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This book is dedicated to Greg for introducing me to the game of golf.

It has had a life-changing impact on me, my family, and my friends.

And to Shelly for helping to keep me on course.







• INTRODUCTION • SHARING GOLF’S SECRETS


When I sat down to write this book, my goal was to share the golf secrets that nobody talks about. I also wanted to debunk the myths and misconceptions that are perpetuated by those who don’t understand or play golf but like to criticize it anyway. I’m not coming at this subject from the perspective of a golf professional. I’m not approaching it as a great player. (I didn’t start golfing until I was twenty-one.) I’m not even an amazing amateur golfer. Nor do I work for a golf company or have any financial interest in golf. I am a pollster, a researcher, and an analyst who has worked for top corporations and political leaders. My job is to collect data, glean insights from the data, and offer advice and strategies. Whether that strategizing has been for Mike Bloomberg, Hillary Clinton, Airbnb, Facebook, Crocs, or the NHL, my clients have always counted on me to give them the straight facts and help them navigate the next steps.

I’ve had no such steady guide when it comes to golf. For the past thirty years, I’ve essentially had to organize my golf life by myself. I’ve picked up tips wherever I could find them. Pre-internet, I had to wait each month for the new Golf Digest and Golf Magazine to hit the newsstand. Finally, once the internet and social media emerged, I could watch all the YouTube videos, Instagram posts, and TikTok videos I wanted—going down endless rabbit holes to learn about golf. I have played in countless tournaments around the world, and I’ve taken hundreds and hundreds of golf lessons (I don’t think I want to add them up because I may have broken a thousand). Yet I’m still searching. No one has ever given me that complete story. From the beginning, I sensed there was something more to golf.

No one has ever broken it down for me and said something like: “Mike, there are three parts to golf. There’s your golf swing (technique). There’s literally how you play golf. And then there are the social aspects of golf, including networking. Here is how they all come together.”

The other thing no one ever explained to me was the vocabulary of golf. There are games within games that you play on the golf course. There are virtual golf leagues that exist only in simulator golf. There are so many different places and ways that you can practice golf: 1) On the driving range where you can practice your long game, 2) in short game areas where you can practice your chipping, and 3) on the putting green where you putt. And now in simulators, you can practice any part of your game, anywhere, and the ball always comes back to you, no matter where you hit it.

Networking has been a crucial aspect of golf. I’d always heard that business gets done on the golf course, and that golf networks are the strongest networks, and you really have to break into those. But where are these golf networks? Who’s in these golf networks? How do you create these golf networks? Where’s the business that’s getting done in these deals?

Like many people, I went into golf thinking, I want to play, I want to be involved in golf. But I was ignorant about how any of it happened. Nobody laid the complete picture out for me. Golf pros will all teach you something about your golf swing. Who teaches the other parts?

I’ve been schooled about my swing by the best. But I also wanted golf to create community and enhance my social life (I had moved to New York City from Chicago when I was still in college; when I later married, my wife, Marcela, was from Buenos Aires, and we needed to meet people). I saw golf as a way to have an amazing relationship with my wife, with my children, and with my friends. It wasn’t just about the game of golf. It was about all the things that were around golf, with golf at the center. It was what golf allowed me to do, and the person it helped me become.

In fact, through golf, I serendipitously met Dick Ravitch, one of my most important mentors, friends, and life heroes. We were both taking lessons with golf instructor Debbie Doniger. She thought we were a perfect pair because we both liked politics and had similar golf games. She neglected to mention that Dick was thirty-five years older than me, had run the New York City Metropolitan Transportation Authority, and had also led the Major League Baseball Players Association. I thought I was playing a fun game with a new person. It became so much more than that. Over time, my wife, Marcela, and I became regular partners with Dick and his wife, Kathy, and stayed with them on weekends in the Hamptons. When we golfed, we had a lot to talk about in between holes.

The point of this book is to apply the lessons I’ve learned as a researcher to golf so that more people can use it to enhance their lives. I won’t be teaching you how to swing your club any better, or how to become a better golfer from a score perspective—although the pros I talk to are full of valuable advice. But I will help make you a better golfer from an enjoyment and an enhancement perspective. By the time you finish this book, I hope that you will feel about golf the way I do. I can’t imagine a life in which golf is not an integral part.

