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To the professional athletes who inspire us all to achieve and
strive to be the best in everything we do.

The millions of golf fans around the world who love and
appreciate this beautiful game.

&

Paul Bader
For your love and support.


“It took me seventeen years to get three thousand hits in baseball. I did it in one afternoon on the golf course.”

— Hank Aaron

“Some people want it to happen, some wish it would happen, others make it happen.”

— Michael Jordan

“Do your best, one shot at a time, and then move on.”

— Nancy Lopez

“If my mind can conceive it, and my heart can believe it—then I can achieve it.”

— Muhammad Ali


Foreword

As a sportsman and sports fan, it’s a pleasure to contribute to this book by Elisa Gaudet, a follow-up for her previous title Two Good Rounds: 19th Hole Stories from the World’s Greatest Golfers. With this latest book she’s onto a home run, slam dunk, ace, knockout, or whatever sporting term of excellence you can think of.

When I was growing up, I loved playing all sports—especially golf, tennis, cricket, and rugby. These days I enjoy watching almost any top-class sport either on television or, when my schedule allows, live. Sports at the highest level have always fascinated me and, like any keen sports fan, I’m interested in the characters who make it to the top of their chosen discipline.

That’s the core appeal of Golf Stories from the World’s Greatest Athletes. Elisa has managed to secure interviews with fifty-four of the world’s elite athletes from a range of different sports—stars from the worlds of NFL, NBA, NHL, MLB, boxing, NASCAR, soccer, surfing, Rugby Union, Formula One, and tennis, plus some Olympic gold medal winners.

Each athlete answers a series of questions that gets to the heart of why he or she loves the game of golf. It’s a fun, feel-good, respectful, lighthearted look at golf and the players’ lives and personalities, and it shows just how popular golf is with elite athletes and the enjoyment they receive from spending time playing.

For anyone reading this book, there will obviously be names that jump out, all-time heroes, and personal favorites. That was the case with me. I also came across a few guys I’ve played golf with in the past and others I didn’t know so well but enjoyed reading about. That variety is part of the book’s appeal.

Each athlete’s chosen charity is also featured, which is a worthwhile acknowledgement of work done mostly behind the scenes. I can speak for all professional athletes when I say we’re lucky to do what we do, and we all share a passion for giving back. For me, it’s why we established the Els for Autism Foundation and the Ernie Els & Fancourt Foundation. Giving people the tools and opportunities to enjoy a better life is the ultimate and, as I’m sure any athlete would agree, means more than any trophy or gold medal.

I really enjoyed reading this book. I think you will, too.

—Ernie Els

Four-time major champion and a major sports fan


Introduction

The influence of sports and athletes in our lives is enormous. One of the most incredible things about sports is their ability to transcend language, borders, politics, religion, sex, and race. Identifying a new way to capture this transcendent quality was my goal in writing this book.

In a continuation of the Two Good Rounds spirit, this book is a tribute to great athletes around the globe and their passion for golf. Golf is an international sport that continues to expand into more countries than ever before. As many have noted, no matter how good you are at a certain sport, golf is the great equalizer. This is especially true for the athletes interviewed in this book who have excelled to the highest levels of their chosen sport. While golf has, at times, humbled and challenged them, it has also reignited their competitive flames. They have all found great satisfaction in playing the game of golf. I felt it was important to identify a truly diverse group of athletes worldwide who have two things in common; they excelled at the highest level in their sport and have a passion for the game of golf. Also, it was important to highlight the diversity of sports represented and bring attention to ones that are not as well known in the United States. Athletes from around the globe representing an array of sports participated, including: cricket, soccer, baseball, football, swimming, tennis, hockey, basketball, skiing, surfing, boxing, rowing, skating, rugby, NASCAR, Formula One, and bullfighting. No matter the athlete’s size or skill level, whether a 5’3” horse jockey or a 6’6” NBA star, golf remains the great equalizer.

Golf has the ability to excite, inspire, and unite people. One of the powerful ways in which this attribute manifests itself is in the many charity golf outings held to raise money and awareness for great causes. Every athlete in this book has participated in these competitions and lent his or her image and talent to enhance an event. Many athletes have their own charities and, as a part of their fundraising efforts, hold golf tournaments. An important component in this book was to ensure that the athletes’ own charities or those they support are highlighted and recognized.

