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INTRODUCTION

When Tiger Woods was seventeen, a friend of mine, Tim Southwell—award-winning journalist and my fellow cofounder of Golf Punk magazine—visited Woods in Cypress to interview him for the first issue of a new magazine he was about to launch in the United Kingdom called loaded. Back then, there was no media circus around Woods. There were no publicists, security staff, or entourage. All Southwell had to do was ring up the Woods house on Teakwood Street and ask to speak to Tiger, at which point Earl, who had taken the call, hollered for his son to hurry out of the shower and come to the phone. Amazed that Southwell was prepared to fly five thousand miles just to play golf with him, Tiger and Southwell arranged a date, and soon, Southwell found himself hitting balls with Tiger on the range at the Navy Golf Club in Los Alamitos, California. 

We didn’t know a lot about Tiger Woods back then. This was an age where there was no internet, no social media, and where people didn’t have cell phones filming anything and everything that moved—and most things that didn’t too. People in the world of golf knew, of course, but he hadn’t become the household name he would be in just a couple of short years. What struck Southwell was not just how relaxed and at ease Tiger seemed in his company, despite his burgeoning reputation, but how normal he was. 

That day, the two played a round together and chewed the fat over Mexican food at a nearby restaurant. After their time together, Tiger told him he had had a great day, adding, “Next time you’re in town and you want a game of golf, look me up.”

Ten years later, Southwell was in Isleworth, Florida, working on a story for Golf Punk when he decided to take Tiger up on his offer. By now, Woods had already won eight major titles, including the unprecedented “Tiger Slam” in 2000–2001, and was fast on his way to becoming golf’s first billionaire player. As one the richest and most recognizable sports stars in the world, Woods now was living in a private, gated community, enjoying the perks of not having to pay state taxes as he would if he had stayed in California. When Southwell spoke to the guard sitting in the security hut at the entrance, he was told that Tiger wasn’t at home and that he wasn’t likely to be in the foreseeable future. In other words: Please leave immediately. 

Southwell left his number and did as requested.

Today, getting to Tiger is like trying to complete a Rubik’s Cube blindfolded; it is possible, but you will probably be wasting a lot of your time. Never a fan of the media or their demands on his time, even when he was being paid handsomely for it, Woods can be reclusive and unreachable. But more than that, he just looks, well, sad. And the contrast between the kid who would happily entertain TV crews and journalists in his young life, armed only with his clubs and that mile-wide killer smile of his, couldn’t be more pronounced. But it is why this book exists—to chart those formative years and the remarkable journey from child prodigy to turning professional, aged twenty, with $60 million in the bank. 

When I decided to write a book about one of the most famous sports stars that has ever existed, there are many moments when I wondered just what have I gotten myself into. On one hand, it is extremely useful having such a wealth of readily available resources to call upon, especially when a life like that of Tiger Woods has been so heavily documented; but, on the other, it can prove difficult when trying to find something new, something different, to the received wisdom. 

One of the first books on Tiger Woods, released in the wake of Tiger’s breakthrough major win at the 1997 Masters Tournament at Augusta National, was John Strege’s biography, entitled simply Tiger: A Biography of Tiger Woods. On the inside cover, it speaks glowingly of the impact that Tiger Woods was having on the game of golf and how this “popular and admitted” golfer was now “a role model for young and old alike.” 

Nearly thirty years on from its publication, though, you wonder where it all went wrong. For everything that Woods has achieved on the golf course, most of which will never be matched, his slow and sorry decline in recent years has been difficult to watch at times. Waylaid by injury after injury and sidelined by scandals, it is difficult to imagine him ever returning to regular tournament golf—whether that is in majors, the occasional PGA Tour event, or maybe even the pipe-and-slippers world of the Champions Tour—now that he is eligible.

Yet despite everything, Tiger Woods remains the biggest draw in golf, and that in itself speaks volumes, not only about Tiger’s greatness but also the current state of professional golf, which has been ripped apart by the emergence of the Saudi-backed LIV Golf series as it lures the world’s best players over to their competition with the kind of money they simply couldn’t make on the PGA Tour. There was a moment in 2019 when, after eleven years without winning a major championship, Woods returned to the winners’ circle in Augusta at the Masters, at age forty-three. His lifelong pursuit of Jack Nicklaus’s record tally of eighteen majors seemed to be back on track. But a serious car crash in 2021, where Tiger nearly lost his leg, put an end to that. 

But we know about that. We know about the serial infidelity and the DUI busts. What we don’t really know is how he got there, especially those years when, as a junior and an amateur, he rewrote the record books in spectacular and seismic fashion. What Woods pulled off before he turned twenty-one will likely never be replicated. In many ways, it’s even more remarkable than his success as a professional because you could see that coming. The young Tiger won three consecutive United States Golf Association (USGA) National Junior titles, often playing against boys who were as much as five years older than him. He also secured three US Amateur championships in succession, something nobody has ever done before or since (not even Bobby Jones, the most lauded amateur golfer in history). Then there was the six Junior World Golf Championship titles and more than two hundred other junior titles in the United States and beyond.

