathered around Phil and said, ‘Son, don’t ever do that again. You’re gonna get yourself sued, you’re gonna get the Tour sued.’ And Phil says, ‘Guys, you don’t understand, there’s no way I can’t pull it off. What I do is…’ He goes into this whole long spiel about the mechanics of the shot. I looked at Calc”—Mark Calcavecchia—“and said, ‘This guy is gonna be goooood.’ I mean, he’s not even on Tour yet and he’s giving Jack Freaking Nicklaus a full-blown lecture.”

“There was a rain delay at the 2008 PGA Championship,” says Brian Gay, “and we were sitting around and Phil started talking about how he was going to take a trip to the moon. He said it was still ten years away, and it would probably cost him a million dollars, but he was definitely going to do it. He was dead serious—he had it all mapped out. It was like, Okay, Phil, whatever. But now guys are on the verge of going to the moon for fun for a few million dollars. He actually knew what he was talking about! No doubt he’s first on the list and someday we’re all gonna wake up and he will be doing fireside chats from the moon. That’s classic Phil. People ask me what he’s like and I say, ‘If you ask Phil Mickelson what time it is he’ll tell you how to build a watch.’ ”

“When Phil was still in college I wrote the first Sports Illustrated feature on him,” says legendary golf writer John Garrity. “I told him I’d take him out to dinner anywhere he wanted and it was my treat. From a college kid, you’d expect a hamburger joint, or maybe a steakhouse. Phil said he wanted to go to this fancy new French restaurant on Scottsdale Drive. I thought that was different and interesting. So we go, and the first thing Phil does is order escargot, saying he’s always wanted to try it. He’s got a plate full of snails and those little tongs—it’s like the scene in Pretty Woman. Of course, at this point he has a pretty high profile around town, so there was this sense that the whole restaurant was watching discreetly, and sure enough one of the snails goes flying and he just gives that Eddie Haskell grin of his. I think I knew then he was going to be a different kind of character than the typical Tour pro.”

“One day right after he got his pilot license we went up in a small plane,” says Jim Strickland, a college teammate and still a close friend. “Phil was gonna fly us to Laughlin to gamble for a couple hours. We were up in the air for six or seven minutes and Phil says, ‘Uh-oh, we don’t have any gas.’ It was like, What? He says, ‘Yeah, the guy was supposed to fill it up. But don’t worry about it, I can put this thing down anywhere.’ I look down and we’re flying over canyons and mountains. There is nowhere to land. My heart starts pounding. I am panicking. I am literally sweating. But Phil was so calm it was almost scary. He went through the backup systems, he communicated with the folks in the tower, and it turned out we did have gas, but it was an instrument malfunction. But the coolness and calmness was something to see.”

“Phil was always trying to talk me into flying with him,” says Charles Barkley. “No fucking way, dude. Fuck that shit. I thought his total confidence was funny. He was like, ‘C’mon, man, I’m a good pilot.’ No, you’re a great golfer. There’s a difference. I’m a firm believer that you only get to be good at one thing in life. You don’t see any United Airlines pilots on the PGA Tour, do you? I rest my case. But Phil argued that point all day long.”

“One year at Bay Hill, we’re on the eighth tee and he’s talking to [his former caddie Jim “Bones” Mackay] about what club to hit,” says Justin Leonard. “There’s a fairway bunker down there and Bones says, ‘Your stock driver will get to it.’ I had never heard that term before, stock driver. Phil asks, ‘Where will my 3-wood leave me?’ Bones says, ‘Maybe 178 out.’ That’s more than Phil wants, so he says, ‘What if I take four yards off my stock driver?’ At this point, I’m laughing out loud. I can’t believe this is a serious conversation, but it is. Bones says, ‘Yeah, take four yards off the stock driver.’ That’s just the way they did things. And by the way, his drive wound up ten yards short of the bunker. I guess he took too much off of it.”

