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Foreword

IN 1989, WHEN GREG NORMAN was the second most charismatic star in golf—Seve, obviously—he founded his own off-season tournament, the Shark Shootout. Ordinarily, it offered low pressure and easy money for the game’s top players, but the 1994 Shootout had an edgier vibe. Working in the shadows, Norman had put together the contours of a new global circuit of tournaments that would be a direct competitor to the PGA Tour. Norman was drafting on the game’s surging international presence; at that moment, all of the top six and twenty-three of the top fifty players in the Sony Ranking (the precursor to the Official World Golf Ranking) had been born outside the United States. Following a practice round at the Shootout, the Shark gathered his fellow players in a vast wine room within the clubhouse at Sherwood Country Club in Thousand Oaks, California. The space was crowded and the atmosphere tense. “None of us knew what was going on,” recalls Peter Jacobsen. “There had been some rumors flying around, but mostly it was an information vacuum. Remember, this was before cell phones and the internet, so most of us were in the dark.”

Summoning all of his considerable showmanship, Norman laid out his vision for a worldwide tour underwritten by a five-year, $125 million TV deal from his fellow Australian iconoclast Rupert Murdoch. The eight-tournament schedule would take players from Tokyo to Montreal to Spain to Scotland and points in between. The money was astronomical, with $3 million purses for the forty-man fields. Each winner would claim $600,000; Nick Price, by comparison, had earned $186,000 for taking the 1994 British Open.

When Norman finished speaking, one gent in the room asked how the players could possibly obtain so many releases from the PGA Tour; then, as now, Tour members needed permission to make cameos at competing tournaments, which is akin to asking your spouse for approval to have an affair. It should come as no surprise that the Tour has always been stingy in granting such releases, capping them at a maximum of three per season. Two days before this gathering at Sherwood, PGA Tour commissioner Tim Finchem had sent a strongly worded letter to his members threatening to suspend any player who threw in with the renegade tour. Now Norman assured his colleagues that he was trying to forge a compromise with the Tour, but he also said cryptically that at some point the players might have to pick a side.

The room fell quiet, and then the King stirred. Arnold Palmer was sixty-five, still hale and hearty, with a head of luscious silver hair. The Shark Shootout was one of the few tournaments at which he showed up to charm the galleries.

“Greg, have you ever heard of the Big Three?” Palmer asked. It was a rhetorical question: every professional golfer and golf fan knows that Arnie, Jack Nicklaus, and Gary Player are the Big Three who ushered in the game’s commercialized modern era. “How many times do you think we were approached to do our own thing?” Palmer continued. “More than I can count. Do you know why we always said no? Because it would have been bad for the game and bad for the fellas.”

A jolt of electricity ran through the room. The most important popularizing figure golf has ever known was offering both a history lesson and a sermon.

“You guys are young and have a lot of golf in front of you,” Palmer told the other players in the room. “You can do what you think is best, but I don’t want any part of this.” He rose from his chair and ambled out of the room.

At that moment, no one, least of all Norman, knew what to say. Then Lanny Wadkins, a gruff old-school player widely admired by his peers for his cojones, spoke up: “If it’s not good enough for Arnold, it’s not good enough for me.” He walked out of the room, soon followed by every other player. “That shit was over in the blink of an eye,” says Paul Azinger. The Great White Shark was left alone with his pie charts, humiliated and seething. “I was shell-shocked when I got out of that meeting,” Norman said. “Are you kidding me? How about having an open discussion about this, guys? How about not slaying the dream and just shutting me down and ostracizing me in front of the other players?”

Says Jacobsen today, “People have asked me a lot lately, ‘Why is Greg Norman so angry? Why is he so bitter? Why is he trying to burn the PGA Tour to the ground?’ I think a lot of it goes back to that moment, when his reputation got crushed.” He chuckles and offers a rueful coda: “Of course, if Greg hadn’t choked away the 1996 Masters, I don’t think any of us would have ever heard of LIV Golf.”



The birth of LIV Golf is often ascribed to the grand ambitions of the crown prince of Saudi Arabia, Mohammed bin Salman, but its creation owes more to MBS’s close friend and confidante, His Excellency Yasir Al-Rumayyan. H.E., as he is known to acquaintances, is the governor of the Saudi Public Investment Fund (PIF), which can shape economies and disrupt industries with its $700 billion war chest. He is also the chairman of the board of Aramco, the state-run oil company, making H.E. easily the most powerful person in the world who is not a head of state. It says something about Al-Rumayyan, who holds a degree from the Harvard Business School, that the golfer he would become closest to is dweeby Bryson DeChambeau, a physics major in college. (Just ask him.) “He’s a golf nerd. A golf nut,” says DeChambeau. “He plays all the time. He hits the ball straight for not having crazy power. He knows how to get the clubface back to the ball. It’s kind of fun to watch. He has a good putting game, too. I think he loves everything about the game—the camaraderie, the competition, just getting outside and being in nature.”

It was Al-Rumayyan who pushed and prodded his fellow Saudis to become stakeholders in professional golf, beginning in 2019 with a new tournament on the European Tour schedule. “Let’s be honest, the key reason the Saudis have become so involved in golf is because of Yasir’s enduring love for the game,” says Keith Pelley, the CEO of the European Tour. “If he was a volleyball fan, they might be building volleyball arenas and creating a volleyball super league and hosting the volleyball world championships.”

During the annual playing of the Saudi International, Al-Rumayyan’s yacht, parked just offshore, became a social hub as he hosted golfers for informal gatherings. “It was a relaxed environment that offered privacy, or so we thought,” says one player who requested anonymity. “But this was interesting: somehow we started talking about Russia, and just as we were getting going, H.E. nodded at one of his guys, who came over and grabbed both of his cell phones. He set them down next to a speaker and then turned up the music—it was just like in the movies—and then H.E. began speaking very candidly. He nodded toward the phones and said, ‘My own people are always listening.’ I pulled out my phone to hand it to him, but he waved it off and laughed and said, ‘Don’t worry, we are not listening to you—we don’t care enough!’ ” Following the playing of the second Saudi International, rumors began being whispered about players attending decadent parties thrown aboard MBS’s $470 million, 439-foot yacht, Serene, once it reached international waters. (Serene features a helicopter hangar that has been converted into a nightclub, replete with stripper poles.) Phones were reputedly not allowed on board.

At the completion of LIV’s inaugural tournament in London in June 2022, Al-Rumayyan was called up to the trophy presentation to give a speech. He drew confused whoops from the crowd when he announced a $54 million bonus for any LIV golfer who shoots 54 in competition. (Hey, it’s not that outlandish of a thought: Jim Furyk has posted a 58 on the PGA Tour, and in 2019 an Irish golfer named David Carey shot 57 at an Alps Tour Golf event, though it was on a par 68.) His speech was otherwise boilerplate, but his effusiveness, and the bear hugs he received from every player onstage, provided a clue to one of the central mysteries behind LIV: What are the Saudis’ motivations? Al-Rumayyan may have bought his way into the chairmanship of the English Premier League football club Newcastle United, and he has been known to have kick-abouts on the field after games, but he’ll never connect with his twentysomething players as he did with the more intellectually curious Phil Mickelson during their leisurely pro-am round in London. The Saudi elite can scoop up the most expensive private residence in London, as the late crown prince Sultan bin Abdul-Aziz did with a 62,000-square-foot monstrosity in the shadow of Kensington Palace, but they will never be granted memberships at the old-line, aggressively private golf clubs outside town. Yet during LIV London, Al-Rumayyan strutted around the Centurion Club as if he owned the place, which he kind of did, at least for one week. The status he enjoyed, the reflected glow of hanging out with famous golfers, the connections he made with the London movers and shakers who played in the pro-am and crowded the three-story tower of luxury suites—it’s hard to put a price tag on all of that. But for a dude who controls an investment fund that is projected to reach a trillion-dollar valuation by 2025 and an oil company that enjoyed $141 billion in profits in 2022, what’s a few billion dollars between golfing buddies?