But you need to look beyond the trophies and the accolades to examine the factors that caused this prodigious talent to blossom and how Tiger Woods’s strange, dysfunctional, and stage-managed childhood (if, indeed, he had a childhood) then burgeoning celebrity impacted his development. 

His father, Earl Woods, is central to all of this. From Tiger’s birth, Earl had all but mapped out his son’s life, believing that his son, with his multiracial heritage, would achieve a level of global celebrity and influence that transcended sports. Earl often described how Tiger was marinated in this messianic vision throughout his formative years, and although he never embraced his father’s belief that he was destined to be the savior of mankind, the grandiose scale of Tiger’s success, fame, and wealth did enable him to achieve a kind of immortality even before his fortieth birthday.

It is hard to imagine the immense pressure placed on Tiger from an early age to meet the exacting expectations of his father and just how he dealt with the unstoppable transformation from Tiger the person to Tiger the persona, a billionaire-dollar global brand. 

Yes, Tiger’s complex and painful trade-offs in the pursuit of greatness helped him rise to unparalleled achievements on the golf course, but away from the sport he loved, his success somehow dehumanized and, ultimately, immiserated him. Of course, the genius of Tiger Woods is beyond dispute, but this story is to understand the price he paid for it.

Tim Southwell, incidentally, is still waiting for Tiger’s call.

    


    
PROLOGUE

It was a routine birdie putt. Maybe eighteen feet at most, with just a hint of borrow from the left. But when it dropped, as they nearly always did for Lee Elder, the magnitude of what he had achieved suddenly hit home.

Not because it gave him victory over England’s Peter Oosterhuis and his first ever victory on the PGA Tour. Nor because winning the Monsanto Open title at Pensacola Country Club came with a winner’s check for thirty thousand dollars.

No, its true significance lay in the fact that Lee Elder—a thirty-nine-year-old journeyman pro from Dallas via Los Angeles, who cut his teeth on the United Golf Association (UGA) Tour for Black players excluded from the Professional Golfers’ Association (PGA) of America—had just become the first African American in history to qualify for the Masters, the one major championship that had never featured a Black player.

But there was no time for celebration. 

As soon as he holed out, the PGA Tour director Jack Tuthill appeared at the greenside and whisked Elder off in a police car, rather than risk a public trophy presentation on the final green. 

“There have been death threats, Lee,” warned the former FBI man. 

Elder sighed. “Not again . . .”

April 1974 was a historic month for America’s Black athletes. In baseball, Hank Aaron of the Atlanta Braves broke Babe Ruth’s all-time home run record when the man they called “the Hammer” crushed a pitch from the LA Dodgers’ Al Downing high over the left-centerfield wall at Atlanta–Fulton County Stadium and reached 715 career homers.

It had been nearly twenty-seven long years since Jackie Robinson had broken Major League Baseball’s color barrier by turning out for the Brooklyn Dodgers, but it still hadn’t been easy for next-generation Black players like Aaron. As he closed in the record, he had been deluged with hate mail and death threats.

The letters, which the Braves kept or handed over to the FBI, were unremittingly racist. One, addressed to “Dear Mr. N*****,” wrote, “I hope you don’t break the Babe’s record. How do I tell my kids that a n***** did it?” Another, written on August 21, 1972, and signed “A has-been fan,” asked, “Who told you a bunch of n***** can play ball? . . . Home Run King his Black ass.” “Retire or die,” demanded another. While Aaron handled the situation with grace, he still needed an armed bodyguard to accompany him in his day-to-day life. Even his children had police escorts when they went to school. There was never any question that Hank Aaron would surrender to the white supremacists. “Dammit all, I had to break the record,” he wrote in his 1991 autobiography, I Had a Hammer: The Hank Aaron Story. “I had to do it for Jackie [Robinson], and my people and myself and for everybody who ever called me a n*****.”

Thirteen days after Hammerin’ Hank finally broke Babe Ruth’s record, Lee Elder triumphed in the Monsanto Open, a victory that gave him nearly a year to prepare for what would be a landmark appearance at the 1975 Masters, scheduled to be played at its home at Augusta National Golf Club from April 10–13.

But as the Masters drew ever nearer, Elder’s game fell apart. He was missing more cuts than he made, hadn’t finished higher than thirty-third in a tournament, and had made less than five thousand dollars. “I go to bed thinking about the Masters,” Elder told Bob Greene of the Associated Press in March 1975. “I dream about the Masters. I wake up thinking about the Masters.”

As news of Elder’s achievement spread, the hate grew. At one tournament, he had to change into his golf shoes in the car park because, as a Black man, he still wasn’t welcomed in the clubhouse. On another occasion, in Memphis, he found the ball he had hit into the middle of the fairway had been tossed into a thick hedge. Even on the night before his final round in Pensacola, Elder had taken a call in his hotel room in the early hours of the morning. “N*****,” the voice said, “you better not win this golf tournament.”

When Elder finally arrived at Augusta, what was already a hard week suddenly got a whole lot more difficult, thanks largely to Clifford Roberts, the Masters’ autocratic chairman. A former Wall Street stockbroker, Roberts had cofounded the Masters in 1934 alongside fabled amateur player Bobby Jones on a redeveloped plantation in Augusta, Georgia.

