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INTRODUCTION




He haunts the muni courses and driving ranges of Austin, Texas, a slim black man of perhaps thirty, and his routine never varies. He always parks in a remote corner of the lot, perhaps because his car, an old Datsun, strikes the only false note in his portrayal. He withdraws a giant, professional-looking golf bag from the trunk, hoists it to his shoulder, and walks toward the clubhouse like a visiting king. His demeanor is serious, fiercely so, which makes it easier for him to pretend he doesn’t see the double takes he inspires, and must secretly love.


Does he own another outfit? No one has ever seen him wearing any pants but black, any shirt but red, or any logo but Nike’s checkmark. He’ll spend hours putting at JimmyClay Municipal Golf Club, so many hours that the staff and the regulars have stopped noticing. “I’d kind of like to know what extremes his obsession goes to in his private life,” comments Carl Mickelson, who plays frequently at Jimmy Clay. “But I don’t ask. He gives off this eerie vibe, like he’s been detached from day-to-day life for too long. Nobody talks to him.”

A newcomer can’t help but stare, however, at the clothes, the walk, the look, at the middle finger on his right hand tapedjust so,and especially at his elaborate performance on the putting green. He’ll crouch behind a practice putt as if it were for the Open, his hands cupped on either side of the bill of his hat. While the meaningless putt rolls toward the hole, he lifts the putter up in anticipation, as earnest as if lifting a fluttering battle flag. He salutes successful putts with a clenched right fist, shaken once, emphatically. For the ball that does not fall, a three-part reaction: a sigh, with the head back, often with eyes closed for one long second; a withering stare at the hole; and the pièce de résistance, a completely authentic placing of his hands on his hips.

“Wow, you sure practice a lot,” a stranger says.

“Got to,” he replies. “I’m a pro.”

But he’s not. As at any public course, Jimmy Clay’s pairings are random and perverse, so you never know with whom you might be spending the next few hours. If you’re very unlucky, you get the fake Tiger. He’s got the preshot ritual down pat, of course, and he sets up to the ball in the athletic, butt-out posture of the real thing. But finally, he’s got to hit, and the poor bastard fights a vicious slice withevery swing and struggles to break 90. He grinds away like he’s in Augusta rather than Austin, as if it’s the last day in the Masters and he’s a shot behind Duval. He doesn’t talk, and he takes forever.


BACK WHEN THE CLEVELAND BROWNSwere winning, a friendless kid who lived a couple of doors from my parents in Ohio would take a football out into his front yard on fall afternoons. The little boy would put the ball on the ground and stand above it, his hands ready to receive the snap from the invisible center. Like Bernie Kosar, the beloved Browns quarterback, the only calm man among the eighty-six thousand lunatics in the stadium, the boy would have to raise his hands high, a gesture to calm the multitudes. His head would swivel like Bernie’s as he read the defense, and his head would bob as he called out, “Red, thirty-two, thirty-two, hut, hut.” And then the friendless kid would fade back to pass to no one.


My mother loved to watch from the kitchen window. “Rob, come look at this,” she’d say to my father, and they’d stand there together for a minute, reminded of their own four sons, who danced to similar dreamy music when we were all much younger.

Athletic fantasy courses strongly through a little boy’s blood. And as much as any sport, golf provides a canvas on which to paint complicated feelings of identity, admiration, and love. For example, a generation of aspiring golfers in Texas walked between their shots with a limp, a touching homage to Ben Hogan, whose legs had been damaged in acar-bus collision. A decade later Arnie ruled, and any young dreamer could get him down in a day—his slash of a swing, a putting stance in which big toes and knees touched, and cigarettes. The cigarettes needed to be inhaled deeply just before a shot, then flicked sharply to the ground, and they had to be L& M’s. Arnie the naturalist gave way in turn to Jack the technician, a complicated and nuanced performer with scores of scientific-seeming quirks to imitate. If you couldn’t do Jack’s swing, you could try for the sweep of blond hair, the headcovers (knit, with green-and-white pom-poms as big as volleyballs), his clubs, his clothes, the way his eyebrows knit when he was staring down a putt, or his pace of play, which was glacial.

No modern or postmodern player resonated like Hogan, Palmer, or Nicklaus, however. Possibly the best and most exciting athletes in any sport for three successive decades, the three men converged at Cherry Hills in the U.S. Open of 1960, a kind of symbolic torch-passing that confirmed each man’s greatness and each man’s style. And then tournament golf settled into an epoch of bland high professionalism. In the eighties and nineties, golf and golfers fell from favor while basketball players like the NBA’s Bird, Johnson, and Jordan ascended in the popular mind. Some amateurs affected the sleeveless sweaters and insouciance of Fred Couples, or Greg Norman’s fire, Johnny Miller’s ice, or the wide stance of Curtis Strange. But no one, not even Tom Watson, the best post-Jack performer, really rang the bell. Then along came Tiger.