A common theme that came up through the interviews was the importance of believing in yourself even when others don’t. There will always be failure—missed shots, lost games, and missed cuts—but every athlete acknowledged this was part of the process. The ability to get up, keep going, and not let failure define them was a key factor in moving forward and achieving success. One of the things I found remarkable was how many great athletes truly understand that they learn more in their failure than in moments of success and how important self-awareness is in getting them to the next level. It is interesting how this lifelong series of ups and downs can be experienced in a single round of golf.

Sports have always been a mirror for life, and the inspiration and dedication we gain from watching our favorite sports heroes motivates us to reach higher levels in our professional and personal lives. Often we follow and see the athletes we admire when they are at the height of their career and winning. We do not see the hours they spend in the gym or the time spent after a loss. It is my hope that this collection of stories about elite athletes who have found a passion for golf will inspire each of you to dream big, reach far, live your truth, and know that when you fail there is always a way to get up. Truly go for it in sports and life knowing that to dare is to do and to fear is to fail. With golf, as with life, there is always another shot. How you play the next one is the question. Dream big, play and live with passion, and enjoy the ride.
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Michael Phelps

SWIMMING
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Michael Phelps, an American swimmer, is the most decorated Olympian of all time, having tallied a total of twenty-two medals. Phelps also holds the all-time record for Olympic gold medals, with eighteen. Phelps took the record for the most first-place finishes at any single Olympic Games when he won eight gold medals in 2008.

HANDICAP

The max, ha-ha.

FIRST INTRODUCTION TO GOLF

I played a little bit with my friends, but because of my intense swimming schedule, I never had time to concentrate on golf. In 2010, I did travel to China and had my first lesson from Hank Haney at Mission Hills; it was then that I realized how much work my golf game needed! Golf is one of the most humbling games I’ve tried to do in my entire life.

FAVORITE COURSE(S)

I’ve been really lucky to play so many incredible courses while filming The Haney Project—courses in China, Cabo, the Bahamas, etc. My favorite so far is the Old Course and Kingsbarns Golf Links in Scotland.

BEST GOLF MEMORIES

I’ll never forget playing in the Pro-Am at the Ryder Cup; there were so many people there watching and everyone was cheering loudly. It was so cool to see spectators dressed in red, white, and blue, and some children were even wearing swim caps while watching me play. The Ryder Cup creates such a unique environment; it’s really hard to beat.

I also played in the Phoenix Open Pro-Am with Bubba Watson, and I’ve never been so nervous as I was playing the 16th hole with that many people watching. When I walked up, everyone starting chanting U-S-A, which was very memorable!

My most memorable golf shot was when I sunk a 159-foot putt at Kingsbarns, recording the longest-ever televised putt. That was crazy—obviously one of the biggest highlights of my golfing experience. I wasn’t expecting it to go in when I hit, I was just trying to get it up close to the pin so I’d have a makeable birdie putt. As the ball was making its way toward the hole, I could see that it was on a good line, had good speed, and as it got closer and closer I started thinking it might have a chance. And when it did, it was a total rush, as you can probably tell from my reaction with the fist pump. I’m hopeful that there will be many more great shots in my future!

HOW DOES GOLF COMPARE TO SWIMMING

I’m not sure how much swimming helps with golf; in golf, you’re trying to stay out of the water! However, I am a very competitive person, and I think that helps in everything I do. I like to think that I have a pretty good mental approach to things, which was a big factor in my success in the pool. Now I am trying to apply that same attitude toward golf.

ONE GOLF TIP

Just one? While filming The Haney Project, Hank gave me so much insight and knowledge about the game and the mechanics of a good swing. One area I have been working on is swinging the club faster and making sure I swing all the way through the ball. I’ve had a tendency to slow down after hitting the ball, so I am working on my follow-through to make sure I complete my swing.

ONE LIFE TIP

I always tell people to “Dream, Plan, Reach.” It’s important to come up with a dream and a plan for how you’re going to reach it. It’s important that children know anything is possible!

FAVORITE CHARITY GOLF EVENTS

The Michael Phelps Foundation hosts an annual golf classic, which is the largest annual fund-raising event for my foundation’s programs (www.michaelphelpsfoundation.org). It’s always a memorable weekend and raises awareness and funds to support the Foundation’s mission of promoting healthy and active lives, especially for children, primarily by expanding their opportunities in the sport of swimming.
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