“This whole ‘bombs’ thing, this guy is like fifty-one or fifty-two or whatever it is, like, c’mon, he’s not going to hit it that far,” says Harry Higgs, recalling his thinking ahead of his first competitive pairing with Mickelson at the 2021 BMW Championship. “Phil says aloud to Tim [Mickelson], his caddie, ‘Tim, do you like stock or nasty here on this tee shot?’ This comes out of his mouth. [My caddie] and I are just looking at each other like, Are you kidding? No one has ever said this on a golf course in a professional golf tournament in their lives. But that’s just Phil. And Tim’s like, ‘Stock is good here, Phil. We can get there with a good stock one.’ He goes through his routine, swings… and grunts. This is not stock. He audibly grunted as he struck the golf ball. That’s one of the nasty ones. To Phil’s credit, it went nine miles.”

“Phil likes to go to Augusta ahead of the Masters and I’ve been lucky to go with him a bunch of times,” says Keegan Bradley. “The first time we go, we’re having lunch in the champion’s locker room. We’re just wearing regular golf clothes. At some point Phil excuses himself. I figure he’s going to the bathroom. But he comes back and he’s wearing his green jacket, and with this huge shit-eating grin he says, ‘Sorry, I got a little chilly and needed another layer.’ ”

“One time at Pebble,” says Kevin Streelman, “there were a bunch of guys at dinner, including Phil and Gary McCord. As you can imagine, none of the other nine of us got a word in. Phil and McCord spent the whole time talking about astronomy and geology and the big bang and the expansion of the universe. Phil was really going deep, to the point he was trying to text a buddy at NASA to clarify some point about the start of humanity. I was like, Hey, pass the wine.”

“At Pebble Beach one year,” says Peter Kostis, “McCord and I are at the house of a guy named Ernie Garcia. It’s a great house with a formidable wine cellar, and we dug around pretty deep. The last bottle we had before Phil came to join us was an ’82 Petrus [a Bordeaux that can retail for low five figures per bottle]. Knowing Phil was coming, we got some ’86 Silver Oak”—a perfectly good cabernet that sells for around $120—“and poured it into the Petrus bottle that we had just emptied. We put the cork back in with a corkscrew in it so that it looks like we’re in the middle of opening it up. Phil arrives, and he says, ‘What are we drinking, boys?’ And I say, ‘Well, it’s ’82 Petrus.’ Phil’s an expert on everything in his own mind, so he’s excited, because he knows this is a big bottle of wine. We pour him a glass, he takes a sip, and he smacks his lips and goes, ‘Ah, nectar of the gods.’ To this day, Phil doesn’t know that we switched it out. And you know he’s out there telling the whole world that ’82 Petrus is the best wine he’s ever had.”

“In 2003, the U.S. Open was at Olympia Fields and Phil went in early to see the course,” says Jeff Rude, a former writer at Golfweek. “Him and Bones go to a little breakfast place in Homewood, Illinois. He leaves the waitress a hundred-dollar bill for a small check, but that’s not the point of the story. A woman who works at an eye-care center across the street comes in and recognizes Phil and asks for an autograph. He politely says he’ll do it when he’s done eating. Well, she can’t wait around, she has to get back to work. After breakfast Phil goes to Olympia Fields, and then after playing eighteen holes, he drives back across town to the eye-care place to sign autographs for this woman and all the other people at her office.”

“We played together in a thirty-six-hole qualifier for the U.S. Junior,” says Michael Zucchet, a onetime San Diego city councilman who competed against Mickelson in high school. “It was sixty boys for three spots at Singing Hills. Phil had his own caddie, which was kind of unusual back then, but what was more interesting was that all they did for thirty-six holes was gamble on every shot. The caddie would say, ‘I bet you can’t hook your ball around this tree and have it land in the fairway.’ Or, to a front pin, ‘I dare you to land the ball at the back of the green and suck it all the way back.’ They literally screwed around for all thirty-six holes, and of course Phil was the medalist. I worked my ass off to shoot 77-78 and never had a chance. He was just from another planet.”

“I went out to Torrey Pines in 2007 to work on a preview piece,” says Scott Michaux, formerly the golf writer at the Augusta Chronicle. “This was the era when Phil had introduced the term ‘subcutaneous fat’ to the golf lexicon and was talking in press conferences about how he had changed his diet and was way more fit than anybody was giving him credit. He had agreed in advance to do the interview, so he says, ‘Hey, let’s talk in my car, it will be quiet in there.’ Sure, whatever. So we walk to this black Ford Explorer and I open the passenger door and the seat is covered in McDonald’s wrappers. Just buried. He rakes them off the seat and the look on his face was priceless, like, Oh, shit, busted.”