For those of you who are golf curious, I will give it to you straight in one place. I will try to anticipate all your questions about golf—give you checklists for when you play, teach you about the language of golf and include terms and definitions so you are confident when you start.

My goal is to eradicate golf intimidation. That process starts with cutting through the negative myths surrounding golf. I can’t think of any sport where there is so much confusion between professional golf that we see on TV—watching greats like Tiger Woods, Phil Mickelson, Scottie Scheffler, Nelly Korda, Annika Sorenstam, or Michelle Wie West—and the golf we play ourselves. That confusion is deliberate. Professional golf and our golf are played in the same places, on the same courses. We use the same clubs and the same balls. We even wear the same clothes as professional golfers.

Let’s clear this up. Amateur golf, club golf, league golfing, couples golf, and family golf are not all the same.

Yes, we can go to the same courses as the greats, and we can even duplicate shots hit by Tiger, Phil, Scottie, Annika, Nelly, or Michelle. The magic of doing what they did makes it all come alive.

In this book I want to capture some of that magic and reveal the common value system of golf. Explore both the norms and the outliers. Many people have said, “You can judge someone’s character on the golf course.” It might be the way they golf. But it’s just the idea that when you’re with someone for four hours, you can get to know that person’s character. Why does networking happen on the golf course? Because in a four-hour round, you’re golfing for ten minutes. What are you doing the other 230 minutes? You’re talking. You’re chatting. You’re getting to know each other in an environment where you can’t be on your device the whole time. This is what makes golf special. It’s a big part of the reason that golf will change you.








• PART 1 • THE PROMISE OF GOLF
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• 1 • GOLF SAVED MY LIFE [image: ]


Despite growing up next to the iconic Chicago Park District Golf Course on Chicago’s Lake Shore Drive, I’d never swung a golf club before my early twenties.

I started my career working at a company called Penn + Schoen in New York City. P+S was a political polling firm led by Mark Penn and Douglas Schoen that originally attracted public attention working for an audacious congressman named Ed Koch who wanted to be mayor of New York City.

Located on a second-story walk-up above a McDonald’s on Third Avenue, the P+S office was a cross between a campaign headquarters and a college newspaper office. It was dark, dusty, and full of bankers boxes stacked with papers thrown everywhere. The office was narrow and went from west to east so there was natural sunlight in the front offices, but there were no other windows going toward the back other than looking out at the fire escape. I would describe it as the office equivalent of a Las Vegas casino. No sense if it was day or night outside. Sunny or raining. We had no idea. And it was perfectly designed that way.

The back half of the office was set up as a phone bank. It had ten folding tables configured in a U shape. Each table had six dialing stations consisting of a push button table phone and an ashtray.

At 5:00 p.m. every afternoon, between forty and fifty people arrived at the phone bank and began the work of dialing randomly generated phone numbers in all parts of the country and interviewing people from questionnaires. Hundreds of households were called each night until around midnight, if we were calling out to the West Coast.

The cacophony of the interviewers talking with their varied accents—Brooklyn, Bronx, Manhattan, New Jersey, Queens, Staten Island, and other accents from around the world—was mind-numbing and beautiful all at once. It was New York City, and I was so happy to be in the middle of it.

And then there was the smoke. Lots and lots of smoke, with very little ventilation. Those were the days when people were allowed to smoke indoors, and they smoked everywhere—at their desks, in the hallway, in the bathrooms, in the stairways. It reminded me of growing up in Chicago when my mother would smoke in the car with the windows rolled up because it was so cold. I’m sure if she had known the risks of secondhand smoke, she would have never done it, but this was the age of blissful ignorance (except in the tobacco industry).

I’d been working at P+S for two years when I began to get sick. I was worn out and developing irritable bowel syndrome. One day my boss Mark looked at me and said, “We need to get you to a doctor.” He took me to his brother Deane in Fort Lee, New Jersey, who was a gastroenterologist. He did tests, diagnosed me, and said, “Mike needs a vacation.” That was his prescription. (Full disclosure: Dr. Deane was married to my father’s sister, Susan Penn, who helped me get my initial internship at P+S, for which I am forever grateful.)