Ever since, Roberts’s word had been God when it came to the running of Augusta National. Although The New York Times once called him a “benevolent dictator,” his benevolence was lost on most members. Roberts’s insistence on the strictest adherence to the rules—his rules—meant that only people he invited could play his golf course . . . and that definitely meant no Black players. “As long as I’m alive, golfers will be white and caddies will be Black,” he told Augusta’s members.

In the teeth of the Civil Rights Act and the ending of formal segregation, Roberts had successfully ignored the claims of pioneering Black professionals like Charlie Sifford, the first Black player on the PGA Tour, and Pete Brown, the first Black winner of a PGA Tour event when he won the Waco Turner Open in Burneyville, Oklahoma, in 1964—both of whom Roberts continued to exclude from the Masters. He had even rebuked a group of congressmen who had written to him demanding change, telling them, “We are a little surprised as well as being flattered that eighteen congressmen should be able to take time out to help us operate a golf tournament.”

However, thanks to a PGA Tour rule change in 1972 that saw winners on the circuit receive an immediate invitation to the Masters, Roberts was powerless to prevent Lee Elder teeing up at Augusta in early April 1975.

Publicly, at least, Roberts welcomed Elder to Augusta; but, privately, he loathed the idea that his sacred slice of Georgia would soon be hosting African American players. 

Lee Elder’s week at the Masters would be a nightmare. Inundated with interview requests on one hand and death threats on the other, he and his wife, Rose, were forced to rent two homes in the area—one on Washington Road and another on Wheeler Road, switching between the two for their own safety. 

On the first evening in Augusta, Elder, his wife, and ten other guests called in to a local restaurant at 5:00 p.m. and, seeing it was empty inside, asked to be seated. “They turned us away, said they were booked up,” Elder explained. “I’d seen this type of thing before.”When the press reported this, the president of nearby Paine College, Dr. Julius Scott, invited Elder and his guests to eat at the college every night he was in town, rather than run the gauntlet of the local restaurants again. “I took him up on that, and it was a highlight of the week. Nice and quiet, so welcoming. Good food too,” said Elder later.

By the time Elder was finally announced on the first tee at 11:15 a.m. on April 10, 1975, he was exhausted. Playing with the 1961 US Open champion Gene Littler and the Ryder Cup player Miller Barber, Elder started wonderfully, making a par at the opening hole and a birdie at the second. But he faded badly, finishing with a round of 74.

It got worse the following day. A second round of 78 left Elder four strokes adrift of the halfway cut mark, and Elder’s Masters experience was over almost as soon as it had begun.

Over two thousand miles away in Cypress, California, Earl Woods had watched Elder on TV with fascination and pride. As an amateur Black golfer, he knew only too well how America’s clubs treated players like him and Elder. But in Cypress, twenty-five miles southeast of Los Angeles, Earl had lucked out. A five-minute drive from their new house at 6704 Teakwood Street was the military-owned Navy Club, and Lieutenant Colonel Earl Woods, with his proud record as a Green Beret and two tours of Vietnam under his belt, was only too welcome to play there whenever he liked.

His second wife, Kultida, meanwhile, had more pressing issues to worry about. If only Earl would quit talking about Lee Elder and the Masters for a moment, she might be able to tell him her good news—their good news.

A year or so later, Tida was cooking Thai food again, as she did so often. Though they had been married for six years, Earl Woods never had the heart to tell his wife how much he really hated it. As the aromas from the lemongrass and tamarind drifted out of their kitchen and around their home, Earl did what he always did: He went to the garage to hit some golf balls.

At least now he had some company as he gathered up his little boy to come and admire his swing as he crushed ball after ball into the net he had rigged up.

When he wasn’t at the golf course, the garage was Earl’s haven; a place where he and the son he called Tiger could disappear for an hour or two, with Earl honing his game and his baby boy watching from his high chair.

Then, in October 1976, something happened. As Earl moved through his clubs, Tiger motioned to his father to be lifted out of his chair. When his father obliged, the toddler picked up a tiny putter that Earl had made for him and hit a ball. Then he hit another. And another.

Earl Woods couldn’t believe his eyes. Tiger wasn’t swinging and missing. Instead, he was catching each ball flush on the clubface, displaying the kind of hand-eye coordination he might expect from a ten-year-old kid, not a ten-month-old toddler.

Earl yelled for Tida, and she, too, was amazed. It was a pivotal moment, not just in Tiger’s development but also in Earl and Tida’s marriage. “We made a personal commitment to each other that we would devote all of our energies and finances to assure that he had the best we could give him,” he said later.

Project Tiger had begun.

    


    
Chapter 1

CAPTURED BY GOLF

“There are only two colors in the United States: white and non-white.”
—Earl Woods, 1968

House-hunting in Southern California was hard enough, but for a Black man and his Thai wife in the 1970s, it was close to impossible. From Pasadena to Palm Springs, San Bernardino to Santa Ana, Earl and Tida Woods had been stymied at every turn in their search for a new home. 

One vendor had raised the price by five thousand dollars (around thirty thousand dollars today) the moment Earl walked through the door. Another pulled their property off the market rather than sell it to the Woods family. It was like the Civil Rights Movement had never happened, thought Earl.