“There are so many stories,” says Stewart Cink, “but they all have one thing in common: juice. Doesn’t matter what form the juice takes. Needling in the locker room is juice. Money games during practice rounds is juice. Trying to pull off crazy shots with a tournament on the line is definitely juice. Criticizing Tiger’s equipment when he’s on a historic run is a lot of things, but it’s also juice. Phil loves math and computations, and where that stuff meets juice is Vegas, so of course Phil loves it there. When you know you don’t have an advantage, but you still want to bet large amounts? That’s juice. Phil is an all-time juice guy.”

“This shot was totally insignificant to the outcome of the tournament, but I’ve always remembered it,” says Mark Brooks. “It was Phil’s first year on Tour and we were paired together at TPC Avenel. The first hole was a pretty easy par-4, just driver-wedge, but somehow he got hung up in rough and ended up thirty yards short of the green. You might remember that back then Avenel was having trouble with their fairways. There wasn’t much grass. Walking to the green I had to go right by Phil’s ball, so I took a peek at the lie and it was horrendous: ball was sitting down, and there was more dirt than grass. Where the flag was, to get it close he would have to go over the corner of this big bunker. Given the lie, I would say ninety-nine out of a hundred touring professionals would have aimed thirty feet from the flag, taking the bunker out of play. But Phil is that one player out of the hundred, and next thing you know he is taking these big old long practice swings and staring down the flag. I’m thinking, Holy smokes, this rookie might make a triple bogey right out of the box. Well, he plays this kind of explosion shot and hits it to a foot. It’s one of the best shots I’ve ever seen. It wasn’t even so much that he pulled it off, but more impressive was that he was willing to try it in the first place. What kind of prep did it take to be able to do that, especially on the first hole? How many thousands of similar shots did he hit like that in practice? How many times did he fail and what did he learn from it? That one shot told me everything I needed to know about Phil Mickelson. But where did that shot come from? There’s a story there, for sure.”






CHAPTER TWO

For the longest time, there were whispers that Phil Mickelson’s grandfather Al Santos had killed a man. It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility. Santos was as tough as a two-dollar steak, a man’s man with big calloused hands and the briny demeanor that came from having been at sea for weeks at a time. Only recently did his daughter Mary—Phil’s mom—set the record straight: “Pirates were shooting at his boat, trying to steal his catch, and he shot back at them. He might have killed one of them. He didn’t want to stick around and find out.”

So, maybe Santos killed a man, maybe he didn’t. Either way, it’s an instructive story. When the young Mickelson began winning tournaments with an upturned collar and rakish grin, there was befuddlement at how this pretty boy could harbor such a ferocious killer instinct. That was Santos’s DNA.

He was born in 1906 in Monterey, California, the son of a Cannery Row fisherman who had emigrated from Portugal. John Steinbeck, born four years earlier, would memorialize that grimy world with the greatest opening paragraph in the English language:


Cannery Row in Monterey in California is a poem, a stink, a grating noise, a quality of light, a tone, a habit, a nostalgia, a dream. Cannery Row is the gathered and scattered, tin and iron and rust and splintered wood, chipped pavement and weedy lots and junk heaps, sardine canneries of corrugated iron, honky tonks, restaurants and whore houses, and little crowded groceries, and laboratories and flophouses. Its inhabitants are, as the man once said, “whores, pimps, gamblers, and sons of bitches,” by which he meant Everybody. Had the man looked through another peephole he might have said, “Saints and angels and martyrs and holy men,” and he would have meant the same thing.