“What?!” Mark was flabbergasted. There was no concept of vacation in those days, especially at a firm like P+S. But Dr. Deane was insistent, so Mark reluctantly agreed. When we got back to the Third Avenue office, Mark told Doug, who said, “Okay, I have a Delta voucher for a free round trip anywhere.”

This annoyed Mark. “Who are you?” he barked at Doug. “Are you Santa Claus giving Mike a plane voucher?” But it stuck. I got the voucher. At the time my mother and her husband, Greg, were going to Sanibel Island, a beautiful West Coast Florida waterfront community, so I decided to go with them. Mom and Greg had been going to Sanibel for years and I was curious.

I had a vague idea that I was there to relax, but I really didn’t know how. I was pretty keyed up in those days and had grown up in a family that was anti-vacation. My father’s motto was, “If you’re not in the hospital, you’re going to work or school.”

But Greg was different from my dad. Greg knew the power of sports to connect people. He owned a chain of neighborhood sporting goods stores in the northwest suburbs of Chicago that specialized in all sports, particularly skiing. But Greg’s passion was golf.

One day on Sanibel, Greg took my mom and me to a driving range. I thought I was going to watch him hit balls. Kind of boring. And then he handed me a club. “Try it,” he encouraged me. So, I did. I put a tee in the ground, balanced a golf ball on top, and swung this enormous driver called the “Big Whale.” And I crushed it. The ball went high and in the air. The adrenaline flew through my body, and the dopamine rushed to my brain. From that first swing, I knew I was a golfer.

This was the sport for me! It meshed perfectly with my personality and inner life in a way nothing ever had before. It allowed me to get into my head, to practice, to be comfortable, to have control, to be part of a world that was new to me. And it got me away from work. In those days there were no cell phones to tether you to work wherever you were. You were tethered to work by being in the office, and for me that meant long hours, often into the night. Golf was an escape from all that. And I began to heal. Freed from the smoke-filled office, out in the fresh air, communing with friends and colleagues as we hit our golf balls across the fairways, I could feel my health returning and my spirits lifting. I hadn’t realized just how trapped I’d felt, how burned out and miserable. That’s why I can say that golf saved my life.

Golf became a lifelong passion. When Marcela and I got married, we decided that golf was going to be a sport we did together, as well as individually. It became an incredible relationship glue, which we then passed on to both our children, Matthew and Isabella.

I mean it when I say that you really get to know people on the golf course. You see their character, you see how they keep their composure, how they interact with others. It’s very social. There’s an etiquette to golf, no matter what kind of golf you’re playing, that allows you to interact in a more cordial, collegial way. Golf takes down the barriers and enables people to be authentic. There’s nothing more authentic than swinging a golf club. You’re out there, you can’t hide it. You instantly see the result. Did the ball go up? Did it go in the hole? And it doesn’t matter much after that. Golfers don’t care about your score when you play with them. They just want to know how you played. Did you play fast? Were you pleasant to be with? Did you want to engage?

Golf changed my entire perspective on the world. I’m not exaggerating. I’m a happy man, and I owe a lot of that happiness to the gift golf has given me.


THE GOLDEN THREAD

Golf is the golden thread that weaves my professional life and my personal life together. Over the years, I have traveled to more than eighty countries on seven continents, worked for some of the most fascinating brands, including Airbnb, Meta (Facebook), Shell, BP, BlackBerry, OpenAI, the NHL, and Estée Lauder Companies, advised political candidates, including senators, mayors, and presidents, and been part of the Young Presidents Organization for more than twenty-five years. Golf unites my different worlds.

Golf is so much more than just playing a game. For me, golf is the social glue—engaging with clients, with couples, with friends, with family. A common bond is our passion for golfing. As golfers, we find that we spend more time together, we share values, and we share interests.

Even when we have nothing particularly scintillating to say to one another, we can speak golf. Good shot, great par, tough lie—are all bonding moments. Golf can break the ice and bring people together. And maybe that is why golf works so well. It contains built-in ice breakers.


The best I can hope for is that people said, “I knew Steve Gilbert. He was fun to play with.”

—STEVE GILBERT, Founder and Chairman of the Board, Gilbert Equity Partners LP






LIFE’S GREAT MOMENTS

Life’s great moments can be celebrated around golf. The most meaningful and emotional golf tournament I’ve ever played was the 2022 Bo Open, named after my son Matthew’s beautiful English bulldog, as part of his wedding weekend over Labor Day.