Norman also spoke at the trophy presentation at LIV London. The stage was high on a hill, and Norman’s handsome visage filled a massive screen that loomed over the crowd. As he gesticulated triumphantly, he evoked not Tim Finchem but rather Benito Mussolini. “The evolution of the game of golf has arrived,” Norman thundered. “LIV is alive. We did it for all the fans right here today. We did it for you. For twenty-seven years there have been a lot of obstacles put in our path. There have been a lot of dreams squashed. But they couldn’t squash us. There is a new energy for the game of golf. This is just the start, trust me. We’re going to supercharge the game of golf.”

A month later, LIV rolled into Trump National Golf Club Bedminster, with the forty-fifth president of the United States playing host. (While in office, Donald Trump had an instrumental role in keeping MBS in power; more on that later.) In the LIV pro-am, the president played with DeChambeau and Dustin Johnson, whose wife, Paulina, socializes with Kimberly Guilfoyle, Donald Trump, Jr.’s, fiancée. Norman saw them off the first tee, wearing a can-you-believe-this-shit perma-grin. After Trump, Johnson, and DeChambeau hit their opening drives, they were walking off the tee when a voice called out, “One more.” It was Al-Rumayyan, wearing a MAKE AMERICA GREAT AGAIN hat. The president, a future Hall of Famer, and a U.S. Open champ stepped aside to let him hit his drive and join the fun. Now, that’s juice.

Leading up to LIV Bedminster, I had requested an interview with Trump but he declined, citing through intermediaries his unhappiness with my 2017 Sports Illustrated feature that sought to show how his character has been revealed through golf. But during the pro-am, I was walking alone next to the rope line when Trump roared up in his golf cart, a procession of Secret Service officers in hot pursuit. We had met years earlier, at his tournament at Doral, and I have interviewed him by phone, but he reintroduced himself and offered a blast of Trumpian charm, saying “Hey, Alan, you’re a great writer with a great reputation.” After a little small talk, he added, apropos of nothing, “The PGA screwed me, but I’m going to get them back. Trust me, I’m going to get them back.” Then he smashed the gas pedal and was gone, leaving it unclear if he was woofing at the PGA of America, which had stripped him of the 2022 PGA Championship in the wake of the January 6, 2021, Capitol riots, or the PGA Tour, which had taken away his World Golf Championship at Doral. Works either way.

LIV is about many things besides golf, chief among them money, power, and politics. But there is a darker, more elemental force at work: vengeance.






1.

IN THE YEARS BETWEEN THE world wars, being a professional golfer was typically a part-time gig. To make ends meet, almost all of the competitors held down pro shop jobs at country clubs. Many were itinerant workers: In the winter, when the golf courses in the Northeast and Midwest went dormant, the pros would flock south, looking for work and action. The PGA of America, the umbrella organization for the six thousand or so club pros around the country, began organizing tournaments, and by the 1920s, a reliable winter schedule had coalesced.

Byron Nelson won his first tournament in 1935, the year of the second Masters Tournament. Sam Snead broke through in 1936, Ben Hogan in 1938. That legendary triumvirate generated widespread fan interest, and Nelson, whose draft status was 4-H because of a blood disorder, kept golf in the public consciousness during World War II, highlighted by his record eleven-tournament winning streak in 1945. In the boom years that followed, golf thrived as both a leisure activity and a competitive sport. Bing Crosby hosted his first Crosby Clambake at Pebble Beach in 1947, bringing glamour and more money to the circuit. Dwight D. Eisenhower became the first golfing president, putting more focus on the game. Arnold Palmer arrived at the same time as color television, dazzling the folks at home with a game as vibrant as the flowers at Augusta National. He won four Masters titles from 1958 to 1964, becoming an earthy, sexy icon. The King’s lone U.S. Open victory came in 1960, though Hogan said afterward, “I played 36 holes today with a kid who should have won this Open by 10 shots.” Soon enough, Jack Nicklaus would start piling up major championship victories, lifting the sport to even greater heights with his transcendent brilliance. In 1958, the total prize money available on tour was $1 million; a decade later, it had spiked to $5.6 million.

Yet even as the professional game was exploding, the tournaments were still administered by the PGA of America, a parochial organization with the mission of supporting teaching pros at the grassroots level. The PGA’s Tournament Bureau was run by a committee of four players and three PGA executives. The first stirrings of rebellion came in 1966, when Frank Sinatra proposed a tournament in Palm Springs, California, with a $200,000 purse. There was some consternation that an event hosted by Ol’ Blue Eyes would steal some sparkle from Bob Hope’s tourney, to be played a couple of weeks later, but the tournament committee voted 4–3 to add it to the schedule. Decisions by the Tournament Bureau were subject to review by the PGA’s executive committee, made up of sixteen PGA pencil pushers and—get this—only one touring pro. PGA president Max Elbin was a staunch traditionalist who opposed the Sinatra tournament. He rounded up four members of the executive committee for a fishy ad hoc vote and overruled the tournament committee by a 3–1 margin, squashing the event. It was the first veto in the fifty-two-year history of the PGA, and the touring pros were rightfully pissed.

“The problem was that the whole operation was being run part-time by three club pros,” said Bob Goalby, the 1968 Masters champ. “They didn’t have the time to handle everything we needed, from pensions to course setup, and when they did, they approached it as a club pro would.”

Tensions continued to escalate when the tour pros found out that the PGA intended to siphon off $50,000 from the purse at the Westchester Country Club tournament and put it into the general pension fund for all of its members.

On June 1, 1967, the players began their uprising, producing a seven-point manifesto demanding greater control over the schedule, the disbursement of funds, and the hiring of administrative staff. They also insisted on taking away the PGA’s veto power. More than 130 players signed the letter, which included a stunning ultimatum: if the PGA didn’t acquiesce to all of their demands by June 15—the day of the first round of the U.S. Open—the players would boycott the PGA Championship, to be played a month later.

Once the rift went public, the touring pros and the PGA’s rank-and-file club pros were set in opposition to one another. The hard feelings were so palpable that Kermit Zarley said, “I didn’t feel very comfortable for a while going into some pro shops at golf clubs.”

Elbin agreed to meet with the players in Cleveland following the U.S. Open. But he ramped up the incendiary rhetoric by co-opting a phrase from the Jim Crow era, labeling the opposition leaders “agitators.” He added, “Many of the players are following blindly a trail baited with half-truths, insinuations, and outright lies.”

After a tense nine-hour meeting, the PGA gave in on six of the seven demands but retained its veto power, forging an uneasy truce that lasted all of two weeks, when the players rejected the deal.

Most of the 1968 season was played under a cloud of uncertainty, as lawyers for both sides maneuvered behind the scenes. Rumors were rampant that the players were going to split off and create their own tour. Enter Nicklaus. The Bear had been a leader in the player revolt all along, but he began taking the fight public. After he missed the cut at the 1968 PGA Championship, he was asked what he thought of the composition of the field, which included a whopping 112 club pros and only 56 touring pros. “It’s absurd and unfortunate,” he harrumphed, rankling PGA officials and souring the negotiations.

Following the tournament at Westchester Country Club, a hundred touring pros convened to vote on the future of golf in the United States. The vote was unanimous: the players committed to forming a breakaway league, American Professional Golfers (APG). A thirteen-member APG advisory committee was created, headlined by Nicklaus. The PGA of America made its stance clear: it was us or them. “If a player decides to go with the other group, his PGA card will be lifted immediately,” Elbin said. “We will continue to play tournament golf. It will be tough at first, but we will endure.” His lieutenant, Leo Fraser, noted that the PGA still represented the club pros, who ministered to young golfers around the country. “We’ve got six thousand little factories turning out potential stars,” he said.