Santos harbored ambitions of transcending his grubby circumstances. He had a head for numbers and fancied a career as an engineer. But Santos was the third of eleven children, and when he reached the eighth grade, his father informed him that it was time to get a job and help support the family. To avoid the pungent canneries, he began caddying at the Hotel Del Monte golf course in Monterey, in 1919. But Santos couldn’t resist the siren song of the open road—he ran away from home at sixteen and spent six months riding freight trains, panning for gold, and exploring the West. Not long after he returned home, Pebble Beach Golf Links opened and he joined the caddie corps. A photo from that era shows Santos in a newsboy cap, a collared shirt, and a blazer and trousers that look like they’re made of burlap.

He earned thirty-five cents a loop, often going around twice in a day. For his efforts, one appreciative golfer gave Santos a Morgan silver dollar, circa 1900. It became a talisman he refused to spend, no matter how much his belly ached from hunger. Santos would rub the coin in his pocket for good luck. He came to think of it as a tangible sign that better days were ahead. For the rest of his life he had a simple mantra about the value of saving money: “As long as you have a silver dollar in your pocket, you’ll never be poor.” (Shortly before his death, Santos gave his prized silver dollar—rubbed as smooth as a marble countertop—to his grandson, who uses it as a ball marker whenever he competes at Pebble Beach; this may or may not account for Phil’s record-tying five victories at the Crosby Clambake.)

Santos married a dark-eyed beauty of Portuguese descent named Jennie. They had three daughters, with Mary being the eldest. In the early years of the Great Depression, the Santos family moved down the coast to San Diego. Al became what was known locally as a “tunaman.” He worked long hours and saved his money and eventually bought his own boat, the Sacramento. His brothers toiled alongside him in the vastness of the sea. When they pulled into the harbor after their long expeditions they would be hauling as much as 150 tons of tuna. Santos later bought a second boat, the Julia B. The Santoses owned and lived in a two-bedroom house near the commercial piers, at the bottom of what was Grape Street. Later they moved to a bigger home in the Mission Hills neighborhood. That was every fisherman’s dream, to live on higher ground, far from the stinky air of the harbor that was redolent of Cannery Row.

To Santos, family was everything. He doted on Jennie and the girls. When they were teenagers, he took a graveyard shift on the assembly line at Convair, a division of General Dynamics. He didn’t love the job but he wanted to be home more.

Mary inherited her father’s warmth and big laugh and ability to spin a yarn. She was an athlete, excelling at any sport she tried, though options for girls were limited in those days. She married a navy pilot named Philip Anthony Mickelson. (Their son isn’t a Jr. because his middle name is Alfred.) Mickelson grew up in tiny lumber towns in the Sierra. He was a gymnast and competitive water-skier who went on to captain the downhill ski team at Chico (California) State. After serving his country in Vietnam, he became a commercial airline pilot and channeled his athletic passion into golf. He often teed it up with his father-in-law around the public courses in San Diego.

There was no doubt that the Mickelsons’ first son was going to be a golfer. (Same goes for their firstborn, Tina, who is now a teaching pro, and their youngest, Tim, would later join the family business, too.) Phil’s parents sent out a birth announcement that had a sketch of a baby with a golf bag slung over his shoulder and this cheeky write-up:


Introducing the Mickelsons’ ‘fourth.’ Phil Alfred hurried to join the Mickelson threesome on the first tee at Mercy Hospital for a 3:45 p.m. starting time on June 16, 1970. Using all of his 8 lbs., 13 ounces in a powerful swing, Philip proudly equaled his height with a tee shot of 21 inches. Philip’s first message: “Let’s play golf at my new home in San Diego.”



As a toddler, Mickelson loved to sit in the backyard and watch his dad hit chips on the lawn. (This is eerily similar to the young Tiger Woods being parked in a high chair to stare at his father, Earl, as he pounded balls into a net in their garage.) Around the time of Phil’s second birthday, his dad cut down a fairway wood and handed it to him to test. Phil was right-hand dominant, but in that moment he swung the club lefty, perhaps to mirror what he had been watching from his dad. The elder Mickelson tried to correct his son, but Phil kept swinging left-handed and his old man was impressed by the smoothness and soundness of the action.

“We’ll just change the golf club instead,” he told Mary.