Matthew and his fiancée, Kristyn, had planned their wedding for a long weekend when they could bring their friends and family together to play golf, hang out, relax, and celebrate. This weekend had it all—a Saturday afternoon pool party for Matthew’s twenty-eighth birthday complete with Philadelphia Mummers Parade bands, Saturday night rehearsal dinner, and the all-evening wedding on Sunday.

Matthew and Kristyn decided that starting their three-day wedding weekend with a golf tournament was the perfect way to get everyone on the same page—parents and relatives on both sides, friends on both sides, and the wedding party. Creating groups of golfers, pairings/teams, printing special golf shirts and golf balls, with an open bar at the end got everyone in the right frame of mind. Not to mention a “Bo Cup” to celebrate and drink from to kick off the festivities.

I was paired with Kristyn’s mother, Deb, which was amazing because it was two days before her daughter’s wedding, and she was so busy, but here she was playing golf! She was relaxed, funny, and hitting the ball well. I learned that Deb is cool as a cucumber under pressure and calm as can be, even with so much going on in her mind. She can compartmentalize so well. I was a wreck, full of nerves. As the father of the groom, I had a lot to learn about grace under pressure from the mother of the bride, and I learned it on the golf course.

After nine holes of golf at the Bo Open, the wedding party had come together. Any separation between those in the wedding party, the families of the kids getting married, and the friends of the bride versus the groom completely disappeared. We were all just golfers.

It was brilliant!

A word about Bo, for whom this iconic event was named.




OUR FOUR-LEGGED MASCOT

The pandemic brought about some unexpected bonding experiences both on and off the golf course. While our kids were growing up, Marcela and I had a very strict no-dog rule. We thought with our crazy schedules and my traveling, adding a dog to the mix would be overload.

Of course, as soon as both kids moved out of our house, they both adopted dogs. Isabella chose a fun corgi/Chihuahua rescue dog. Chi-Chi, who lived with Isabella in her apartment in West Hollywood and then in many other apartments in Los Angeles with a brief stop in New York. Isabella likes apartment living, and Chi-Chi goes with the flow and is happy anywhere as long as he’s with Isa.

Matthew was working in Greenwich, Connecticut, and during the pandemic, he lived with us. He decided he wanted to adopt an English bulldog. He named him Bo after the inscrutable UK prime minister. Since Matt was living at home, Marcela and I suddenly had a dog.

I was having déjà vu moments having Bo at home as a puppy. It reminded me of when Matthew was born and came home. I had never had a puppy before—just as I’d never had a child before Matthew—so I didn’t have a clue what it would be like. No manual or playbook. I just knew that he was incredibly cute and fun to play with. And sometimes, a pain but that will have to be my next book.

Matthew and Bo became inseparable during the pandemic. As Matthew started playing golf every day, he would bring Bo with him on the golf course at Waccabuc Country Club for exercise and as a companion. The two of them became fixtures on the golf course. Bo liked being outside and walking with Matt. Matt enjoyed the company. And the other golfers smiled as they watched a boy (twenty-six!) and his dog on the course walking side by side.

The love culminated with the Bo Open. For me there was the satisfaction of watching Matthew and Kristyn begin their marriage with a shared activity that would enhance their lives, just as Marcela and I had done. The Bo Open symbolized the decades of fun and closeness they could achieve, surrounded by people who love them. It doesn’t get any better than that.








• 2 • IS GOLF RIGHT FOR YOU? [image: ]


Let’s start with a few questions to see if golf is right for you.

Do you like to be with people? Golf is a social sport. You can play with friends, family, and business associates. You can bond, network, build relationships, and even fall in love. Trust is built on the golf course. Can I do a deal with this person? Is this someone I enjoy being around?

Do you like the thrill of success? The thrill of success in golf lies in its inherent challenge. Each swing, putt, or strategic decision becomes a personal conquest against golf’s unpredictable elements and one’s own limitations. There is an exhilarating sense of achievement with golf. And the results are instant. Did the ball go up into the air? Did the putt go into the hole?