Running out of options, they decided to take up their broker’s offer to rent one of his condos in Los Alamitos, a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it town wedged between Long Beach and Anaheim. The condo wasn’t ideal, but compared to the postage-stamp-sized apartment they had in New York City, it felt palatial. Besides, they would only be there a year at most, just till they found somewhere to buy.

After three years in the Big Apple, Earl and Tidacouldn’t wait to leave New York. The city had changed beyond all recognition. In the mid-1970s, crime had exploded, drug use was out of control, and unemployment rates were in the double figures. With the city on the verge of bankruptcy and the middle classes fleeing for the suburbs, Earl and Tida knew it was time to move on. At the end of his first marriage to Barbara (or Ann, as she preferred to be known), Earl had told his three children—Earl Jr., Kevin, and Royce—that he would one day move closer to their home in San Jose, California. Now, with the Big Apple bruised and busted, he decided to make good on his promise.

Earl had landed a good job as a senior buyer at the aerospace company Arrowhead Products in Los Alamitos, but living there wasn’t ideal either. When Tida Woods left Thailand and arrived in America in 1968, it was the first time she had left her home country. Earl had warned her about what to expect from her new life in the United States, telling her that, in America, there are only two colors—white and non-white. “Whites will let you know without a doubt that you are non-white,” he said. “You’ll see it in their actions and reactions to you.”

As soon as the Woods family moved into their rented condo in Los Alamitos, they knew they were not welcome. “When I would come out to the pool and hug my wife, everyone would scatter,” recalled Earl Woods. “Suddenly, stony silence would descend as they would get out of the water and leave. We knew we weren’t welcome.”

When Earl’s oldest son, Earl Jr., came to stay, he was dragged out of his father’s 1965 Mustang by local cops, who slammed him against a wall and accused him of stealing the vehicle. “We’re not accustomed to seeing people like you in this neighborhood,” said one police officer.

Earl and Tida wouldn’t have to wait long to leave Los Alamitos. A house had come on the market in nearby Cypress that ticked all their boxes: 1,474 square feet, single story on a corner plot, two bedrooms, a backyard, and a garage wide enough for two cars or, as Earl had already planned, a homemade golf-practice facility.

Thirty miles south of Los Angeles, Cypress was once known as “Waterville” on account of the abundance of artesian wells helping fuel a thriving agricultural community. By the early twentieth century, the growing settlement had gained a stop on the Pacific Electric Railway line, taking on the new name Cypress in 1957 after the distinctive evergreen trees found in the area. A school, newspaper, post office, and bank followed, marking its steady, if modest, growth. Originally a rural dairy town where cows once outnumbered humans by fifty to one, Cypress was eventually swept into Los Angeles’s urban sprawl. As demand for land in the city pushed dairies out, Cypress was only too happy to accommodate the overspill, transforming its pastures into hundreds of cookie-cutter houses on mirror-image roads, including that of 6704 Teakwood Street.

While they loved the house that they had found, the real estate agent handling the sale advised them against buying it, saying it wasn’t their kind of area. In other words, it was a white neighborhood. As a former Green Beret, Earl Woods wasn’t dissuaded. Besides, he had been through much worse than just a few bricks hurled from some ignorant local bigots.

But as soon as they moved in, the Woodses realized just what the realtor had meant. Barely a day went past without an orange or a lime splattering against their windows. Soon, the panes would rattle with pellets fired from BB guns too. Still, though, the Woodses refused to move, and, slowly, peace won.

Within days of moving into their new home, though, Earl had set to work making his own personal golf facility. In the couple’s garage, he rigged up a net, and with a slab of artificial grass stuck to the floor, he began working on his swing. Spending hours a day in his garage after work, Earl’s golf game improved dramatically. Within a year, his handicap of 12 had dropped to 7 and, soon after, to a 4.

Earl Woods had been bitten by the golf bug when he and Tida lived in New York City. As he saw out the last few months of his time in the US Army at Fort Hamilton in Brooklyn, Woods had started playing at Dyker Beach, a municipal course in the shadow of the Verrazzano Bridge linking Brooklyn to Staten Island. He was immediately hooked.

In California, he could play all year round—in shorts too. And with the Navy Club so close, he could easily put all of those endless hours in his garage into practice too. So what if there were no other Black or brown faces in the neighborhood? Nobody said you had to be neighborly.

Born in Manhattan, Kansas, in 1932, Earl Woods was one of his father’s eleven children from his two marriages. A street cleaner and a caretaker, Miles Woods was a devout Baptist, albeit one with a penchant for profanity. His first marriage, to Viola, yielded five children, of which Earl was the youngest, while his second, to Maude, resulted in another six. But both of Earl’s parents were dead before he reached the age of thirteen.

While Miles Woods wanted Earl to play baseball for the Kansas City Monarchs in the Negro Leagues, his mother, Viola, was adamant he got a good education instead. Earl ended up going to Kansas State College (now Kansas State University) on a baseball scholarship, graduating with a Bachelor of Science degree in sociology in 1953. Soon after, Earl Woods enlisted with the US Army and served two tours in Vietnam, the first as an infantry officer in the early 1960s, and the next as a member of Army Special Forces. When he returned to the United States, he rose to the rank of lieutenant colonel before his final posting took him to Fort Hamilton. Then, at the age of forty-two and with just months before the end of his military career, he got captured. By golf. 