He returned to his workbench, did some sawing and grinding, and—voilà!—a left-handed club was born. Phil never looked back. Much later, he would explain what he considers to be the advantages of this happy accident: “I’m right-handed in everything else I do, so it’s very easy for me to play golf left-handed and especially chip because my right hand is dominant and just leads the shot. But when you’re a right-handed golfer and that right hand is flipping over, I think it’s very difficult to control the club. I actually think it’s easier to play left-handed if you’re right-handed in everything else. It’s like the backhand in tennis. Especially short-game, where you’re essentially creating a slice backhand, it’s much easier to chip when your dominant hand is leading the stroke.” Ben Hogan would agree. So would Jordan Spieth, who as a kid had a sweet lefty jump shot and a nasty curveball as a left-handed pitcher.

Around Christmastime of 1973, when Phil was three and a half, he tagged along to Balboa Park Golf Course for a tee time with his dad and grandfather, whom he called Nunu. Santos was slightly peeved. “This won’t last,” he grumbled.

But Phil powered through the first seventeen holes, swinging with abandon. Walking up the steep fairway of the home hole, the kid whined, “Do we have to play this hole?”

Feeling vindicated at last, Nunu said, “See?”

“If we play it, that means we’ll be done.”

Little Phil didn’t want the round to end. Surely Santos, of all people, could appreciate that kind of grit.






CHAPTER THREE

The putting green in the Mickelson backyard was an oval maybe a dozen steps across at its widest point, garnished with a shallow bunker. On the merits, it was not particularly special. Then again, neither was Bobby Fischer’s chessboard or the piano in the Mozart living room in Salzburg. This little practice green, built and lovingly maintained by Phil’s dad, is where genius was made, not born. It is fashionable to call Mickelson one of the most naturally talented players ever to pick up a golf club, but that misses the point. “Ah, talent,” says Bryson DeChambeau, placing a finger on his temple and pretending to blow his brains out. “I hate that word. No one is born with an intrinsic talent for anything. What people call talent is just a skill that has been mastered through hard work.”

It’s true that Mickelson came from athletic stock. Perhaps as a child his hand-eye coordination was better than most. Being tall for his age (he would top out at six feet, three inches) certainly conferred certain advantages. But the magical chipping and pitching skills that would come to define Mickelson—a monumental advantage around which he built his swashbuckling style of play—was the product of repetition, not some ephemeral gift handed out by the golf gods.

Mickelson was nine when his dad built the putting green in the backyard of their nice-but-not-flashy house in the Del Cerro neighborhood of San Diego. He already had a love affair with the game. It is a treasured piece of family lore that at age three, after being told he couldn’t accompany his father to the golf course, Phil ran away from home, carrying his golf bag and a suitcase crammed with golf balls, his favorite blanket, and a stuffed animal named Flopsy. A neighbor spied his escape and instructed him to make four left turns to find the golf course; Mickelson wound up back at his house, where his mom, having been tipped off, was waiting in the driveway. Just shy of his fifth birthday, Phil attended a weeklong junior clinic. On the last day, he won the putting contest against much older kids. That earned Mickelson his first trophy, which he slept with that night. (Having already inculcated how golfers were supposed to look, he insisted on wearing plaid pants and a striped shirt so he looked extra snazzy when his photo was printed in the San Diego Union-Tribune.) By the time Mickelson was six, he was spending long days at Presidio Hills, a par-3 course. The owners of the facility were family friends and they watched out for him. It was a user-friendly layout, which gave Mickelson an early taste for going low; he thinks he was seven the first time he broke par. A year later, he was picking the range two or three nights a week at Navajo Canyon so he could have unlimited access to the course. (It would later be renamed Mission Trails.) Mickelson has a favorite story from those days: “Rainy days were my favorite time because nobody else would be there. So I’d put on my rain gear, grab a bucket of balls, and go out under a palm tree. I’d have the entire place as my private driving range—free to hit the ball wherever I wanted. One time, it really started to pour and one of my friends who worked in the pro shop came out and asked me what I was doing. ‘This extra practice right here is going to help me win a couple of Masters someday.’ That’s a true story.”