Do you enjoy being in great places? Golf is played everywhere. Wonderful golf courses are in the best locations—beautiful natural settings, the great outdoors, where you may even encounter wildlife. Or amazing bars that have golf simulators playing during happy hours. Topgolf has seventy-seven locations in the United States and six countries around the world, offering the atmosphere and sensation of golf in a high-tech space. One of my favorite simulators is my winter course at the Vail Country Club in Avon, Colorado.

Do you like challenges? Golf is as much a mental game as it is physical. It requires concentration, strategy, and patience. Playing regularly can sharpen focus and decision-making skills while reducing stress and increasing relaxation.

Do you want a sport you can play for the rest of your life? Golf is a sport that you can play at almost any age. It is not uncommon to see people playing into their eighties or nineties. This makes it a wonderful sport for longevity and continuous enjoyment.

Do you want to improve your fitness while playing a sport that engages your mind? Playing golf will improve your cardiovascular health as you walk five-plus miles per round across varied terrains, a low-intensity exercise ideal for fat burning. The game’s strategic demands also engage the mind, providing mental distraction and making it fun. You don’t have to watch Netflix while you’re golfing.

Do you want to enjoy off-site ways to get to know, build trust, and have fun with your colleagues? Golf is a great sport to do with work colleagues. It teaches you a lot about each other, even before you begin chatting. It also dissolves layers of authority and puts everyone on the same level playing field.

Are you looking for experiential ways to mentor and lead others? Golf teaches great values. It is a character-building exercise. Self-refereeing requires authenticity, honesty, and emotional control. The game itself is a laboratory for positive life skills such as generosity, humility, humor, kindness, and friendship.

Are you looking for new ways to express yourself? Modern golf is full of opportunities for self-expression, most notably through the expanding field of golf fashion. Gone is the staid, rigid era of country-club uniformity. Golf is a bright new world that encourages you to be yourself.

Do you want new ways to support your community? Golf is ideal for community building and can provide a venue for community support and charitable endeavors. Golf tournaments are often used for charity fundraisers. According to the National Golf Foundation, in 2023 golf was the vehicle for raising $4.6 billion for causes.

Are you interested in adding variety to your life? Golf has an unusual level of flexibility. You can do it by yourself, in groups, and with all types of games. There is not just one way to play golf.

If you answered yes to these questions, golf is the sport for you. I am going to teach you how you can enjoy it to its fullest.


My worst day of golf with friends is still one of the best days of my life.

—JAY HASS, General Partner, Alley Corp.




LET’S BUST THE MYTHS

As popular as golf is, it’s also perceived by many as impossible for them, with multiple barriers to playing. I’m here to tell you that most of these so-called barriers are nonexistent. Let’s bust those myths.


• MYTH •

GOLF IS TOO EXPENSIVE

It has never been cheaper to play golf than it is today. With the growth of golf in simulators in restaurants and bars and locations like Topgolf, it can now be played by the hour with clubs and instruction included. And although the expansion of golf has meant some increase in fees on courses, according to the National Golf Foundation, the average fee for eighteen holes at a public course is still only $37. That’s comparable to the average workout class such as SoulCycle.

Many people are put off by the costly equipment. But there are plenty of rental opportunities and a strong secondary market for golf equipment that slash the cost.




• MYTH •

IT TAKES TOO LONG TO PLAY GOLF

Golf has evolved to offer many different golf locations from golf simulators at bars, studios, and Topgolf, and golf courses around the world. These alternatives provide many options with a range of time commitments allowing people to choose what fits their schedules. By the way, one of the biggest trends going right now is the nine-hole game versus playing eighteen holes. At around ninety minutes to two hours, nine holes is still a commitment, but a fraction of the four hours you’ll spend on the golf course for eighteen holes.




• MYTH •

GOLF IS TOO HARD

With the variety of formats, courses, indoor/outdoor venues, and equipment, it’s easy to find the right type of golf for your needs. With equipment enhancements, golf can better adapt to your strengths and weaknesses. It’s a whole new ballgame.




• MYTH •

GOLF IS AN ELITE SPORT

Golf has been democratized. And it is my mission to make it even more open and inclusive. Golf is for everyone—that’s how it started in Scotland, and that’s how it should be now. There are many options for golf: leagues, learning programs, entertainment venues, and so on. A powerful movement is underway to get kids from all socioeconomic backgrounds playing golf earlier in their life, with better access to golf courses and golf instructors.