Nicklaus continued to throw haymakers in the press, publishing an extraordinary first-person essay in the September 16, 1968, issue of Sports Illustrated. It began, “That verbal attack recently unleashed on me by Leo Fraser, the secretary of the Professional Golfers Association, was, on the whole, inaccurate. Fraser did spell my name correctly—Jack Nicklaus. He even had my age right—28. And he signed his own name properly—Leo Fraser. The rest of his cutting statement, though, was a personal assault.”

Lurking in the background was Palmer, who remained the game’s biggest star even though he had been supplanted by Nicklaus as its best player. Palmer idolized his father, Deacon, the superintendent and then the head pro at Latrobe [Pennsylvania] Country Club and did not want to publicly battle the PGA of America, an organization putatively dedicated to growing the game. Arnie was also worried about moving product, presaging Michael Jordan’s famous explanation about why he was not more politically outspoken: “Republicans buy sneakers, too.” Said Goalby of Palmer, “He was selling clubs, so it was hard for him to alienate the club pros. He had to worry if they were going to stop carrying his stuff.” Palmer began meeting privately with PGA officials, trying to forge a compromise. But the PGA refused to make the necessary concessions, and Arnie reluctantly pledged his fealty to his fellow players.

The game’s other stakeholders made it clear that they would side with the players. ABC had just signed a two-year deal to televise ten tour events, including the PGA Championship, and its legendary executive Roone Arledge said, “I’m not sure how the present controversy will affect us, but we won’t televise a tournament with nobodies in it.” On September 24, 1968, the PGA went to court and obtained a temporary restraining order against the APG. It took a while, but the players had finally come to realize that they were the product, not the organizing tour. They made a presentation to the International Golf Sponsors Association, and afterward its outgoing president, Angus Mairs, made it clear that his organization would side with talent over bureaucracy: “We have decided to go with the dancing girls.”

When a half-dozen tournament sponsors announced that they would shift their allegiance—and corporate dollars—to APG events, the PGA of America retaliated by saying that it would sue any player who competed in an APG tournament that took place the same week as a PGA event, because that would be a violation of existing rules. (To that point, none of the pros had renounced their PGA memberships.) But in mid-October, the judge rescinded his restraining order, neutering the PGA’s legal case. Outmaneuvered and lacking leverage, PGA officials quietly began seeking a truce, a process that accelerated after Elbin’s term as president expired in November 1968. Within a few weeks the war was over and the players had won. They got the autonomy they had sought under a new umbrella organization: the PGA Tour. (In a notable concession, the PGA of America retained ownership of the Ryder Cup, a sleepy affair dating to 1927 that would grow into golf’s Super Bowl.)

It has become common to call the LIV Golf era the most contentious period in professional golf history. This overlooks the fact that the PGA Tour was born of a rebellion fueled by secret player meetings, lawsuits, threats of suspension and boycotts, and very public recriminations. Ever since then, the PGA Tour has tried to sell a polished image of golfing gentlemen, but bitchiness and controversy will always be in the professional game’s DNA.






2.

GOLF IS OFTEN THE STORY of fathers and sons, but it was Greg Norman’s mother, Toini, who altered the game’s future. In 1970, the Normans moved from Townsville, a remote little coastal town in Queensland, Australia, to the more cosmopolitan Brisbane so Greg’s father, Merv, could take an engineering job. Toini was the jock in the family and immediately joined a country club. One day she was walking out the door to go play golf when her fifteen-year-old son, Greg, bored and friendless in the new town, offered to caddie for her. It was the first time on a golf course for a strapping lad who played cricket and rugby and excelled at Australian rules football. After the round, while Toini enjoyed a beverage in the clubhouse, Greg nabbed her clubs and played a handful of holes by himself. He instantly fell under the game’s spell.

Norman began haunting Virginia Golf Club until after the sun set and all day on the weekends. He devoured golf instruction books—Jack Nicklaus’s Golf My Way became a touchstone—and began taking group lessons for 20 cents apiece. In April 1971, nine months after first touching a club, Norman claimed his first trophy, teaming with his dad to win a four-ball event at the club. Three months later, he made the Queensland junior team, and in 1973, he won the Queensland Junior Championship.

Even as Norman bloomed as a golfer, he was living a feckless life. He liked to surf and spearfish and occasionally “liberated” horses to ride them bareback on the beach. During one vacation he spent a few weeks working as a “jackeroo” on a cattle ranch. He found the classroom stifling and did just enough to skate by. After graduating from high school, he lived for a while with his dog in a tent on the beach, a surf bum forever seeking mischief. “He was very aggressive with the girls,” his boyhood friend Glen Cogill told Lauren St. John, Norman’s biographer. “Very aggressive guy. He used to get into a few scraps with the blokes over the girls. And he would not back off from anybody. Tough as nails.”

Norman had a moment of clarity after nearly drowning while surfing at Noosa Beach the day after a cyclone had blown through: golf would be his ticket to a better life. Shortly thereafter, on a long bus ride to an amateur tournament, he announced, “Before I’m thirty, I’ll be a millionaire. I’ll be the best golfer in the world, and I’ll be married to an American.” His baffled mates burst out laughing.

Merv was far less amused. He had hoped that Greg would follow in his footsteps and become an engineer, but his son’s lack of interest in academics torpedoed that idea. Greg had been in the air cadets at Aspley State High School in Brisbane and talked often about joining the Royal Australian Air Force, stirring the dreams that Merv had once had for himself. The two even visited a recruiting office. In the ensuing decades, Greg would dine out on the story of sitting in the RAAF office with his dad, pen poised to sign the enlistment papers, only to renounce his old man’s wishes in favor of a life in golf. Everyone from his mom to his former manager James Marshall has debunked the tale. “He’s given to gross exaggeration,” Marshall said. “The story that it was the air force or golf, it’s a load of bullshit. Greg no more would have qualified academically to get into the Australian Air Force than fly to the moon. He was no Einstein when he left school.” To those close to Norman, there is no question that his lifelong, insatiable need to achieve stems from the simmering disapproval of his stern, taciturn, workaholic father.

In 1973, Greg took a job in the pro shop at the Royal Queensland Golf Club in Brisbane for the princely sum of $38 a week. It allowed him to hit all the balls he wanted under the watchful eye of the head pro, Charlie Earp. Over the next three years Norman toiled in anonymity, building a powerful, repeatable swing one blister at a time and testing his mettle in big-money games against the members. (The most he won in a day was $1,200.) Norman always had a clear idea of where the game would take him. One day on the range, Earp was dismayed that his pupil was sending iron shots to the moon and expressed doubt that such a towering ball flight would work on the European Tour, where aspiring Aussie pros had always cut their teeth.

“I’ll be all right,” Norman said. “I’m designing my game for America.”

In 1976, Norman finally earned a place on the PGA of Australia’s developmental circuit. He finished in the top ten in each of his first three events, and at the Queensland Open, the Brisbane Courier-Mail reported, he had missed only ten greens in regulation across seventy-two holes and on the eighteenth hole uncorked a drive measured at 394 yards. Still, he was an unknown quantity when he arrived at his first big-time tournament, the West Lakes Classic, which featured most of Australia’s top pros. It took all of one round for Norman to make a name for himself as he shot 64 in high winds to set a course record. He kept the pedal down over the next two rounds, becoming national news as he forged a 10-shot lead. After he completed the victory, the dean of Australian golf, Peter Thomson, weighed in with a rare bit of hyperbole: “We have a young golfer in the Nicklaus mold—dare I say better? What incredible heights must be before him now.”