But it was the creation of the backyard green that changed everything. Mickelson would spend hours on end hitting chip after pitch, usually alone, sometimes with his dad. He was so obsessive that eventually his parents installed floodlights so he could practice into the night. There was no swing analysis, no computer spitting out spin rates, just a very curious boy digging the game’s secrets out of the dirt: “After a while, I began to notice that the ball would react different ways depending on how my club struck it. So I started to experiment. If I hit it just right, I could make [the ball] back up, or bounce right, or bounce left. I could de-loft the club and watch it roll along the ground. I’d hit it below the equator of the ball and above the equator just to see what would happen. Sometimes my dad and I would try some crazy shots and then talk about why the ball did what it did. It was just fascinating to me.” This echoes the naturalistic way another golfing genius, Seve Ballesteros, taught himself the game, as a boy in Spain, by sneaking out of his humble home under the moonlight and onto the grand course across the street where he caddied, Royal Pedreña. “It was a very strange experience to walk around a golf course at night, because all the reference points that help estimate distances vanished,” Ballesteros wrote in his autobiography. “I knew where the shot was heading from the way my hands felt the hit and from the sound the ball made when it hit the ground. By practicing at night I learned to feel the grass under my feet, to measure distances intuitively and adjust the power of the strokes I wanted to make.”

Mickelson and his dad would play a game in which each had twenty balls and they amassed one point for every shot that settled within a flagstick’s length of the hole and two points for a hole out. To make it more challenging, they often threw their balls behind bushes, under trees, or hard against the fence. (The backyard was long enough to accommodate forty-yard pitches.) When his parents weren’t around, Mickelson began trying to hit shots over the house, or bend them around corners, which inevitably led to the neighbors having a window and then a sliding door smashed by errant shots; the Peters family took it in stride because they understood the depth of the kid’s obsession. Though chipping was Mickelson’s favorite activity, he spent a ton of time putting, too. He could also work on his iron game, launching balls over the back fence into the canyon beyond. (Mickelson is careful to point out that these were beat-up range balls that otherwise would have been discarded.)

When the young Phil ventured out of his backyard, he stepped into the best competitive scene imaginable. San Diego had a long history of supporting junior golf, with an engaged community of organizers and financial help from the Century Club, the charitable arm of the annual PGA Tour stop. While the nearby megatropolis of Los Angeles has produced only two players of note (Anthony Kim and Collin Morikawa, though Max Homa is on the verge), San Diego golf’s excellence is passed down from generation to generation. “What Phil was doing at a young age, that drove me to be a better player,” says Chris Riley, the future Ryder Cupper, who was three and a half years younger than Mickelson. “He pushed a lot of people. But that’s what’s amazing about this place. I can promise you Phil was chasing Craig Stadler and Scott Simpson, just as they were chasing Billy Casper and Gene Littler. Then Charley Hoffman and me and Pat Perez were chasing Phil. Just like Xander [Schauffele] is chasing those guys now. It just feeds on itself.”

From the very beginning, Mickelson had an intense rivalry with Harry Rudolph, a ball-striking savant who a lot of local folks thought had the brighter future of the two. Phil also got to test himself against top international talent: the Junior World Golf Championship, played every summer in San Diego, was without question the premier tournament on the planet for young golfers. It was also a prime opportunity to catch the eye of the college coaches who made up a substantial portion of the gallery. “In those days, you’d get off the plane in San Diego and it felt like you were arriving at the Masters,” says Ernie Els, who made an annual pilgrimage from South Africa.

The oldest age division (fifteen to seventeen) competed at Torrey Pines, but younger kids were scattered to different courses around the city. Mickelson’s last year to compete in the ten-and-under division was 1980. It was contested at Presidio Hills, a short course with a long history: future Masters champions Casper and Stadler learned to play there, and the first time Tiger Woods competed in the Junior Worlds, at age six, he signed an incorrect scorecard and was disqualified. Presidio is comprised of eighteen par-3 holes, none longer than seventy-nine yards, which was right in Mickelson’s wheelhouse. He won his age group in 1980, what he once joked was his first major championship victory. Surprisingly, Mickelson never won another Junior World title. (In a clash of future titans, he finished runner-up to Els in 1984 in the Boys 13–14 division. Other age-group winners that year included Woods, David Toms, and future LPGA winners Leta Lindley and Joan Pitcock.)