• MYTH •

GOLF IS FOR RETIREES

While the stereotype of serene greens and a leisurely pace might give an impression that golf is for retired people, the reality of golf is that it appeals to all ages in all locations. Increasingly, golf is for millennials, Gen Z, and even Gen Alpha.

Golf can be played anywhere, anytime, by anyone. The excitement of sounds, noises, and lights at Topgolf or Five Iron Golf can make for a wonderful night out with friends or a date night. The golf course was a pandemic safe haven for many people of all ages. Take a cue from Tiger Woods’s family. Fourteen-year-old Charlie Woods is quickly stepping in his father’s footsteps. He won a significant junior tournament in September 2023, with Dad serving as caddie.




• MYTH •

THERE’S NO ACCESS TO A GOLF COURSE

Golf is everywhere. Golf can be played and practiced in simulators, driving ranges, and even on video games. There are no limitations to golf other than the commitment it takes to get started. There are more golf courses than Starbucks—17,000 in the United States and 38,000 worldwide.




• MYTH •

GOLF IS STUCK IN THE PAST AND TAKES ITSELF TOO SERIOUSLY

The modern era of golf is witnessing a cultural shift—music on the golf course, modification and even elimination of dress codes, and high-tech apps on your phone to know distances and keep score. At Michael Jordan’s golf course, Grove XXIII (yes, his signature number 23 jersey), the golf carts travel up to thirty-five miles an hour, the caddies ride on golf scooters so they can stay ahead of golfers, drones deliver beer and food to players on the course, and, of course, there is no dress code.




• MYTH •

GOLF IS INTIMIDATING

In my interviews with people who want to play golf but haven’t, I repeatedly hear about how intimidated they feel. The rules, the dress, the game—they’re afraid of being embarrassed. But increasingly there’s a different side of golf on display—the side that emphasizes fun and camaraderie. That doesn’t mean skills aren’t important, just that players can relax in a humiliation-free zone.




• MYTH •

GOOD GOLFERS ONLY WANT TO GOLF WITH GOOD GOLFERS

To the contrary, golf is unusually inclusive as sports go. There is always an effort to bring new people into the game. And there tends to be a lot of tolerance, because everyone has experienced being a newbie. If that weren’t the case, I wouldn’t be writing this book and I wouldn’t have encouraged so many people to join the sport.




• MYTH •

GOLFERS ARE FULL OF EXCUSES ABOUT WHY THEIR SHOT WENT WRONG

This is actually not a myth, it’s true. Golfers are full of excuses—the wind, the lie, the noise, they didn’t feel right, everyone and everything is at fault except themselves. That’s what makes golf so fun. It is never your fault.




[image: ]

10 WAYS GOLF WILL CHANGE YOUR LIFE


	Gives you focus.

	Enhances your relationships.

	Makes you more social.

	Grows your business/network.

	Supports your causes.

	Allows you to spend more time outdoors.

	Helps you lose weight.

	Enhances your energy.

	Introduces you to a larger community.

	Lets you discover and explore new places.








AN OPEN INVITATION

Stephen Curry is a full-fledged celebrity—the point guard for the Golden State Warriors.

As I was writing this in 2024, he was heading to Paris for his first Olympic Games at the age of thirty-six. That outing turned into a spectacular performance that stunned the world and won the American basketball team the gold medal. Curry is definitely a hero on the court, but he holds that title off the court as well.

Curry has always reached out to those who might not have had opportunities to excel. In 2019 he created the lifestyle brand UNDERRATED to create opportunities for young athletes who might not have had a way to get into the sport. It became his passion off the court. For those who think that golf is off-limits to them, and that the barriers are too high, Curry is there to make a case to the contrary. The name of his brand says it all: For those who were underrated and shut out, Curry is issuing an open invitation to join the game.

I spoke with Jason Richards, director of athletic operations for UNDERRATED. He told me that Curry began thinking about a golf outreach during the pandemic. “Everything Stephen does, he wants to make an impact in some manner,” Jason said. “It’s not about him. It’s about how can he change the world for the better, and his North Star was creating a junior golf tour. I think it’s been unbelievable to be honest. Even Jordan said it—the platform that Stephen has, and how he’s leaning into the game of golf is something that a lot of golfers can’t do just because they don’t have that following. And when you have Stephen, for whom golf is a true passion, it’s electrifying. Some people might say that Stephen likes golf more than basketball.”