Norman claimed his first European Tour title in 1977, at age twenty-two, shooting a course-record 66 in the final round to win the Martini International by three. On a circuit populated by scoundrels and ruffians, he stood out from his peers with his sobering focus. “For the Aussies in the generation before Greg, it was almost a badge of honor to drink ten beers and then shoot sixty-eight the next morning,” says Mike Clayton, a fellow Australian pro and contemporary of Norman. “He took it seriously. He wasn’t out there to make friends, really. I never, ever went to dinner with him. I don’t think anyone did. He would get to the course early, put in long hours, and then disappear.”

The disapproval of his father followed Norman like a shadow. “Even when I started climbing the ladder,” he said, “[my dad] didn’t think I’d be anything. I had a point to prove to him. To everybody.”

By 1980, he was emerging as a dominant force, winning the Open de France by 10 strokes and taking the prestigious Australian Open among his four worldwide wins. He had also acquired the nickname “Hollywood” for his increasingly lavish lifestyle; he bought a silver Ferrari to complement the red one he already roared around in. “He had two things that were always bubbling to the surface that needed controlling,” said Marshall. “One was that he had a phenomenal ego, even at that age. Secondly, he was ultramaterialistic. Very impressed by money, very impressed by people who had money. Those, to me, were slight danger signs.”

Commuting between Australia and Europe, Norman developed an increasingly global perspective on the game, and he developed a kinship with Seve Ballesteros, the hot-blooded Spaniard who was always raging against the machinery of professional golf. In 1981, Ballesteros resigned from the European Tour Players Division in a dispute over appearance fees and in retaliation was left off the Ryder Cup team. (He would later lose his PGA Tour membership and be banned for a year for failing to play the minimum fifteen tournaments.) Norman was one of the few players to ride to Seve’s defense, hailing him as “the Arnold Palmer of Europe.”

In 1981, Norman married the former Laura Andrassy. Two years earlier, he had been flying to his first U.S. Open when Andrassy, a flight attendant, sashayed down the aisle. Norman had been thunderstruck by her beauty and blurted out to Marshall, “I bet you I’ll marry that woman.” Before the plane landed, he had persuaded Andrassy to have dinner with him. That was also the year when he began to prove himself on the world stage, finishing fourth in his Masters debut. The following year, he topped the European Tour’s money list. He was twenty-six, married to an American, and clearly one of the best players in the world. One day he totted up all of his holdings and realized that he was, in fact, a millionaire. Everything he had predicted for himself on that long ago bus ride had come true. He picked up the phone and called each of the boyhood friends who had laughed at his vision for his future, to make sure that they knew the score.



It is a measure of Norman’s hubris that in 1983, at the age of twenty-eight, he published his autobiography, My Story. He took numerous shots at his colleagues, including a passage that set Fleet Street ablaze: “So many talented golfers on the British Tour have not got the drive, have not got the guts or that inner power that is needed to go on and win when victory is in sight. There are too many good-time players on the British Tour who would be better off spending their spare time on the practice fairway.” Those were fighting words to many players on tour, and Norman became a pariah. Amid the blowback he announced that he was quitting the European Tour for “personal reasons” and decamped to the PGA Tour. It would hardly be the last time he napalmed the bridges on his way out of town.

Norman won his first Tour event in 1984, the old Kemper Open. The following week, at the U.S. Open at Winged Foot Golf Club, he wound up in a final-round dogfight with Fuzzy Zoeller. Standing in the eighteenth fairway, tied with Zoeller, Norman froze over his ball. “It was as if that final green was a dark room and I was a little boy, afraid to open the door,” he later said, admitting that he had “choked” on the shot, a blocked 6-iron that had sent his ball sailing into the grandstands. Yet he willed in a forty-footer to save par, a putt that would have become iconic if he hadn’t gotten run over by Zoeller in the Monday playoff, 67–75.

The runner-up finish at Winged Foot kicked off a dozen years of melodrama, during which Norman became both the most maddening and the most thrilling antihero in the game. He won the 1986 Open Championship at Turnberry in Scotland by five shots, one of eleven worldwide victories that season, sending him to the summit of the nascent world ranking. He took the 1987 Australian Open by a record 10 strokes at Royal Melbourne Country Club, maybe the best golf course in the world. He prevailed at the Open Championship again in 1993 with a 64 that is one of the greatest final rounds in golf history and the following year shot a mind-bending 24 under to smash every record at the Players Championship. By 1995, he had three times led the PGA Tour’s money list and three times had the lowest scoring average. Along the way he acquired a monumental ego and an abrasive manner, earning a reputation as a caddie killer and having a series of contentious business breakups. Many personal friendships also ended abruptly. “I feel sorry for Greg,” Laura said in 1996. “What’s happened is really sad. I know Greg would love to have a close male friend, someone to get drunk with and just tell anything. But there’s nobody.”

Norman’s maniacal focus helped him build a sprawling business empire, as he put his name on everything from a line of clothes to a golf course design business to a wine label. In 1991, he bought 12 percent of Cobra Golf for $1.9 million, and when the company was sold five years later, he cashed out for $40 million. At one point in the mid-1990s, he owned a Gulfstream IV, two helicopters, five boats, three Harleys, six SUVs, a Rolls-Royce, a Bentley, a Mercedes, and six or seven Ferraris—he wasn’t sure how many. He would later add a 228-foot yacht, which he named Aussie Rules. The rough-around-the-edges surfer with no golf pedigree had succeeded beyond his wildest dreams. Yet it is a hard truth that Norman is better known for his crack-ups and implosions than any of his spectacular achievements.

Consider the wrenching fifty-three-week stretch that began with the 1986 Masters. That tournament is synonymous with Jack Nicklaus turning back the clock, but Norman was tied with the Golden Bear standing on the seventy-second fairway, riding the momentum of having made four straight birdies. With the pin on the back shelf of a dangerous green, Nicklaus played the eighteenth hole cautiously, with an iron shot well below the hole and a textbook two-putt. Speaking more generally of the game’s greatest winner in his book Shark Attack!: Greg Norman’s Guide to Aggressive Golf, Norman had the temerity to chide Nicklaus by saying his “overall game management is a shade on the conservative side.” Now, with the Masters hanging in the balance, Norman decided against a 5-iron into the heart of the green, potentially giving himself an uphill putt to win but more likely ensuring a two-putt for a sudden-death playoff, and instead tried to stuff a 4-iron next to the flag for a walk-off birdie. He blocked the Fore!-iron miles right of the green and took a fatal bogey. “It was the first time all week I let my ego get the best of me,” he said. But what a time!

Norman redeemed himself a month later at the British Open, conquering Turnberry in southwest Scotland in weather so nasty that Nicklaus tabbed it “the Survival Open.” Tom Watson, who as a five-time winner of the Claret Jug knows a thing or two about Open golf, called Norman’s second-round 63 “the greatest round I’ve ever seen.” Norman had already set a PGA Tour record for winnings in a season ($644,000) when he traveled to Inverness for the PGA Championship, looking to put an exclamation point on a wild year. That tournament is remembered for Bob Tway holing out from a greenside bunker on the seventy-second hole to vanquish Norman, but the Shark had put himself in position to get beat by playing the back nine in 40, frittering away a 4-stroke lead. “Norman likes to talk about how fate always conspired against him, but he totally blew that PGA,” says his contemporary Mike Clayton. At the next major championship, the 1987 Masters, Larry Mize trumped Norman in a playoff by jarring a seemingly impossible 140-foot bump-and-run from well off the sloping eleventh green. (Again, Norman had tempted fate by missing a twenty-foot birdie putt on the seventy-second hole for the victory, the kind of putt every boy dreams about until he grows up and is actually confronted with it.) Tway and Mize had produced two of golf’s all-time thunderbolts, and it had to be Norman who suffered them back to back. When he returned home from Augusta in 1987, he sat on the beach staring at the waves for hours on end.