Mickelson loved baseball and still brags about his Little League no-hitter. When he was eleven, he made a local all-star team, which would have entailed a lot of summertime travel, cutting into his planned slate of junior golf tournaments. That was the end of his baseball career… at least for a couple of decades. (More on that later.)

By the time Mickelson was a tween, he had already established the contours of an enduring persona. On the golf course he had serious swag—gold chain, popped collar, putter twirls. But he was also noted for his sportsmanship. His father, a taciturn Swede with the discipline of a navy man, didn’t brook profanity or displays of ill temper. In the Mickelson family, golf was the carrot and the stick for the young Phil: when he was eleven, he was supposed to play in three junior events across a long Easter weekend, but his parents yanked him out of all of them when he slacked off on his household chores. After that, the Mickelsons rarely had any problems with their son.

He was an extrovert like his mom and had Nunu’s gift for gab. Phil delighted in the attention that his early golf success brought. “I still laugh thinking about those San Diego Junior Golf Association awards banquets,” says Riley. “Phil won player of the year every time. The other kids who got awards would get up and barely say a word—they were so awkward and shy. Phil worked the room. He would give these three- or four-minute speeches thanking the organizers, the corporate sponsors, the other parents. He was like a little CEO, so polished. He was just different from everybody else his age.”

That was especially true on the course. American golf in the 1980s was the epoch of the grinder. The biggest stars—Hale Irwin, Tom Kite, Curtis Strange, Mark O’Meara—plodded their way from point to point, with an emphasis on control and precision. Mickelson, even as a youngster, played a very different game, inspired in part by his hero Ballesteros, whose hot-blooded, imaginative style tipped golf’s balance of power to Europe, away from the anodyne Americans. Mickelson was entranced by Ballesteros’s victory at the 1980 Masters and used his VCR to watch Seve’s swing over and over. This charismatic champion didn’t seem bothered by missing fairways, so why should he? Long before ShotLink data and math nerds would confirm it, Mickelson intuited that the best strategy was to smash a driver on every hole. If he was in the fairway he could pin seek. If he drove it off-line, he could still escape with a short game that was already more Harry Houdini than Harry Vardon. The recovery shots that would become his trademark, and which were often ascribed to God-given talent, were actually the product of intensive trial and error. By thirteen, Mickelson was working at Stardust Country Club. (It would later be renamed Riverwalk.) His parents were members, but the attached driving range was open to the public, so Phil took a job there to have access to free practice balls. “We would hit four or five or six large buckets a day, even when we were supposed to be working,” says Jason Peterie, a fellow range-picker and future high school golf rival. “We never tried to do the same robotic swings over and over—we were obsessed with hitting creative shots, weird shots. We spent a solid month hitting 5-irons at the same time, trying to get our balls to collide at their apex. People used to sit there and watch us do it. We came close so many times, and when we finally did it we went absolutely crazy.” He remembers sitting in the Mickelson living room watching the 1985 U.S. Open. (As a diversion they would stack golf balls on top of each other; Mickelson, as dexterous as a neurosurgeon, could make a tower of five balls.) When T. C. Chen suffered his infamous double chip, “Phil and I just looked at each other,” Peterie says, “and automatically it was like, ‘Ohmygawd, we gotta go out there and try that.’ It was pouring rain, but we didn’t care, we just stood out there getting soaked trying to figure out how to double-hit a chip.” Every year they attended the San Diego Open, but they rarely lasted very long at Torrey Pines. “We just wanted to run home and try to hit the shots we had just seen,” says Peterie. He is now a teaching pro and he always makes a point to watch when his old friend is in contention on the PGA Tour. He says, “I love how when Phil pulls off some crazy shot and the announcers always say, ‘That was one in a million!’ They make it sound like luck. But Phil has spent his whole life practicing and preparing for that exact shot.”



As a middle school graduation present, Mickelson traveled to Pinehurst, North Carolina, for a weeklong golf camp. When celebrated instructor Jim McLean gave a bunker clinic, he asked a couple of kids to step into the sand for a demonstration. After their timid efforts, Mickelson volunteered. McLean was beginning to smooth the sand when young Phil dropped a ball into the remnants of a footprint. “That’s okay, Mr. McLean, it doesn’t matter,” he said, and then proceeded to hit his shot stone dead.