“I wasn’t just captured by golf. I was shanghaied,” he said.

Playing with colleagues, he snuck on to the Dyker Beach course on the second hole, out of the view of the starter and the clubhouse, and with some borrowed clubs, shot a score of 91 for seventeen holes. Woods hadn’t felt such a buzz since he had played baseball at Kansas State College. “I considered golf a little old girl’s game. I never held a club in my life, not even a putter. I had no desire to play, and I got hooked in that one afternoon,” Earl recalled.

Soon after, in the spring of 1975, just as Lee Elder became the first Black player to appear at the Masters at Augusta National and the war in Vietnam finally came to its inglorious end, Tida Woods was pregnant. Earl, with three kids from his first marriage to support already, wasn’t exactly thrilled. “I wasn’t looking forward to it,” he said. “But Tida was because, in Thai culture, the marriage is not fully consummated until you have a child.”

Tida Woods gave birth to a baby boy at Long Beach Memorial Hospital at 10:50 p.m. on December 30, 1975. After missing the births of his first three children when he was serving in Vietnam, Earl Woods was present this time as his new son entered the world. 

“God, he is ugly,” he said.

The couple deliberated long and hard on choosing the name for their new addition but settled on Eldrick, because it not only meant “wise ruler” in Old English, which appealed to Earl’s grandiose ambitions for his child, but it started with an E, for Earl, and ended in a K, for Kultida. They added a middle name too: Tont, a traditional Thai name meaning “beginning.”

When the couple came home from the hospital, their new child in Tida’s arms, the first thing Earl did was place his son gently in his crib and spin some jazz records, in a preemptive attempt to dictate his son’s future taste in music. Despite the image that Earl Woods would create for himself as the pushy parent intent on driving his son on to ever greater heights, he had always maintained that he had no expectations for Eldrick. “I certainly wasn’t pondering how to turn this wonderful creature into an international superstar,” he said.

But Eldrick was never called by his given name. Instead, Earl nicknamed him “Tiger,” in honor of his close friend, a South Vietnamese lieutenant colonel whom he served with in Vietnam by the name of Vuong Dang Phong. “He was a tiger in combat, so I began calling him Tiger,” Earl explained. Throughout his time in the conflict, Phong had been by his side, saving his life on several occasions, and though the pair had lost contact after the war had ended, Earl had always pledged to pay tribute to him by giving his son the same nickname, hoping, against hope perhaps, that one day Phong might see Tiger on television or read about him and realize just who he was named after.

But he never did.

When Earl Woods became a father for the fourth time, he pledged he would do things differently this time. No more would he be away from home for months on end. No more would he struggle to get involved with his kids’ upbringing. From now on, he pledged, Tiger and he would always be there for each other, without fail. His time in Vietnam was never out of his system and had taught him many things about himself and life. Often, he would talk about the mental fortitude it took to survive combat—the unwavering focus, the sheer stubborn will required to stay alive. For Earl, these were the qualities that made a man and the lessons he needed to teach his new son. In that sense, Vietnam wasn’t just a footnote in Earl’s life; it was almost a blueprint for Tiger’s. 

It was also why a few racist thugs in his new neighborhood were nothing to get worked up about, not least because Earl Woods had become wearily accustomed to racism throughout his life. When he played baseball for Kansas State College in the 1950s, becoming the first Black player to play in the Big Eight Conference (which was then the Big Seven Conference), for example, he often had to stay in a separate accommodation than his white teammates when the team was on the road. Even in the army, where he attained the rank of lieutenant colonel, Earl Woods would have white subordinates saluting him during the day, but then, on the way home each evening, he would have to sit at the back of the bus while the same juniors took the seats in the whites-only section at the front. Ironically, Earl had only joined up because he thought it was the one vocation where he might receive equal treatment.

When Earl Woods was sent to Germany in the mid-1950s with the army, bringing his first wife, Ann, with him, he was taken to see a potential apartment for the couple to live in, but as soon as they got out of their car, they were met with scores of people, all staring and pointing at them. “People got out of their cars, pointing at us as though we were aliens,” he recalled in 2006. “I asked the landlord what they were talking about. ‘They’re looking for your tails,’ he said.”

One evening, as Tiger slept at Teakwood Street, Earl stood over him and imagined what life would have in store for his baby boy. Whatever it was, and based on how little had really changed for people of color in the United States, all he knew was that Tiger Woods was going to face many more challenges than most. “But I knew Tiger was special the day he was born,” he said.

    


    
CHAPTER 2

KINDERGARTEN WUNDERKIND

“In the picture business, I’ve seen too many precocious kids like this sweet little boy and too many starry-eyed parents.”
—Actor James Stewart, October 1978

Word was spreading fast about Earl Woods’s brilliant boy, largely because Earl Woods never stopped talking about him. Down at the Navy Club, Earl’s friends couldn’t wait for him to bring Tiger along, just so they could marvel at this cute little kid with the big talent. Now, following a phone call from Earl where he told producers that his two-year-old son was not just going to revolutionize golf but race relations in the United States as well, a TV crew from Los Angeles cable channel KCBS, along with sportscaster and former NFL defensive back Jim Hill, were on their way to film a short segment with Tiger at the club.