His smile, his style, and the graceful violence of his swing added up to a presentation so attractive that itbegged to be imitated—though some, of course, take it too far. Like that young man in Austin, or the woman in the tiger-striped cat suit who creeps through his gallery, muttering to herself like a bag lady. In part because of his look, and in part because of several unique circumstances—cultural, commercial, and historical—Woods may have greater impact on his sport than anyone ever has. In just five years as a pro, he’s changed how the game is played, how much a professional might be paid to play, and who aspires to play it. He might even touch the world in some still-undefined way, as a force for Good, perhaps fulfilling his father and mother’s staggering prediction for their remarkable son. Deacon Palmer and Charlie Nicklaus certainly never compared their baby boys to Gandhi.

But even if Tiger’s career stopped tomorrow, and he had no more effect on global affairs than did Dan Quayle, his impact has already shaken the ground.


LET’S REVIEW:Eldrick Woods was born in a hospital near Los Angeles, not in a manger.

His father had been an athlete in his native Kansas, a baseball player good enough to earn a scholarship to Kansas State. On road trips for the Wildcats, Earl Woods, a catcher and the only man of color on the team and the first black baseball player in the Big Eight Conference, often had to stay in substandard Jim Crow hotels. Earl never forgot or forgave the insult. There was a war on when he graduated from KSU in May 1953. He gravitated to the military, possiblybecause it was, following President Truman’s orders to desegregate the armed forces, the least color-conscious institution in America. But again Woods encountered racism, and he hoarded the bitter memories like coins in a piggy bank. He married a woman named Barbara and started a family that he didn’t see much. Another war came. He trained to become a Green Beret—“the only organization that treats you at face value,” he said—and twice volunteered for combat duty in Vietnam. On a third and final assignment in Southeast Asia, he met a tiny Thai woman, Kultida Punsawad, then working as a receptionist in an office in Bangkok. Earl returned to the States, divorced Barbara, and sent for Tida. They married in New York in 1973, his second marriage, her first, and settled in Southern California.

Earl had married up. The Punsawads had money— Tida’s daddy owned a tin mine and the family owned a fleet of city buses in Bangkok. Fair of face and full of grace, Tida’s appeal was obvious. Earl had some charm, too.

Their son, Eldrick Tiger, born December 30, 1975, would be their only child, the biggest project of their lives, and the main thing holding them together.

Their union joined at least five races and two religions. Tida was Thai, Chinese, Caucasian, and Buddhist. Earl blended black, white, Shawnee, Chinese, and the kind of Christianity that allowed him to talk with his dead sisters.

Earl recalls giving his new bride a speech about American racism soon after she arrived. He quotes himself in the second of his three books about Tiger,Playing Through. “In the United States, there are only two colors,white and nonwhite,” he says he told his bride. “So don’t think you can ever be a full-fledged citizen here.” What he taught his son about race must have been similar, but rougher, more blunt, and directed to a goal. It’s the same speech thousands of weary black parents have given their kids: You know what these people think you are. You can’t settle for being as good as them. You’ve got to be better.

Earl worked as a buyer for defense contractor McDonnell Douglas, a logical career choice for a former Army man. Less logical, perhaps, was the location of Earl and Tida’s first house, in Cypress, California. “We broke the color barrier in our neighborhood,” Tiger would recall. “We were the first and only for many years . . . I always felt like an outsider.”

But that feeling didn’t only come from vile racism. For like little Wolfie Mozart, who composed a pretty good minuet at age five and a full symphony at age eight, Tiger knew he was different in a most positive way. Though separated by two centuries and an ocean, the two prodigies led similar early lives. Both fathers recognized and cultivated their sons’ genius; each, in fact, would build his own life around nourishing his child’s gift. When Wolfgang was eight, he and his father, Leopold—like Earl Woods, not a rich man— left their home in Salzburg, Austria, and traveled hard for three years. The kid performed, and his father or his mother, Anna Maria, collected fees and arranged meals, transportation, and lodging. Fans and supporters often put them up, just as they would for Earl or Tida and Tiger in junior golf tournaments. Wolfie, who wrote notes before he could write words, had a dog named Bimperl. Little Tigerwon his first competition at age three and a half and called his dog Boom Boom. Both children lived to practice.

Royal families figured in both lives. The father with a powdered wig acquired patrons in Empress Maria Theresa and Emperor Francis. The father with plaid golf socks found or was found by International Management Group, the giant sports agency, which put him on the payroll as a “scout,” with the tacit understanding that Tiger would not look elsewhere when the time came to select an agent. When the boy wonder from Salzburg grew up, he found himself in vicious competition with other songwriters and musicians, who sniped at him and attempted to undermine their more talented competitor. Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart died at age thirty-six, a morbid, depressed man with an alcohol problem, which is where the parallels with Tiger surely end.

In addition to complexion and a prodigiousness as great in its way as Mozart’s, another thing made Eldrick different from the other kids. His mother would not trust his care to anyone else; Tiger never had a baby-sitter. If this degree of indulgence seems foreign, even perverse, “Tiger was raised as an Asian child, not as an American,” Earl wrote. “The way Tiger was taught to respect his parents and other adults, to rely on his instincts and feelings, to be unselfish and generous . . . these are all tenets of Asian philosophy and culture.” It’s hard to miss Earl’s superior attitude, or the implied insult to American children and their parents.