“I guess you’re right, it doesn’t matter,” said an amused McLean.

Mickelson also caught the eye of another of the featured instructors, Dean Reinmuth. This wasn’t an accident. Already a schmoozer and a networker at fourteen, Mickelson wanted to attend the camp in part so he could get an audience with Reinmuth, who was based in San Diego. “He walked up to me and said, ‘When we get back I’d like you to work with me,’ ” recalls Reinmuth. “I didn’t know anything about him, but he carried himself with so much confidence I was intrigued.”

After the camp, they jumped right in, focusing on the wild child’s long game. Mickelson’s handsy swing was highly reliant on timing. He made it work with his irons, but the flaws were magnified when wielding his driver. Reinmuth reshaped his action so it was shorter and more on plane. (Tightening the swing was made more challenging because Mickelson is “the most naturally flexible player I’ve ever seen,” Reinmuth says. “His arms, shoulders, elbows, wrists—he is freakishly flexible.”) They also worked extensively on learning how to play a fade off the tee. Mickelson had always favored a hard draw, trying to squeeze out every extra yard. Of course, a draw can easily turn into a fatal hook, which is why Ben Hogan once said of drawing a driver, “It’s like a rattlesnake in your pocket.” A favored venue for San Diego junior events was Chula Vista Municipal Golf Course, which has a creek that runs down the right side of many of the holes. “We always knew Phil was going to hook two or three balls into that creek every round,” says Peterie. “That was the only thing that gave the rest of us a chance. I’ll never forget when he started playing that fade. It was like, Oh crap, it’s all over now.”

But Mickelson didn’t have the discipline to employ the safe, conservative shot over and over. It didn’t help that another of Reinmuth’s teenage pupils, Keith Sbarbaro, was more mature physically than Mickelson and crazy long for his age. Not for the last time, Phil became obsessed with chasing distance. On the golf course a battle raged within, and this tension was often expressed when he stepped to the tee. “Phil has always had beautiful rhythm with his irons,” Reinmuth says. “The great drivers of the golf ball, they have a rhythm that never changes. Think about a long tennis rally—what breaks the rhythm is usually one player taking a chance. Phil was capable of hitting fairways, but then he’d go after it and try to hit the equivalent of a winner in tennis. Sometimes it worked, sometimes it didn’t. It’s just a different mentality of how to play the game.”



Mickelson matriculated to the University of San Diego High School in Del Mar. Uni, as it was always called before being renamed Cathedral Catholic, had more than a passing resemblance to the fictitious Ridgemont High that alighted silver screens a couple years before Mickelson reached high school. Amid the flip-flopped surfers and beach bums, the cut of Mickelson’s jib was unforgettable: polyester slacks, stiff-collared polo, belts with ostentatious buckles, visor. Every day right after school, Mickelson proceeded directly to the golf course, so he figured he might as well save time and dress like a PGA Tour player on school mornings. Throw in his perennially good grades, his predilection for brownnosing teachers, and the fact that he didn’t drink alcohol or go to parties (his father is a teetotaler), and the conclusion is inescapable: “I hate to say this,” says Peterie, “but he was kind of a nerd.”

Mickelson’s single-minded devotion—he was already fond of quoting the Ben Hogan maxim “Every day that you don’t practice is one day longer before you achieve greatness”—was already paying big dividends. In 1985, when he was fifteen, Mickelson won his first AJGA tournament, announcing that he was a national and not just a provincial talent. Mary had gone back to work as a marketing director at a retirement home to help subsidize her son’s golf dreams. Phil was able to fly for free to the out-of-state tournaments on account of his dad being a commercial pilot, but, he says, “Problem was, you could always get bumped. If I called ahead to see whether a flight was open, by the time I got to the airport, maybe it wasn’t open. If the flight before was canceled because of weather or whatever, all the overflow would go on the flight I wanted, so I was out. I spent a lot of nights sleeping in those hub cities like Detroit, Minneapolis, and Memphis. I was big in the Memphis airport.”
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