During the piece, Jim Hill turned to the camera and declared that “this young man [Tiger] is going to be to golf what Jimmy Connors and Chris Evert are to tennis.” Later, in what passed for an interview with young Tiger, Hill pressed him repeatedly about what he liked so much about golf, but the toddler, clearly uncomfortable, was reluctant to offer any answer. That said, he did have more pressing concerns. “I gotta go poo-poo,” he announced. Earl, Tida, Jim Hill, and the crew all collapsed in laughter.

Earl Woods knew what he was doing. As soon as the report was broadcast, the phone at Teakwood Street started ringing, with the producers of The Mike Douglas Show first in line. A keen golfer, Mike Douglas had seen Jim Hill’s report, and Tiger Woods, not surprisingly, had really caught his eye. Within a few days, his production team had tracked down the boy and his parents and booked him and his father for the show. “[Tiger] stood out like a sore thumb, because they were all swinging like babies, and he swung like he does now,” Douglas said in an interview with The Cincinnati Enquirer in 2000.

On October 6, 1978, ten weeks shy of his third birthday, Tiger Woods made his first television studio appearance hitting some balls on The Mike Douglas Show. It was a memorable TV debut, not least as his two fellow guests that evening were genuine Hollywood legends in the shape of Bob Hope and James Stewart. Dressed in shorts, a T-shirt, and a red cap, and carrying a big red bag of golf clubs on his back, Tiger wandered on to the studio floor and hit a few putts on a makeshift green to the amazement of guests and audience alike. But the little boy, just as he was with Jim Hill and KCBS, was clearly very uncomfortable with all of the attention. 

Earl Woods, on the other hand, dressed in his turtleneck and wearing a gold medallion, seemed to revel in the occasion, basking in his son’s limelight. But as young Tiger Woods would soon discover, this was just the start of a childhood—an entire lifetime, in fact—living in the public eye and something he would somehow have to find a way of getting accustomed to.

Certainly, Stewart was taken with Tiger, but speaking to host Mike Douglas in the green room after the show, the It’s a Wonderful Life star, then seventy, expressed his concern about just what a stage-managed childhood like his could do to a youngster like Tiger. “In the picture business, I’ve seen too many precocious kids like this sweet little boy,” he ventured, adding, “and too many starry-eyed parents.”

On the way home, meanwhile, Tiger had something to get off his chest. The makeshift putting green they had erected in the studio for him to play on, he said, was sloping too much, and that’s why he missed his putt on the show. Earl and Tida chuckled. That was their little Tiger all over.

Even at the ages of two and three, Tiger Woods could tell a good golf swing from a bad one, nudging his dad when some player or other at the Navy Club carved a ball into the rough or shanked one into the trees, or recognizing when someone’s swing was unorthodox, unwieldy, or just plain wrong. Before he reached kindergarten, and even before he could count, Tiger knew the golf scoring system and how it worked, and he would watch video tapes of old Masters tournaments, mimicking the swings of Player and Nicklaus, of Watson and Ballesteros, with his dog Toba sitting by as a ready-made gallery.

Instinctively, he seemed to know his way around a golf course, too, hazards and all. When he played with his father, carrying just three clubs in his bag (a driver, a 7-iron, and a putter), Earl would ask him why he was hitting a ball in a certain direction. “Because there’s a sand twap,” he would reply, or “because there’s wawa.”

The only condition ever imposed on Tiger, from his mother at least, was that when he finally went to school, he would only ever be permitted to play golf once his schoolwork was not just done but done to the highest possible standard. There would be no exceptions.

Armed with his dog-eared copies of Ben Hogan’s Five Lessons: The Modern Fundamentals of Golf and Golf My Way by Jack Nicklaus, and his experience as an instructor of Military Science and Tactics, Earl Woods set about building his son into a sporting legend. As soon as Earl got home from work at McDonnell Douglas, the pair would head to the garage to hit some balls, or sit together as Earl explained what all the instructional photographs were about in his coaching manuals. And, as the months passed, Earl’s hunch that he might just have a golf prodigy on his hands seemed to be borne out.

For Earl, the secret in keeping his young son enthused and engaged lay not so much in teaching the technical aspects of the golf swing (“How are you gonna explain a grip to a ten-month-old?” he once said) but in the manner in which he communicated with his young son. “We transcended the parent-child relationship and became best friends,” he said. “I never treated Tiger like a kid. I treated Tiger as an equal.” 

When Earl took Tiger to the practice range at the Navy Club, the toddler hit ball after ball, each with unerring accuracy. Earl even let him play a hole on the club’s challenging Destroyer Course—a 410-yard par-4, which the tot completed in eleven shots (eight to the green and three putts). 