More anguish awaited. At the 1989 British Open, Norman shot a final-round 64 to force a four-hole aggregate playoff versus Mark Calcavecchia and Wayne Grady. On the final extra hole, Norman drove into a bunker, slashed his ball into another bunker, and then knifed that shot off the Troon clubhouse, out of bounds. He never completed the hole, and his score has forever been recorded as an ignominious X. Another grim denouement came at the 1993 PGA Championship, when Norman lipped-out a five-foot par putt on the second hole of sudden death, three-putting to hand the Wanamaker Trophy to Paul Azinger. That meant Norman had lost a playoff at each of the four major championships, thus becoming the first player to achieve the Grand Slammed. (Norman’s playoff record on the PGA, European, and Australasian Tours is 6–12.)

Of course, all of that was just a prelude to the 1996 Masters. In the first three rounds, Norman played as if in a lucid dream, tying the Augusta National record in the first round with a 63 and forging a 6-shot lead over Nick Faldo through fifty-four holes. Peter Dobereiner, the esteemed British golf writer, found Norman in the clubhouse on Saturday evening, grabbed him by the shoulders, and bellowed, “Greg, old boy, there’s no way you can fuck this up now!”

Oh, but there was. Norman slowly, agonizingly succumbed to the crushing pressure and Faldo’s relentless excellence. A sickening feeling swirled in the dogwoods by the time Norman finished his 78, 11 shots worse than Faldo. On the final green, the champion wrapped Norman in a manly embrace and whispered, “I don’t know what to say. I just want to give you a hug. I feel horrible about what happened. I’m so sorry.”

Three months later Norman parted ways with Butch Harmon, the most celebrated swing coach in the game. It’s true that Norman’s overactive lower body created some minor technical flaws in his swing, but his action seemed to hold up just fine for the first fifty-four or sixty-three or sixty-eight or seventy-one holes of major championships. As Norman wrote in his own book, “So many talented golfers on the British Tour have not got the drive, have not got the guts or that inner power that is needed to go on and win when victory is in sight.” The late Bruce Edwards caddied for both Norman and Watson, calling the latter “a true champion.” Years ago, Edwards ruminated on the difference between the two competitors and said, “Talent-wise, Norman was probably superior. He was much longer and straighter off the tee and a more consistent putter. But Tom had all the intangibles: guts, grittiness, heart. He had the perfect attitude for competition. If Tom hit a perfect drive that landed in a divot hole in the fairway, he would wink at me and say, ‘Hey, Bruce, watch what I do with this!’ If the same thing happened to Greg, he would bitch and moan about his rotten luck. Then he’d hit a bad shot and pout about it for the next two holes. That’s the fundamental difference between them.”

There is a deeper void within Norman, one that can’t be measured on money lists or in world ranking points. In the minutes after Norman’s most crushing defeat, the sportswriter Rick Reilly encountered him in the Augusta National locker room. Golf is often a story of fathers and sons. Reilly asked Norman how he was holding up. “He said, ‘It’s okay, it’s okay. That hug Faldo gave me on the eighteenth was the greatest hug I ever got in my life,’ ” recalls Reilly. “ ‘It was almost worth the pain for that hug.’ And he started talking about how his dad never hugged him.”



Norman should have been remembered as a great player, a gracious loser, and a successful brand builder, but his Machiavellian streak has long clouded his legacy. In 1994, the PGA Tour created the Presidents Cup in large part to give Norman (and other non-Europeans) a Ryder Cup–like stage. But he came down with the flu the week of the inaugural event, bowing out of the competition. He finally showed up on the last day to support his team from the sidelines. He asked his captain, David Graham, if he could be mic’d up for the telecast, to which Graham tartly replied, “Not if I have anything to do with it. This isn’t going to be the fucking Greg Norman show.” Before the next Presidents Cup, Graham, a fellow Australian, was forced out as captain in a player mutiny that he has always blamed in large part on Norman, whom he calls an “egomaniac.”

The failed World Tour did far more lasting damage to Norman’s reputation. He has always couched the idea as a way of giving back. “It was audacious,” he said with typical modesty. “I was ahead of my time, I guess. I could see the way golf was growing on a global front, because I was a global player…. The PGA Tour wasn’t out there, understanding what global golf was doing. They were focused on growing domestic tournaments. I thought, Wow, wouldn’t it be cool if we could still play our 15 tournaments in America, still be obligated to the PGA Tour, and yet still be able to grow the game of golf on a global basis?”

That was more than a little disingenuous, because he knew if the top players scooped up all that World Tour cash, they most likely would cut back significantly on their PGA Tour starts, hurting both TV ratings and sponsor interest. (In those days, before the outlandish money of the FedEx Cup, renouncing Tour membership and its fifteen-tournament minimum came with minimal downside for a player.) Norman hurt his cause by acting unilaterally and making no effort to collaborate with the PGA Tour, which quickly ostracized him as a moneygrubbing traitor. The Tour’s messaging was amplified by traditionalists in the golf press. Baltimore Sun columnist John Steadman wrote, “What Greg Norman, in a self-serving way, has proposed will destroy the American professional golf tour.”

“Norman’s gall and greed stunned much of golf,” wrote Thomas Boswell, a renowned columnist for the Washington Post. He called the World Tour a “brazen display of self-interest” and an “ugly idea, both crass and alien to golf.”

Other powerful forces were aligned against Norman, who two years earlier had had an acrimonious parting from the industry behemoth International Management Group. Now many of the superagency’s biggest clients, including Palmer, happily stood in opposition to the World Tour. Bev Norwood, a longtime IMG executive, summarized the situation thus: “Karma is a bitch, and she fucking hates Greg Norman.” Faldo, another IMG client, drove a stake through the heart of the World Tour. In December 1994, three weeks after Norman was shamed in his boardroom debacle at Sherwood Country Club, Faldo was among the top players who gathered at Tryall Golf Club in Jamaica for the Johnnie Walker World Golf Championship. At that point, Norman had presented few specifics about the operations of his would-be tour. One night in Jamaica, an envelope was slipped under the door of each of the players’ hotel rooms like a note from the concierge. It contained a document that remained light on details, but Norman beseeched the players to sign it as a kind of pledge of allegiance. When Faldo was asked about the mysterious piece of paper, he snapped, “What world tour? It’s not going to happen. There is nothing concrete at all, and the proposals have not been thought out. Nothing makes sense. If Greg had got the support of the leading players before making an announcement, it would have made a bigger impact, but he never spoke to anybody. The first approach I’ve had was when something was shoved under my door this week.” His words ripped through the golf world.

All these years later, Norman is still holding on to boxes full of legal documents he claims show the Tour’s nefarious dealings and collusion to humiliate him. As I reported this book, he promised to let me see them but then reneged. It’s easy to imagine Norman, as alone as King Lear, digging through the boxes in the wee hours, searching for a vindication that will never come.

For Norman, a bitter coda to the demise of the World Tour came in 1996 when the PGA Tour announced the formation of the World Golf Championships, a quartet of annual tournaments with small fields, no cuts, and huge purses that would visit all corners of the globe. Norman first heard that his idea had been ripped off and repackaged while he was at the 1996 Presidents Cup. Furious, he cornered PGA Tour commissioner Tim Finchem in the lobby of the player hotel.

“How long have you known about this?” Norman asked Finchem.

“About a month.”

“Fuck you.”