But a more important point—as crucial, perhaps, as the father’s militarism—is the role in Tiger’s life of his mother’s Buddhism. Westerners often see Buddhism as mystical andimpenetrable, but it’s relatively simple and practical. Its founder, Siddhartha Gautama, born 557 years before Christ in what is now borderland between India and Tibet, was a prince who gave away everything at age twenty-nine to live the rest of his days as a homeless ascetic. After six years of study and privation, he found what he’d been looking for—not heaven, not God, not a savior, but enlightenment. How to get to an understanding of the true nature of the world—and thus avoid suffering—is the point of Buddhism. To walk Buddha’s path to nirvana requires no worship and no faith, and thus no great intellectual leap. Buddha refused to speculate on what if anything preceded Existence or the look of the face of God or even if God exists. The endless questioning on the ancient Greek model—knowledge for its own sake—he found an utter waste of time. In fact the Buddha listed fourteen questions he wouldn’t even entertain, and one of them—Creation—is the linchpin of Christianity.

Tiger is a Christmas tree Buddhist. Half-smiling stone and metal Buddhas sit peacefully here and there throughout his childhood home, coexisting with the Protestant Christianity Earl brought to the house. A little Buddha amulet, a gift from his Thai grandmother, clings to a chain around his neck. While Earl and the Cypress Independent School District taught Eldrick the significance of gift giving in December and of Easter in the spring, Tida and Grandma exposed Tiger to the Eightfold Noble Path. He certainly seems to have incorporated step eight—Right Concentration—into his golf. The Buddhist Instruction Retreat describes this path as being “aloof from the world,from evil, dwelling in solitude, ardent, diligent, resolute one-pointedness of mind through intense meditation and reflection.”

Too much can be made of this wisdom from the East theme, however. Sometimes, Tiger’s the one making it. “He says he’s seeking perfection—which sounds sexy and mysterious—as a person and as a golfer,” comments Fran Pirrozola, the mental coach to the New York Yankees and to a dozen or more PGA Tour players. “I think that’s to throw the other players off. What he’s really got is the focus and calmness to hit perfect golf shots.”

While the exact contribution of his spiritual leanings remains an intriguing mystery, the rest of the Woods bio is as familiar as a beer commercial. His father took up golf at age forty-two, just months before Tida gave birth to Tiger. Earl, already hooked, put a golf club in the baby’s crib. He pulled Tiger’s high chair out into the garage while he pounded balls into a net. Still in Pampers, the kid grabbed a club and . . . Eureka! The little prodigy’s appearance on the Mike Douglas TV show at age three is more vivid, for many of us, than anything in our own lives at the same age. The next year Earl hired the best instructors he could find, or could afford, including, importantly, a mental coach. Tiger’s golf game bloomed like a hothouse flower. He won the USGA Junior thrice in succession. At age sixteen, he debuted on the PGA Tour, at the Los Angeles Open, and Palmer and Nicklaus predicted greatness for this young man with the terrifying length and the concentration of a chess grand master. In the company of Earl or Tida, he won everything the American Junior Golf Association had tooffer. In the midst of this unprecedented success and excitement, he turned eighteen and became the youngest-ever winner of the United States Amateur. A lot of people wondered where he would go to college.

Tiger seriously considered only two schools, Stanford and the University of Nevada at Las Vegas, whose campuses were about the same distance from home. J. T. Higgins, then the assistant coach at UNLV and now the head coach at Texas A&M, remembers the process vividly. “NCAA rules prevented us from talking to him, so we talked to everyone around him,” Higgins recalled, “like Jay Brunza, his mental coach, and a doctor—a dermatologist—who was a good friend of the family. You’re allowed five campus visits, but Tiger did only two. One of them was to us.

“It was a little unusual. We met for brunch at the president’s house. The entire accounting department was there, because he’d said he wanted to major in accounting. Then we went out to Shadow Creek [the extremely high-end golf course belonging to casino owner Steve Wynn] but we couldn’t play. NCAA rules. Unless it’s a university-owned course, you can’t take a recruit to play. So we just rode around and had another great meal.

“It came down to the last night. Tiger called Coach Knight and said he was going to Stanford. Coach Knight was just devastated. I said ‘Coach, it’s just one player. We’ll get someone else.’ He said, ‘You don’t understand. I saw Hogan. I saw Nicklaus. And this is the best golfer I’ve ever seen in my life.’ ”

Higgins talked while walking in the gallery of his umpteenth junior golf tournament of the summer, searchingfor the next Tiger. “But it’s funny how it worked out. We got Ted Oh, and we couldn’t have gotten both Ted and Tiger, because they didn’t get along as junior golfers. Tiger only stayed two years at Stanford. Then we got Jeremy Anderson, and we won the NCAA. We wound up better without Tiger.”