Not everybody was delighted to see young Tiger doing his thing at the Navy Club. For one, Earl Woods wasn’t universally popular among the members. The idea of a Black man being a member of a golf club, even one owned and operated by the military, presented problems. When he played at the Navy Club, other members jokingly called him “Sgt. Brown,” as though it was inconceivable for a Black man like him to ever rise to the higher rank of lieutenant colonel that he achieved, let alone be an ex–Green Beret and two-time veteran of Vietnam. Worse still was the fact that he also had a child who was in danger of becoming better than anyone else at the club, even though he hadn’t even started kindergarten. Suddenly, after several complaints, the club informed Earl that Tiger was not allowed to play until he was ten years old. Those were the rules, they said. Only it wasn’t true; all too often, Earl would see other kids, much younger than ten, playing at the course or practicing on the range without an accompanying adult in sight. But these other kids were different. They were white.

In the spring of 1980, Earl and Tida (although, to be accurate, it was more Earl than Tida) decided that Tiger’s talents needed some professional guidance, but the prohibitive cost of lessons and, for that matter, the wholesale lack of junior programs in the Southern California area, and especially ones for children as young as Tiger Woods, meant their options were extremely limited.

There was one possibility, however.

Set in the northeast corner of Long Beach, about seven miles from Teakwood Street, Heartwell Golf Park was an eighteen-hole, par-3 course measuring a little over 2,100 yards. Short and relatively straightforward, it was the kind of nonthreatening golf course that was perfect for those taking up the game and who wanted to get a feel before they took the leap and stepped up to golf courses that were longer and more challenging. It was perfect for kids like Tiger Woods, at least in the short term.

A few weeks after the dashing young Spaniard Seve Ballesteros had cruised to his first Masters victory at Augusta, Tida Woods took her son along to Heartwell, his three little, cut-down clubs his dad had made for him slung over his back. When they reached the pro shop, Tida found the assistant professional Rudy Duran standing behind the counter. Before he started working at Heartwell, Duran had tried his hands in the purgatory of the minitours, bouncing around the Canadian Tour and satellite tours in the United States, all the while dreaming of one day making it into the bright lights and big paychecks of the PGA Tour. The son of a car upholsterer and a housewife, Duran grew up without access to any golf. He had first picked up the clubs in 1968 during his time serving in the US Air Force, before spending many years as an educator and counsellor in New Mexico, teaching biology, guiding teenagers, and coaching everything from baseball to basketball. But he found his calling in golf.

When he was discharged from the air force in 1971, Duran had decided to turn pro but also took jobs as a club professional, just so he always had some money coming in. Which is why there was now a very shy, cherubic four-year-old boy peering up and over the shop counter at him.

Tida informed Duran that her son was showing a real talent for golf and that she was keen to get her son some lessons. Duran told her to bring him in, at which point Tida pointed to Tiger, smiling up at him. Despite his appearances on The Mike Douglas Show and Jim Hill’s KCBS show, Duran had no idea who this little kid was. “Most nights I was working at the club, so didn’t really watch any TV,” he said. “So that was the first time I ever saw him, when he turned up at Heartwell.”

Duran stepped out from behind the counter and asked Tida and Tiger to follow him to the practice ground, just so he could take a look at what he might be working with. 

“How old are you, Tiger?” asked Duran.

“I’m four . . . and a half,” replied Tiger.

At the range, Duran teed up three balls and watched intently as Tiger used his sawn-off driver to hit three arrow-straight shots into the distance. “They were just perfect little shots,” recalled Duran. “I just remember being shocked at how someone so small could get the golf club back over his shoulder and whack it out there. It went nowhere really—maybe sixty or seventy yards—but he hit it perfect each and every time.”

His audition over, Duran informed Tida that Tiger was more than welcome to come and play at Heartwell, and, better still, he could do so free of charge, so impressed had Duran been with the prodigious talent he had just witnessed. Whether he knew it or not, suddenly, Rudy Duran—the thirty-one-year-old club pro with the Magnum, P.I. mustache—was now a fully integrated member of Project Tiger. “The kid’s not exceptional,” Duran told the media soon after. “He’s way beyond that.”

Soon, Rudy Duran, just like his contemporaries at the Navy Club, would be inundated with calls from the media, eager to see the little kid with the big talent. Invariably, Earl Woods signed off most requests with almost indecent haste, even though Duran wasn’t entirely sure just how happy young Tiger was with all the attention he was receiving. “I mean, he did it,” said Duran, “but when we’re done, it was, ‘Let’s go play golf.’”

While Tiger clearly understood the mechanics of the golf swing, he still found the par-54 course at Heartwell a little on the long side. He was, after all, not even five years old yet. Which was why Rudy Duran developed a new kind of game for his new star player: Tiger Par. Put simply, Tiger Par was a way of keeping Woods motivated and engaged whenever he thought his game wasn’t up to the demands of Heartwell. “When he started, Tiger couldn’t reach nearly all of the holes with his tee shots, so we ignored the scorecard and gave each hole a Tiger Par for him to play to,” said Duran. It was under the Tiger Par scoring system that Tiger, age just five, shot eight under for a round at Heartwell.

What Duran’s Tiger Par game also meant was that, from a very young age, Woods had the opportunity to develop his short game, pitching, chipping his way to the putting surface when the other, older kids on the junior program were capable of reaching the green in a single shot. “I think it has a lot to do with why he was always so good on or around the greens in later life,” added Duran.