The antipathy remains mutual. Finchem’s predecessor, Deane Beman, said in an interview, “What Norman did with the World Tour amounted to insurrection. The PGA Tour gave him a platform to become an international star and make more money than he ever dreamed of, and he tried to tear it down. Those of us who love the Tour, who helped build it, the players who supported it and benefited from it all these years, we will never forget, and we will never forgive.”



In 2005, Norman turned fifty, setting off a very public midlife crisis. It had been brewing for a while. As his playing profile waned, his clothing line went increasingly down-market. In the 1990s, the creation of Sand Hills Golf Club in Mullen, Nebraska, and Bandon Dunes Golf Resort in Bandon, Oregon, returned golf course design to a more natural and minimalist style, and suddenly Norman’s tricked-up target golf courses were no longer in demand. He also began to feel unwelcome in his adopted hometown. He had been the first big-name golfer to colonize Jupiter Island, Florida, building a palatial residence, Tranquility, and creating a macho private club in his own image, Medalist Golf Club. But in 2006, Tiger Woods bought a spread down the road, and the island was not big enough for both of their egos.

The relationship between Norman and Woods had been frosty ever since 1996, when Butch Harmon had been teaching both players but made it clear that the twenty-year-old Tiger was the higher priority. When Woods turned pro that August, Norman was atop the world ranking and therefore, given Tiger’s worldview, an existential threat who needed to be treated as such. A member of Norman’s inner circle says, “Greg grew up idolizing Jack [Nicklaus], learned how to play golf from Jack’s books, and he paid Jack the utmost reverence and respect and looked at him as a mentor. Greg felt he was passing the baton to Tiger, but Tiger didn’t reciprocate. Greg was offended by that. Tiger moved next door to Greg, he joined Greg’s club, their boats were docked next to each other, but Tiger didn’t give Greg the time of day.” That is the Woods way, though Johnny Miller once diagnosed the behavior more generally: “Hall of Fame guys are not really talkative with other males, you know.”

There is an oft-told story around Jup, usually conveyed with a cackle by Woods loyalists, of the time Tiger and the Shark wound up next to each other at a red light. Norman kept looking over and gesturing, trying to get Woods’s attention. Tiger was aware of Norman’s presence but didn’t deign to make eye contact. When the light turned green, he smashed the gas pedal, leaving the fuming Norman in the dust.

Woods has an elephantine memory. At the 2013 Masters, he took a fishy drop and signed an incorrect scorecard but was spared a disqualification thanks to a benevolent ruling by the chairman of the rules committee, Fred Ridley. Norman indignantly tweeted, “It is all about the player and the integrity of the game. Woods violated the rules as he played. [Being] #1 carries a greater burden. WD for the game.” In the wake of Woods’s stunning victory at the 2019 Masters, Norman confided, “Very few people know this: when Tiger won the Masters this year, I wrote him a handwritten note and drove down my road, maybe a quarter of a mile, and hand-delivered it to his guard at his gate. I said, ‘Hey, this is Greg Norman here. I’ve got a note for Tiger—can you please hand-deliver it to him?’ Well, I never heard a word back from the guy. When I won my first major championship, Jack Nicklaus was the first person to walk down out of the TV tower and congratulate me. I don’t know—maybe Tiger just dislikes me.” You think?

The messiness that had always surrounded Norman as a player and businessman spilled over into his personal life. In June 2006, he filed for divorce from Laura, ending their twenty-five-year marriage. The division of an estimated $600 million fortune played out in the tabloids, with Norman at one point threatening to sue his ex-to-be for defamation. (Laura raised two kids while her husband traveled the world, but in court documents her role in his career was devalued: “The wife did not teach the husband how to swing a club” and “The wife did not teach the husband how to win” were among the petitioner’s claims.) The headlines became more salacious when Norman began dating tennis Hall of Famer Chris Evert, who abruptly ended her own marriage to Andy Mill, a former Olympic skier. The couples had often socialized together, and Mill was one of the few friends Norman had left. (They won the 2002 member-guest tournament at Medalist.) “Greg Norman at one time was my best friend and a year and a half ago I would have taken a bullet for this guy,” Mill said. “I didn’t realize he was the one that was going to pull the trigger.”

Evert was in the gallery for Norman’s surprise near miss at the 2008 British Open, wearing a wedding ring the size of a satellite dish, as they had tied the knot a few weeks earlier in a $2 million extravaganza in the Bahamas. A year later the marriage was kaput, as Norman had taken up with an old flame, Kirsten Kutner. They wed in 2010, leading to even more unflattering headlines, including this 2022 doozy from RadarOnline: “Twisted Double Life: Golf Kingpin Greg Norman & His Mistress-Turned-Wife Are SERIAL CHEATERS Who Destroyed Four Separate Marriages over Two Decades.”

Norman’s marital misadventures scandalized Jupiter, which is as cloistered and gossipy as high school. Even Medalist stopped being a refuge. In 2013, the club hired Bobby Weed to renovate the course, which Norman had spent the previous quarter century tweaking. He called the club’s decision a “slap in the face” and, in an act of pique, reclaimed a stuffed great white shark that had long hung above the bar. He became a ghost at the club he had founded.

But Norman has always had a knack for staying in the public spotlight. In 2015, despite having no experience as a broadcaster, he wangled a spot in the eighteenth-hole tower as Fox televised its first U.S. Open. He never seemed comfortable during four chaotic days at Chambers Bay. After watching Dustin Johnson three-putt the final hole from twelve feet to hand the championship to Jordan Spieth, Norman was strangely mute—who more than he could empathize with Johnson’s anguish in that moment? He was let go a few months later, and folks from the network wasted no time burying him in the press. One anonymous Fox source told Golf.com, “It was tough for the whole staff because he wasn’t involved in the shows like a lead analyst should be. Maybe he thought just being Greg Norman was enough.”

It was just another public embarrassment for a Hall of Famer who had lost his way. In the wake of the Fox firing, Norman became increasingly desperate for attention, regularly posting shirtless thirst traps on Instagram. He finally went full monty in ESPN the Magazine’s “Body Issue” in 2018, at the age of sixty-three. For those who had grown up playing alongside him, his very public failings were not a surprise. “He has always had the personality of an attack dog,” says Australian pro Mark Hensby. “He barks and barks and is always coming at you. I guess that served him well as a player, even though it led to a lot of hard feelings. But take away the golf, and all that noise just reveals a raging insecurity. He has this endless need to be talked about, to be revered, to be worshipped. It’s sad, mate. You look at Greg, and it just shows you that you can have everything in life and still be unhappy as shit.”

As Norman reached his late sixties, it was hard to imagine that he would ever again have a voice in the golf world. For that to happen, the landscape would have to change dramatically.






3.

IN MAY 2018, THOMSON REUTERS writer Andrew Both uncovered a nice little scoop: a British-based company, the World Golf Group, was trying to launch something called the World Golf Series, which would consist of fifteen to twenty annual tournaments played around the world, each offering a $20 million purse. The story reported, “The series sounds eerily similar to the world tour proposed by then-number one Greg Norman more than two decades ago—a plan that went nowhere after the PGA Tour played hardball. It divided and conquered by issuing an ‘us or them’ ultimatum, threatening to scrap the membership of any player who signed up for the doomed venture.” A leading British player agent, Andrew “Chubby” Chandler, outlined one of the fundamental challenges to the concept: “Every player’s deal is centered around world ranking points,” he said in the article. “This series will never get world ranking points, so it will cost people money in the end.” It was a one- or two-day story in the golf world, and then it receded from view. But beneath the surface, powerful forces kept grinding along, threatening tectonic change.