The Stanford coach was Wally Goodwin, a gray-haired and ultrasincere former basketball coach whose searching blue eyes bulge with intensity. He knew how to run a fast break and he sure knew how to recruit, having already induced future pros Notah Begay and Casey Martin to enroll at the Harvard of the West. Although the Cardinal won no NCAA championships during his short stay, Tiger won the individual trophy and two more U.S. Amateurs. Within hours—perhaps minutes—after holing out to win his final Amateur, in 1996 at Pumpkin Ridge in Portland, Oregon, Tiger, with a few strokes of his pen, became a professional, a client of IMG, an endorser for Nike, and very wealthy. The Nike deal paid ten million dollars a year. With Tiger gone, national interest in college and amateur golf faded to gray.

But Tiger never left the stage.

Like the shark inJawsor the storm clouds gathering inThe Perfect Storm,Woods is there even when he’s not physically present. He dominates the conversations and preoccupies the minds of a hundred different constituencies, from agents to Zen Buddhists, including but not limited to fans, TV, writers, tabloid newspapers, junior golfers and their parents, equipment manufacturers, golf course architects, tournament officials, eligible women, and corporateAmerica. His fellow pros in tournament interview rooms start chewing their gum faster when the questions about themselves are perfunctory and few, and then the real point of the exercise begins. “How do you think Tiger’s gonna do on these par fives this week?” “Do you think Augusta National is trying to Tiger-proof the course?” Tom Lehman or Phil Mickelson or David Duval take a deep breath and politely say, “Maybe you should ask Tiger,” but they can’t help but feel diminished that the subject always returns to Woods.


ON THE TOUR,life events competed for attention. J. P. Hayes discovered to his joy that his wife was pregnant. Charles Howell III, the young man who may become Tiger’s greatest threat, wondered what his fiancée, Heather, was doing back in Oklahoma. While Howell thought about marriage, Mark Calcavecchia pondered the slow death of divorce, and Brad Faxon, a weary veteran of both, married for the second time.


Up close you can see all the people chasing Tiger, and how infuriatingly hard he is to catch, as if this man who is so real you can smell his breath is also invisible. Snippets from a year in pursuit: “For us, unless Tiger’s there, there is no tournament,” a reporter from CNN tells you. “Hemakesthis tour,” says Jeff Burell, Curtis Strange’s caddie. “The Tour needs Tiger, but Tiger don’t need them.” In May, Rich Skyzinski of the USGA traveled to Tulsa and returned full of rue. “Tiger did the Media Day for the U.S. Open by video. He wore a white T-shirt. No, I can’t remember any otherdefending champion who didn’t show up. He couldn’t have been less interested.” Tiger’s got valid reasons for being guarded, said Butch Harmon. He gets death threats. He hears the N-word. And though most of the crowd figuratively carries Tiger on its shoulders just as they once lifted Arnold Palmer, “Tiger has a totally different circumstance,” Harmon says. “Because in Arnold’s day, in the sixties, and even in the seventies, people were different. People had more respect for things and they weren’t pushy. In [Tiger’s] gallery you see grown men running over the top of little six- and seven-year-olds. It’s getting crazy out there.”

Perhaps Tiger’s seen more clearly from a distance than from up close. If you could climb a mountain and look back at the last century in golf, you’d see two men standing at the head of two lines. The man with the mustache and the pipe is Harry Vardon, the best player of his age and the first to master golf’s dramatically new technology. A couple of tinkerers at B. F. Goodrich Tire and Rubber in Akron had invented a new way to build a golf ball, which was a ball within a ball, with a long thin rubber thread wound around and around the little sphere within. Compared to the gutta percha then in use—a solid sphere of tree sap—the Haskell was quicksilver, and the slow-swinging, precise Vardon was its first master.

Byron Nelson, with his forceful, upright swing, was the first to master an equally revolutionary advance in equipment, the steel shaft. Byron stood at the front of the second line. America had applied its industrial genius to golf, inspiring the modern power game that has now reached its peak.

Someday we’ll look back from the mountaintop and see that like Harry and Byron, Tiger also started his own line,achieving the perfect match of technique and new equipment. Titanium clubheads as big as canned hams and as forgiving as a grandmother, consistently lively golf balls that don’t hook or slice much, and near perfection in shafts and playing surfaces all urged aggression in what was once a subtle game. From Tiger and evermore, grips became stronger, swings harder, and torsos more muscled.

Meanwhile, armies pursue him.

And who is Tiger chasing? Well, that one’s easy. His prey is an old man with a cane and a straw hat, standing placid and wise as a saint in the shade of a river birch tree. A few feet away a four-foot umbrella reflector focuses light on two chairs. There’s a big camera on a tripod, and a photographer and his assistant futzing with focuses, light meters, backup cameras, and film. Twelve other photographers of lower status wait behind a yellow rope, taking experimental looks at the empty chairs through their viewfinders. The old man pays no heed to the quiet commotion and seems to be enjoying the shade and the smell of spring. He comments about the fine quality of the brickwork on a nearby building. “I remember when they built that,” he says. He can talk about masonry, and carpentry, and animal husbandry. He could also tell Tiger a thing or two about psychological dominance, and how a warrior can exist inside a gentle man. But that conversation is for another time.