Recognizing the huge potential of Tiger and knowing that Earl and Tida Woods were not in the position financially to help their son not just with lessons but with equipment as well, Duran also got him some new clubs. “Junior clubs weren’t really available in the late seventies, but I managed to get him some clubs and then cut them down in the little workshop I had at the back of the pro shop,” said Duran.

The difference it made to Tiger’s development was key. Now, rather than trying to swing a club that was too long for him, or gripping down it just to try and make it work, Tiger had clubs that fitted him and his game correctly. “No one was really getting the right-sized clubs ordered for juniors, but I tried to make his clubs fit so that he could maintain his swing,” added Duran.

It’s a valid point. After all, look at John Daly, winner of two majors and a player known for one of the most unorthodox overswings in the professional ranks. His unique “killer swing” was the result of using full-size adult clubs when he was a child, and to this day, his swing is still unlike anything in the game. “There I was, age six, trying to swing a man-sized driver. Not only was the club far too long for me, but it was far too heavy for me too. It would be the same as an adult trying to swing a driver that is sixty inches long instead of forty-three inches, and that weighs something like thirty ounces instead of thirteen,” he once said. “The result was that these clubs were so long and heavy that they swung me.”

With clubs that fitted him, Tiger was good to go.

On his sixth birthday, he, or rather Earl, accepted an invitation Rudy Duran had received to put on an exhibition at Redlands Country Club near San Bernardino—one of the oldest clubs in the United States. After impressing the members with his range of shots, Tiger and Earl took on Rudy Duran and a local twelve-year-old, Michele Lyford, whose father, Ted, had played golf at Arizona State University and nearly made it through qualifying school for the PGA Tour in the fall of 1969. “I was nervous,” Lyford told the Redland Community News in 2019. “I couldn’t let this six-year-old beat me. I was twice as old as he was, and he was half my size.”

She didn’t. Team Tiger was taken down by Lyford and Duran, with the twelve-year-old shooting 41 over the nine-hole contest, and Tiger trailing with 51.

The opportunities that being at Heartwell and working with Rudy Duran had afforded Tiger, like the exhibition at Redlands, had impressed Earl Woods, and, for once, Tiger’s presence there had happened largely by chance and not because it was part of Earl’s grand master plan for his son. “Why was he at Heartwell Golf Park, on a par-3 golf course? It wasn’t my decision,” he said later. “Things have always happened for a reason in the lives of Tiger and me. It was just meant to be.”

To his credit, Duran had realized, almost immediately, that the primary task with a talent as huge as young Tiger’s was to nurture his love for the game, to keep things fun and engaging, and to not bog him down with the technical aspects of the game. There would be plenty of time for that in the years to come. Instead, he taught Woods the fundamentals of the grip, the stance, and the swing, but he did so in a way that tapped into Tiger’s natural athletic ability. He wasn’t trying to build a machine; he was simply helping a future force of nature find his rhythm. In other words, he quickly recognized that he wasn’t dealing with an ordinary child. If anything, he was simply facilitating a genius.

When he wasn’t at Heartwell, Tiger spent his spare time playing golf wherever and whenever he could. He would stand on his front lawn at Teakwood Street, imagining there was a lake between his house and the neighbor’s lawn—the putting green—across the road, before clubbing lightweight plastic balls over the “water hazard” and onto the putting surface. He would even hit balls over the roof of the family home, never once breaking anything. 

Even when he attended golf events, he was more interested in playing than watching. When Rudy Duran took Tiger to the Los Angeles Open at Rancho Park in 1983, he sat him down at the greenside to watch the household names his father was forever talking about, like Tom Watson, Johnny Miller, and Lee Trevino. But Tiger couldn’t care less. “He maybe lasted fifteen minutes before he jumped up and asked me when we were going to play golf,” he said.

Duran headed to the phone box at the clubhouse, made a few calls, and, an hour later, the pair were playing nine holes on the way back home. “He really wasn’t interested in watching the touring pros,” he added. “Earl used to watch golf on TV and read about it, but I don’t think Tiger really did.”

It was a little different when Tiger had the chance to play with them though. Later, in 1982, Tiger was given the opportunity to play two holes with Sam Snead at Soboba Springs in San Jacinto, thanks to Rudy Duran and the reputation of his junior program. Slammin’ Sam, now sixty-nine, was not only the seven-time major winner who also held the record of eighty-two PGA Tour wins but also one of the most famous golfers who had ever trod the fairways. Excitedly, Duran told Tiger of his date with one of the game’s true greats. 

“Is he any good?” asked Tiger.

“He’s only one of the best players ever,” replied Duran.

Snead had already played several groups when he met Tiger and Earl Woods, as well as Duran and his father, at the designated tee and posed for a photograph. After hitting his tee shot on the green, Snead and the group moved forward to the next tee where Tiger teed it up and, without even considering the layout of the hole ahead of him and the fact he still couldn’t reach the putting surface, proceeded to smite his ball down the right side of the fairway, at which point it bounced right and rolled down a hill and into a water hazard. When Tiger reached his ball, he found it partially submerged in the sludge at the side of the pond. Most players would have taken an unplayable lie and their medicine. Not Tiger Woods. “He just went down there, took out his club, and whacked it out of the water and onto the green.” Duran smiled. 
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