The Reuters article didn’t mention by name the propulsive force behind the Series: Andy Gardiner, a successful corporate finance lawyer and obsessive golf fan. Like many folks who consume a lot of professional golf, he had become disenchanted with the product. The European Tour was still using the same business model as when it was founded in 1972. A slew of Hall of Famers had come through in the 1980s, leading to epic Ryder Cups that helped float the European Tour. But Tiger Woods turned professional in 1996, drastically reshaping the finances of the game. Inexorably, the best players from all over the world migrated to the PGA Tour, which offered significantly more money and world ranking points. As the European Tour lost its star power this century, the PGA Tour enjoyed a monopoly on big-time golf, and its bloated, boring product betrayed the lack of competition: an endless slog of unimaginative seventy-two-hole stroke-play events; outdated telecasts with little innovation and an onslaught of commercials; erratic streaming services that made it difficult for even the most dedicated fans to tune in; social media offerings as analogue as a MySpace page.

Gardiner sought out friends and clients in the golf world, and for four years before the Reuters story broke he had been engaging them in discussions about ways to improve, if not entirely rethink, the professional game. “Funny enough, one of the first conversations I ever had was with Rory [McIlroy],” he said. “I was explaining the concept, and at the time he was of the view that actually this is what golf needs. That was some time ago. He’s entitled to change his opinion, but had Rory said to me, ‘Andy, that’s rubbish,’ I would’ve probably stopped. But on we went.”

Gardiner looked to Formula One as an inspiration. He had grown up a huge fan and knew the sport’s history: in the late 1970s, the circuit had been dogged by inconsistent venues and TV presentations and the uncertainty of which teams/drivers would show up at any given race. The first Concorde Agreement of 1981 had unified F1, establishing best practices for the tracks and compelling every team to compete in every race, which spiked fan interest and allowed for more fruitful TV negotiations. Gardiner’s ideas for golf began to take shape; he recalls a three-day fever dream during which he hardly slept, filling yellow legal pads with the framework for a new world tour.

He was so persistent in bending the ear of key stakeholders that his ideas wafted all the way to PGA Tour headquarters in Ponte Vedra Beach, Florida. As rival leagues came to threaten the Tour’s existence, a Watergate-era refrain would be applied to commissioner Jay Monahan: What did he know, and when did he know it? The answer is a stunner: in the summer of 2017. “I was in my office. It was sunny and warm out,” he says with a tight smile. “I always think someone’s trying to take my lunch. I spend a lot of my time thinking about what do we need to do to improve. And if you were trying to create something new and different, what would that be? So I wasn’t necessarily surprised by it at that point in time. But anytime you hear something for the first time it gets your attention, and it got my attention.” It was also in 2017 that Gardiner had his first meeting with Keith Pelley, the CEO of the European Tour.

By July 2018, Gardiner had produced a painstakingly detailed, 116-page prospectus crystallizing his thoughts on how to reimagine professional golf. Early the next year he branded his idea as the Premier Golf League (PGL). It sought to create a more global, more consumable, glitzier product, designed to guarantee that the top players would gather much more often. The schedule called for eighteen tournaments per season: a dozen in the United States, one in Australia, one in the Middle East, and two apiece in Europe and Asia, each with a $20 million purse. (The final event would be a $50 million blowout.) To add more urgency to the proceedings, tournaments would be only fifty-four holes. Field size would be capped at forty-eight players, competing concurrently in individual stroke play and as four-man teams. The first two rounds would be a shotgun start, which is a dream for TV and streaming, as all the players are on the course at the same time. (This is good for on-site fans, too, as they can glimpse their favorites without having to suffer through dawn-to-dusk morning and afternoon waves.) But to preserve the integrity of the host course’s design, the shotgun start would be ditched for the final round. The events conducted in the Middle East, Australia, and Asia would be played at night on courses illuminated by floodlights to reach prime-time audiences in the United States. Every shot from every player would be available to fans through various streaming channels, including a stat-heavy one targeting bettors. Each caddie would be mic’d and wearing a camera on his person, like a cop. Page after page of the prospectus annotated new ways to engage golf fans, with the author’s disdain for traditional telecasts distilled into one biting sentence: “For lengthy periods during a typical live broadcast, fans are obliged to listen to anecdote and whimsy whispered by members of a maturing generation, out of touch with younger players and the modern game.”

Most significantly, a player would have to commit to playing all eighteen PGL events per season, whereas on the European and PGA Tours they can pick and choose their schedule, leaving less desirable tournaments with few if any stars in the field, which ultimately reduces fan interest. “We are looking to create a better product which happens to pay the best players more,” said Gardiner. “If you don’t make the product better but just pay the best players more, you’re sort of missing the point.”

Gardiner believed the team concept to be the big creative breakthrough. (A list of names the team managers could choose from included the Commandos, Reapers, Samurai, and Wolfhounds, which are pretty badass.) “I wanted the team component because of the Ryder Cup,” he said. “If you can bring any of the brilliance of the Ryder Cup into a more regular format, then it’s got to be a good thing. It’s easier for a fan to have allegiance to a team than it is to an individual.” Crucially, the team structure would also provide robust revenue streams, as the franchises were to be sold off to bored billionaire types, who would then market and monetize the teams. (The value cited for each team was $500 million.)

Gardiner began collaborating with Jed Moore, a former University of St. Andrews golfer who is the managing director of Performance54, a consulting and marketing firm specializing in golf, and Gary Davidson, P54’s executive director. They knew they needed more capital to launch the PGL, so in the summer of 2018, Gardiner began discussions with Colin Neville, who has brokered numerous high-profile sports deals as a partner at the Raine Group, a powerhouse private equity company in New York.

As Gardiner, Moore, and Davidson made their way through the firmament, folks began to wonder more about them. “They were not Google-able,” says a person who had dealings with them. “In the background check they came back as ghosts. Nothing they had done in their professional lives suggested they could pull this off. But they were very smart and very passionate.”

After extensive talks, Raine agreed to put $500 million into the PGL in exchange for an equity stake that would grow to nearly 50 percent, but only after certain benchmarks were met, including the signing of top players and the securing of a TV deal.

The PGL concept sounded swell, but one thing was missing: golfers. For years Gardiner had been meeting with top players and their agents to recruit them to his league. At the 2019 Masters, he set up shop at a grand estate near Augusta National, receiving players, agents, and a number of the game’s power brokers, including Pelley. Just two months earlier, Golf Saudi had launched its first tournament, the Saudi International on the European Tour, and Moore had wooed two key power brokers as investors in the PGL: His Excellency Yasir Al-Rumayyan, the governor of the Public Investment Fund (PIF), and Majed Al-Sorour, the CEO of Golf Saudi. Both made the scene in Augusta. A lot of grand talk and fantastical dollar amounts were tossed around. “You’ve never seen such a dick-measuring contest,” says one agent. Sir Nick Faldo invited Al-Rumayyan to dine with him in the champions’ locker room at Augusta National—Golf Saudi would sponsor Faldo’s series of junior tournaments the following year—but Jack Nicklaus beat him to it, hosting His Excellency for lunch in one of the game’s ultimate inner sanctums.

Despite the high-level schmoozing, Gardiner was finding the PGL to be a tough sell. PGA Tour membership has become increasingly valuable since the advent of the FedEx Cup playoffs in 2007; by 2019, $60 million in bonuses was being doled out to the top thirty players on top of the $430 million for that season’s purses. As in the days of Norman’s uprising, Tour members had to be granted a release to play in an event on another circuit, and they remained capped at three per season. American pros were dubious that the Tour would grant a single release that would allow them to moonlight on the PGL, a competing tour playing the bulk of its schedule in the United States. Most of the top international players have taken up membership on the PGA Tour; they are allowed to compete in unlimited events on their “home” circuit in Europe, Asia, South Africa, or Australia as long as they play the mandated minimum fifteen events on the PGA Tour. The lords of Ponte Vedra Beach are quite strict on this point. In 2015, Germany’s Martin Kaymer, coming off a season in which he had won the Players Championship and the U.S. Open, opted to cash in with more international appearance fees and did not squeeze in fifteen Tour events; he was unceremoniously stripped of his membership for the following year. (He still played a handful of events through sponsor exemptions but was not eligible for the FedEx Cup playoffs.) No one believed that the PGA Tour would allow the PGL to be designated as a home tour.