Woods finally comes over the hill to where the old man has been waiting. Tiger shakes his hand and feels like a kid again, because the old man’s mitts are so large and strong they dwarf his own. “Hello, Tiger,” the old man says.

“Hello, Mr. Nelson,” says Tiger.
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——
TOTAL COMMITMENT!





In my department, there are six people who are afraid of me, and one small secretary who is afraid of all of us. I have one other person working for me who is not afraid of anyone, not even me, and I would fire him quickly, but I’m afraid of him.

—Joseph Heller,Something Happened



The chase begins on the practice tee.

It’s an agonizing pursuit, because progress is slow, hard to measure, and harder to hold. You might towel off after hitting five hundred balls with the uneasy feeling that you’re just another stupid, spinning dog who thinks he’s finally gaining on his tail. When you’re chasing Tiger, and not just improvement, the goal seems to keep receding into the distance. Because Tiger’s practicing too, probably harder and smarter than you are.

So tread softly on the practice tee, and keep your voice down. For the mind of the man at work is like a napping baby in a stuffy room, perched on the thin edge between sweet dreams and cranky wakefulness. Just one mis-hit golfball and the fretting starts. This could be a trend, baby, his inner voice whispers. You need a lesson, you need a rest, your clubs aren’t right. You should have stretched before you came out here. Or did you stretch too much? Maybe your wife should be here. Maybe she should go away. You could be losing it.

He could be losing it, thinks the caddie, calculating 5 percent of the money a man who hits shots like that might win this week. The batmen stand behind their employers with nothing much to do, insecurity and caffeine keeping them upright. Every caddie knows the gentle modern phrase for “you’re fired.” They’ve all heard it before: “Joe, you’ve done a great job. But I think I need a change.” Yeah, like a baby needs a new diaper, the dismissed looper thinks but doesn’t say. He’s afraid to. If he lets it get ugly he’ll have a harder time getting another bag to carry.

Perhaps our pro strikes a second bad shot, and a third. Then a calm voice may intrude into his consciousness. “You’re sliding under it a bit. Let’s just slow it down and get back to thinking about stability, here”—the man with the soothing voice is touching the golfer now, with an intimate hand on a knee or a shoulder or the small of the back—“and here.” The instructor speaks softly, for these words are meant for no one else. Another shot goes off line, or flies too low, or too high, or with too little force. The golfer’s jaw muscles ripple as he rakes out another golf ball from the pile. And the teacher wonders, did I say the wrong words, or were they the right words poorly expressed? While he’ll have a hundred students besides thisone, instructors are more sensitive and image conscious than caddies, so for them dismissal by a student is castration. Besides, losing a high-profile client is not good for trade. A really solid shot: “That’s it! That’s pure. That’s Hogan.”

Hogan is right. An obsessive man named William Ben Hogan discovered the joy of incessant practice seventy years ago, and as he won U.S. Opens and his influence spread, the headquarters of professional golf gradually moved from the bar to the rehearsal hall. As 1956 Masters and PGA champion Jack Burke likes to say, every golf course had its own sports psychologist back then, and his name was Jack Daniels. Why we followed Hogan instead of his contemporary and equal Byron Nelson, who didn’t like to practice much (but didn’t drink, either), is a damn good question, one we can talk about over a beer.

For half a century now, and increasingly each year, the heart of golf thumps on the broad, flat stage of the practice tee, where nothing counts but everything is crucial. Fear sucks the oxygen from the air, and the ticks and twitches of ritual fight off the butterflies. Professional golf had once been social, now it is withdrawn. Most people think it’s the money, but it’s not that simple.

Like an eighteenth-century battlefield, the range composes itself into skirmish lines. At the front, golfer/soldiers aim relentless fire at distant targets. They joke and banter with caddies and instructors about wine and women, and ask fellow competitors if they’re playing at Milwaukee. But for some guys, on some days, the pressure wraps so tightly you could measure it in psi. Behind the warriors, supporttroops mingle uneasily, competing for a deal or a job or an interview while still watching the golfers with the preoccupied vigilance of mothers on the beach. The tension at the front rolls to the rear.

The fourth regiment in the range war gets its stress from the data streaming into its ears via cell phone. “We’re down 6 percent versus the second quarter last year,” the boss says. “Those bastards from Callaway and Titleist are up 5 percent. So we have a problem.Youhave a problem.” Sincere men with insincere laughs, the equipment reps look over your shoulder when you talk with them, alert as bird dogs for a signal from a player to fetch him a club or to approach for a conference. Those come-hither gestures are pregnant with money, because amateurs play what the pros play. The golf equipment and apparel market is very volatile, and consumer loyalty has been crumbling for years.

The reps’ weapons are vigilance, sunscreen, and golf bags crammed with drivers, woods, wedges, putters, and naked shafts. Often their collective wares sit like yard sale merchandise in a little roped-in paddock about twenty-five paces from the front. There, the navy and gray satchel of Fujikura Performance Shafts does silent battle with UST Proforce Gold Like No Other Shafts, and with Penley, and Aldila, and Rifle High Performance, and True-Temper WITH BI-MATRIX TECHNOLOGY. In clubs it’s TaylorMade, Callaway, PING, Cleveland, Titleist, Hogan, Sonartec, Porsche Design, and the rest. If a player who usually plays a Porsche with a Penley decides to test-drive a Ping with a Proforce, four reps eye each other, and theplayer, and the flight of his golf balls against the sky. And calculate what will happen to their careers if this particular PGA Tour star joins or leaves the stable.

The media, the ants at this picnic, are of two distinct types, one frantic, the other watchful. Two- or three-person local TV crews rush and push and never seem to catch up. “Producer says we’ve got to get twenty-five seconds of the defending champ!” says the on-camera man or woman. “He was supposed to be here. Parnevik, you know, the guy with the funny hat? Brad, you know which one he is?” Brad the cameraman doesn’t have a clue. He’ll be shooting a traffic accident tomorrow, then a city council meeting. He’s dressed for a hike, or to wash his Isuzu, or for beers at a place with sweaty floors. An hour ago, the on-camera man looked ready for his table at the Four Seasons, but now his makeup is melting from the pressure and the May Texas swelter.

Writers adopt a lower-key posture, similar to that of birdwatchers. They blend, they move slowly and quietly, and they ask if they may ask a few questions. Only camera-and soundmen rank lower sartorially. Equipment reps, instructors, and players dress for golf, with more blacks and navies this year than last, and more texture interest. Caddies wear baggy beige Bermuda shorts and running shoes. Wraparound sunglasses rest the eyes and hide anxiety for the first four groups. But the English majors who consider themselves the intellectuals of the practice tee have no time for the latest look, or not enough money. The hallmark of the writers’ ensemble is the free golf shirt. An actual logo on one such garment, painted on, not stitched in: “ArtSellinger Doritos Light Tortilla Chips Long Drive Pro-Am.”

Unless it’s the last few minutes before the final round of the U.S. Open or the PGA, the men and women from the national TV networks do not bother with the practice tee hubbub.

Who fears the media? Almost everyone on the tee—as much for the interruptions they represent as for what they might broadcast or write. But reporters are easy to block in most cases, either by being unavailable or by responding with no elaboration or with the worst clichés. Cold shoulders give writers the willies and reinforce their worst traits: insecurity, superiority, and a tendency to be judgmental, even vindictive.

Only one group moves with complete ease from the front of the range to the back fence. Agents—the generals in the range war—nod, wave, or speak to almost everyone. Smart guys, many of them lawyers or business school grads, their fashion sense and interpersonal skills are the best on the tee. For example, here’s David Yates of Gaylord Sports Management, Scottsdale, Arizona, in a sky-blue pinpoint cotton long-sleeved dress shirt, charcoal-gray double-pleated slacks, hand-tooled leather belt with a metal tip, and handmade Italian loafers. He worked for fifteen years at International Management Group, the inventor of the sports agency and still by far the biggest player. He rose to VP and represented such as Nick Faldo, Bernhard Langer, and Mark Calcavecchia, so he’s got the business part down. Once a prominent amateur golfer, he coached the sport at the United States Military Academy, Stanford, and theUniversity of Oklahoma. Tour player Andrew Magee graced his squad at OU. So Yates knows the golf part, too.

He shakes the hand of a player his old agency represents, and they chat for a moment. Then his eyes scan upward, to the top of a steep embankment twenty feet above the practice putting green, and he recognizes the head and shoulders of a former IMG colleague, Clarke Jones. Their eyes meet, or seem to. From Yates’s point of view, Jones looks like a sniper in a coat and tie. But Jones pulls out a cell phone, not a rifle. And Yates is sure that Jones is calling back to IMG headquarters in Cleveland, to Alastair Johnston or to the founder, Mark McCormack, to report a seeming violation of the noncompete clause in Yates’s exit agreement. “I’ll talk to whoever I want to,” Yates mutters at Jones, who is too far away to hear. Their eyes might have locked at this point, like those of duelists at high noon, had not each been wearing the inevitable, impenetrable sunglasses.

Friendships on the tee are really more like truces. Everyone affects a poker-faced coolness. Meanwhile, agents dread poaching from other agents, and indecision and lowball pricing from the club, shirt, shaft, and ball manufacturers with whom they are supposed to make endorsement deals, and the moods and whims of their clients. Equipment and apparel reps fear and mistrust each other, as do instructors, caddies, and writers. The players fear a thousand things, including fear itself, but mostly they’re frightened of the future. And everyone’s a little nervous about them, the sweating, incessantly practicing golfers at the front.

No one fears nothing. Except one man. Tiger.

Here he comes.