For many of the game’s biggest stars, who were growing ever richer in the warm embrace of the PGA Tour, the PGL was an idea that seemed easy to ignore. Jordan Spieth says he first heard about it in early 2019, when he became one of the four players on the Tour’s all-powerful board of directors; a fifth seat for the players would later be added. “My initial reaction was I didn’t see how it could be a big threat,” he says. “How could they get enough players to go over there? It seemed far-fetched. And without the best players, it seemed like it would be another Challenge Tour”—that is, the minor-league feeder to the European Tour.

In the face of such apathy, the PGL realized that it needed to win more hearts and minds. Gardiner and Neville zeroed in on an iconoclast who was perennially battling the PGA Tour leadership and self-described gambling addict who regularly had millions of dollars flowing into and out of his offshore bank accounts: Phil Mickelson. In January 2020, Gardiner journeyed to King Abdullah Economic City to play with Mickelson in the pro-am at the Saudi International, the event on the European Tour schedule that had debuted the year before. Al-Sorour and Neville were also in the powerhouse pairing. Those amateurs with funky swings were unknown to casual golf fans, but they had billions of dollars at their fingertips and were eager to disrupt an old, proud, tired sport. Mickelson was easily seduced. “It was fascinating to talk with them and ask some questions and see what their plans are,” he said following the pro-am. “Where they started, how they started, why, and just their background, which was very interesting. I haven’t had the chance to put it all together and think about what I want to say about it publicly, but I do think it was an informative day for me to have the chance to spend time with them.”

To Mickelson, Gardiner hammered on one of the key themes in the original prospectus: the era of free agency has arrived for global golf. “As far as we’re concerned, we have a situation that is analogous to 1968,” he said, referencing the Nicklaus-Palmer uprising that had birthed the modern PGA Tour. He fleshed this out further in his prospectus: “History tends to repeat itself, and the leading players in the world might argue it is time for a new body to help them reach their full commercial potential and to precipitate golf’s most natural next evolutionary step…. Consider the adverse [public relations] implications an existing tour would face should it seek to act in an anti-competitive manner by seeking to derail a format that is more appealing to fans, players and those who fund the sport, its sponsors and broadcasters. Structural and legal practicalities aside, given that the PGA Tour’s principal mission is to promote the common interests of touring golf professionals by protecting the integrity of the game and helping to grow the reach of the game in the U.S. and around the world, it should regard the [PGL] as being compatible with, not contrary to its mission.”

Of course, that rated somewhere between wishful thinking and pure puffery. The top players rarely tee up in more than twenty-five tournaments per calendar year. Playing in eighteen PGL events (plus, presumably, the four major championships) would leave them little to no room to play in any PGA or European Tour events. The PGL was basically proposing to raid all of the top players and expecting that every other tour would passively let it happen.

Monahan, the PGA Tour commissioner, wasn’t having it. In January 2020, during the same week that Mickelson teed it up with Gardiner in Saudi Arabia, Monahan sent a strongly worded letter to his players affirming the Tour’s commitment to “strict enforcement of the Conflicting Event and Media Rights/Release rules.” He wrote that if the PGL were to get off the ground “our members will have to decide whether they want to continue to be a member of the PGA Tour or play on a new series.” When news of the letter inevitably leaked, GolfChannel.com summed up the Tour’s stance nicely in one headline: “Monahan to Players Regarding Premier Golf League: Us or Them.”

With its attempt to poach players turning out to be problematic, a more realistic way forward for the PGL was to mount a legal challenge against professional golf’s potentially monopolistic practice of restraining where and when its players can compete. In 1994, at the end of a four-year investigation, Federal Trade Commission attorneys determined that the PGA Tour had violated antitrust laws and recommended government action to overturn the rules concerning player releases. It has passed into legend that the newly installed PGA Tour commissioner, Tim Finchem, a lawyer by training and onetime political operative for President Jimmy Carter, mounted a furious behind-the-scenes lobbying effort that persuaded the FTC commissioners to overrule their own staff and vote to end the probe with no action being taken. Gardiner was convinced that the PGA Tour remained vulnerable to a legal challenge. The PGL prospectus included a detailed analysis of the Sherman Antitrust Act of 1890 and the Foreign Trade Antitrust Improvements Act of 1982. It cited a ruling of the Singapore High Court from 2010 concerning fines that the Asian Tour had levied against four players for failing to get conflicting-event releases. The court deemed that to be an “unreasonable restraint of trade,” and the Tour had been obliged to reverse the policy and pay back the fines. That ruling cited as precedent a 1986 case heard by the Federal Court of Australia, Hughes v Western Australia Cricket Association (Inc): “It is well established that the doctrine of restraint of trade may operate in the case of sportspersons who derive income from the sport they played. A whole series of Australian authorities are cited in support of that proposition. It is also relevant that that case itself involved a cricketer and various cricket associations, and it was held that a certain rule, which prevented the cricketer from playing in a cricket match without obtaining consent from certain parties, was void as being a restraint of trade.”

In February 2020, the PGL rented a big house near Riviera Country Club in Pacific Palisades, California, and held an informational meeting with players and agents during the week of the Los Angeles Open. Al-Rumayyan and Al-Sorour attended but did not speak, underscoring their role as silent investors; with a commitment of up to $500 million, their money spoke loudly enough. In the wake of that meeting, the PGL made its first formal offers: $200 million to Tiger Woods and $50 million each to Phil Mickelson, Rory McIlroy, Brooks Koepka, Jordan Spieth, Dustin Johnson, Justin Thomas, and Rickie Fowler. Those eight players would be team captains, and four other squads would have cocaptains: Justin Rose ($25 million) and Henrik Stenson ($10 million); Matt Kuchar and Gary Woodland ($10 million apiece); Ernie Els and Jason Day ($10 million apiece); Adam Scott ($15 million) and Hideki Matsuyama ($5 million). The signing bonuses would be paid in equal installments over four years, and the captain(s) would be given 30 percent equity in the teams. With that much money being spent up front, the eighteen PGL events would have purses of “only” $10 million. The term sheets received a mixed reaction. “Of course, some players felt they should be paid more than other guys,” says a PGL source. “Absolutely no one had a problem with how much Tiger was being offered—except Phil.” Various stakeholders pushed to have the signing bonuses reduced so more money could be put into the purses, making it more attractive for the second wave of recruits.

Much back-and-forth ensued between the PGL and players and their agents. Another big gathering was convened for early in the week of the Players Championship. “We were very, very close to launching this,” says a PGL source, “and I say that even knowing how greedy the players are and how slimy the agents can be and that they might come back asking for more, as they always do. It honestly felt like we were days away.”

Then the covid pandemic hit, halting the PGL’s momentum. But covid also provided a new opening for the PGL because it put the European Tour under intense financial pressure. The circuit’s cobbled-together schedule for the latter half of 2020 featured purses as low as $1 million, and the tour was borrowing money to pay its operating costs. The PGL began a full-court press to forge a partnership with the European Tour. Negotiations were fast and furious throughout the spring as Neville began leading the talks. “That changed things,” says Pelley. “No one really took the PGL seriously as long as it was just Andy Gardiner. But Raine was a strong merchant bank with a big portfolio and credibility.”
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