A few children skip before him in the late afternoon sun, as if to strew rose petals in the path of a new bride and groom. Like fighter jets escorting a bomber, four stern, uniformed men surround him. Caddie Steve Williams flies the point, walking fast, carrying a big black and white golf bag emblazoned BUICK. From nowhere—for it’s 6:30P.M.on a muggy Tuesday and the tournament doesn’t begin until Thursday—a crowd appears. Down the hill Tiger strides, a lithe, slender athlete in baggy pants. Just got here from his home in Florida, in-the-know fans tell each other. Won the last time he played, of course, the Masters, and now he owns all four of the major trophies. No one’s ever done that, except, I guess, Bobby Jones. How old is he now? Twenty-five? My God, a woman says, seeing him for the first time, he’smagnificent. Is he, like . . . ? No, I think he dropped his girlfriend. Why, do you want to ask him out?

Past the practice putting green, through the ropes and onto the tee strides Eldrick T. Woods. With its proximity to bathrooms, the equipment reps, a chipping area, and the building housing the Byron Nelson Golf School, the right side of this tee is the social side. Tiger and Steve go left.

“No, no,no, goddammit. Speed it up,” he says. Tiger is a mutterer. Another swing. “Faster!” Another. “Too fast. See, now it spins out. Match the swing and the hip.” He’s as profane as a Marine Corps DI, which may have something to do with two men: Earl, his father, and ButchHarmon, his teacher, both of whom are Vietnam combat vets. Tiger cusses casually, making an unnatural suggestion to caddie Williams, or caustically tearing into himself on the practice tee with almost the same sincerity he showed in the heat of his most recent tournament. For example: “A flier,” he’d snarled on the ninth fairway in the last round at the Masters. “Goddammit.” A flier is an iron shot that goes too far because grass intervenes between club head and ball, reducing its spin. CBS’s sophisticated audio equipment broadcast the monologue.

“Did he say what I think he said?” a ten-year-old student at a Catholic elementary school asked his father. “Yeah,” the father replied, continuing to stare at the television. “And you can say that, too. The next time you’re leading the Masters with nine to play.”

For as Earl Woods toldGolf Digest, “You can’t have it both ways with Tiger. You can’t have charismatic abilities to execute the marvelous shots and then chastise him when that same passion causes him to overload when he hits a bad shot.” Besides, Earl said, swearing runs in the family. “My father could swear for thirty minutes and never repeat himself. He was that good.”

No parent need fear that Tiger will corrupt America’s youth. His intent and his effect is quite the opposite, and his overall presentation of success and wholesomeness is strong. As for the audible cussing, we tend to blame the boom mikes—for competitors this intense, and this successful, we’ll cut some slack. After all, would Wheaties put a pretender on its box? Does Disney hire reprobates to endorse its TV networks? Unless he’s caught in bed with adead girl or a live boy, Woods has nothing to worry about in terms of image.

We love him. Corporate America pursues him with embarrassing ardor, so his endorsement income of $54 million in 2000 will probably increase as the old deals expire and new ones take their place. “I see him in two or three years going over $100 million annually in endorsements,” says Bob Williams, president of Burns Sports and Celebrities. “There are some major categories he’s not in: soft drinks, telecommunications, fast food. He’s made no secret he loves the Golden Arches.” And Taco Bell.

If Tiger follows in the footsteps of Michael Jordan and urges the world to eat more Big Macs, the deal will probably be brokered by his agent, International Management Group, of Cleveland, Ohio. The 1995 PGA champion, Steve Elkington, exaggerating a bit for effect, says that some day Tiger will be a kind of loss leader for his agency, “that IMG is going to be payinghim.” Perhaps the analogy is to the huge Mercedes Benz logo in front of its factory by I-95 in northern New Jersey, the most heavily traveled piece of road in the world. For being its glowing blue, forty-foot-high trademark, Tiger gets a special deal from IMG—a lower commission rate, a bit of stock—and he deserves it. Like Mercedes Benz, Tiger stands for excellence, and he acts as a magnet to draw other high earners to the agency. New and potential clients should ask why any of the best people at IMG would expend time on their behalf when they’ve already got a money machine in Tiger. But apparently they don’t ask, or those smooth talkers from Cleveland explain away the conflict. Or make it seem like an advantage.

After five—at least—years with an agent (Earl let it slip in a TV interview that was never shown that Tiger was represented while still a student at Stanford, an egregious violation of NCAA rules), Woods enjoys a sunnier relationship with his representatives than do most golf pros. In fact, everyone close to him has the bouncy step of a Super Bowl winner. His instructor is like a brother to him; he calls Claude Harmon, Jr., Butchie, and Harmon calls him T or Teeg. Same deal with his caddie, Steve Williams—“Stevie”—a deep-voiced man’s man from New Zealand who has the most pleasing ability to keep his mouth shut around the media, which his predecessor, Fluff Cowan, didn’t. As for his parents, Tiger declared his independence by moving to the other side of the continent, to an extremely gated community near Orlando. Earl, seventy, beset with weight, heart, and ex-smoker problems, remains in the family home in Cypress, near Los Angeles. Now more the safety valve for Tiger than his spokesman, he coauthors books for the insatiable masses and handles some of the media overflow. He’s also the president of his son’s charity, the Tiger Woods Foundation, and the president of TWC Corporation. Tida lives in a new house in Tustin, a few miles from their old house. Earl describes the house Tiger bought for his mother as “large and showy . . . her dream home.”

The happy team led to happy results. Into the spring of 2001, Tiger’s golf game varied only between spectacular and superb. No worries there, either, only inspiration and possibility.

What about women? Are they a problem? Well, Tiger’ssuch a target that he’s got to be careful about when and how he sneezes, much less who he dates. His is a scalp some women might brag about, perhaps ruining deals with Grated companies like Disney, and his is a fortune many others would love to have access to. The locker room rumor is that Tiger felt obliged to pay his former squeeze Joanna Jagoda hush money when they split. But Woods knows some discreet women. When he visits Harmon, at his golf school in Las Vegas, he combines golf with girls and gambling. His new girlfriend is Swedish. He likes blondes.

Earl weighed in on the matrimonial issue in an interview withTV Guidein June. “I’d like to see him get married and have children,” Woods Senior said. However, “I don’t see Tiger marrying before thirty, if then. Let’s face it—a wife can sometimes be a deterrent to a good game of golf. ‘That’s all you do is practice. Why don’t you stay home here and have some quality time with me.’ ‘Honey, I’m a professional golfer.’ ‘Well, I’m your wife.’ ”

Tiger smiled indulgently at this, handling it perfectly, because the child is becoming father to the man. “That’s just my dad,” he said. “I’ll know when it’s time to settle down.”

The media can be as bad as the nagging wife Earl pictures, and some segments of it are particularly curious about things he or anyone would rather keep private. Tiger defends with scheduled news conferences, by paying more attention to TV than to print, by ignoring questions posed incorrectly or at the wrong time, and by being generally unavailable. A writer who wanted to get a few minutes in April was told by IMG gatekeeper Bev Norwoodthat the list of those wanting a chat was so impossibly long that no names could be added to it. In August, the list had become impossibly short; in fact, it had been eliminated. And no, he won’t ask Tiger to give you five minutes. “The only way to talk to him,” said Norwood, a slight man of late middle years who has made his diffidence a strength, “is to hang around and ask your questions.”

But “hang around and ask your questions” usually means joining a demeaning scrum around the superstar when he ventures for a moment into the open field. Thoughtful questions and reasoned replies are difficult, and woe unto the reporter whose question is not of general interest. You’d better not ask about the role of Buddhism in Tiger’s life, for example, when everyone else wants to hear about the eagle putt on the ninth hole. If you’re a part of this cluster with a notebook or a tape recorder or a camera, you feel like a beggar chasing a rickshaw. (Worse, you might recall that Princess Diana spent her last moments alive fleeing such as yourself.) Tiger in this situation can be charming or disdainful, depending upon how he played. But he always seems a bit preoccupied, and a little bit nervous.

He’d prefer to get the media chore over with, if he can, with a Q and A near the scorer’s trailer. He walks to a certain point, and writers and photographers surround him like iron filings around a magnet. Doug Ferguson, the AP writer whom Tiger likes and respects, is nominally in charge: At least he asks the most questions. Sometimes these interviews devolve into the lowest form of conversation,the walk-and-talk. In May, at the Nelson, we found out how low the walkabout can go. Media clotted around Tiger the instant he breached the yellow rope by the eighteenth green after his practice round, and he walked as fast as he could to the safety of the locker room, uphill and a hundred yards away. He heard the usual questions—“How was the course today? How do you think you’ll do this week?”—but a reporter for an off-brand TV network didn’t want to go there. “What about the Texas women, Tiger? How do you think they compare to the girls in California or Florida?” Woods ignored the reporter, who ran alongside, rephrased the question, and asked again. And again. “That’s it, buddy, I’m done,” he finally said to the reporter. Then Tiger added in a whisper we could all hear, “Fucking idiot.” And we agreed.

Things are always warmer for Tiger on the Golf Channel, with which he enjoys a special relationship. He lives nearby in Orlando and has often driven uninvited to the studio in his white Porsche, to sit in a room to watch tapes of old golf tournaments and TV exhibition matches. He’s also been a frequent guest, of course. “I made a few mistakes,” Tiger told host Peter Kessler in an interview in March of ’97. “You’re allowed to at your age,” Kessler said. “You’re allowed to at twice your age.” Tiger pursed his lips. “Yeah, I know,” he said. “Unfortunately the public and the media don’t seem to look at it that way.”

The turning point in his press relations occurred in 1997 when he met aGentlemen’s Quarterlywriter named Charles P. Pierce. Pierce hung with Tiger for a couple of days, watched him play in and win the first event on theTour in ’97, the Mercedes Championship. The story, entitled “The Man.Amen,” portrayed Woods as a triple contradiction, an all-too-human twenty-one-year-old golf savior. Pierce filled the piece with the shout-and-response phrasings of a black Baptist church on Sunday morning and repeated again and again the words “gospel” and “blasphemy” and “faith.” He communicated the all-too-human part by repeating verbatim some sexual jokes with racial overtones Tiger told to a limo driver and to a couple of young, pretty photographer’s assistants.
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