From the start, Curry’s purpose was for sports to better represent what society looks like. “There’s a lot of underrepresentation in the game of golf,” Jason said. “So, Stephen began to ask, how do we create a space? A platform?”

He noted that Curry wanted to address people specifically in the black and brown communities that are significantly underrepresented in golf. The barriers to entry can be extreme—not just the expense, but also the comfort on the course. So, Curry created a tour to give those underrepresented kids access. His organization takes on the financial burden to give these kids access to private courses and new opportunities. They receive scholarships. But it’s about more than just golf. Golf is the entrée into larger life lessons.

“It’s about how to build the whole human, for professional life,” Jason said. “We have panels where people from the business community come and speak to our kids, not necessarily in golf, but outside of golf, and how golf can translate so much in a professional way. You’ll hear Stephen say this a lot, that golf is just a vehicle to give these kids an opportunity for success in life. And a big part of that is the networking relationships they build.”

That network is built from the ground up on the tour. “We didn’t know when we built this tour that we were going to create a family. And it’s really cool to see because these kids are now friends. Their parents are now friends. They’ve told us that, before UNDERRATED, they’d go to junior tours, and they might see a couple people of color and get a wave and a hello. But now they’re bonding and spending time together.”


When you have Stephen [Curry], for whom golf is a true passion, it’s electrifying. Some people might say that Stephen likes golf more than basketball.

—JASON RICHARDS, describing basketball star Stephen Curry’s love of golf



Here’s another surprising breakthrough. Jason told me: “Most of our elite golfers are young females. We had Ashley Shaw, who’s fifteen and played an LPGA event. We had Róisin Scanlon, who’s our Curry Cup champion from England—also fifteen. It is extremely impressive how dedicated they are to their craft, and how extremely confident these young women are. There are hundreds of people watching them play, and they’re performing at a top level. It’s great to see.”

Listening to Jason describe this scenario, I reflected on my own experience with golf, and beyond that the purpose of writing this book—to show people how golf could create the strongest relationships of your life and enhance your life in so many ways. And Stephen Curry has created an avenue for that life-changing dynamic to occur for those who were traditionally excluded from the game of golf. There’s now an open invitation for them to play.








• 3 • THE PANDEMIC PLAY [image: ]


One of the best examples of the intersection of my professional and golf lives occurred during the pandemic. Golf was a silver lining for many people in those troubled times. It certainly was for me, my family, and many of my friends. But for most of 2020 and going into 2021, it stayed very local.

While we were still working remotely and doing most meetings by Zoom, I was going stir-crazy. I was that guy George Clooney played in the movie Up in the Air. I had flown more than ten million miles in my career, and being trapped inside was driving me insane.

I needed to get out.

In the spring of 2021, I traveled to San Francisco to visit my friend and former client, Matt Middlebrook. The sole purpose of the trip was to play golf. And I was ready!

Matt and I first got to know each other in 2012 when he worked in Los Angeles for Caruso Affiliated as vice president of development. We worked on a number of projects at Caruso, but the one fixed appointment we made before and after our meetings was to talk about golf. Matt had caught the golf bug when he lived in Washington, DC, and it stuck with him when he was the Los Angeles deputy mayor under James Hahn.

Over the years, Matt moved on to work at Airbnb in San Francisco. We kept in touch on a personal and a professional basis. Matt introduced me to clients at Airbnb, and we did projects for them as they skillfully managed the pandemic. It was a time when Airbnb’s back was against the wall as travel stopped for a time. Then suddenly, when things opened back up, travelers preferred Airbnb over hotels for its safety and sanitization polices. Essentially, Airbnb won the pandemic.

When we worked together at Caruso, Matt was in the process of joining the Olympic Club, an iconic golf club in San Francisco with an epic waitlist—maybe ten-plus years. This course had hosted several US Opens. And it was certainly on my bucket list of courses to play. By the time Matt worked at Airbnb, he was a member. I was ready to join him.

So Matt and I made a wild pandemic plan. I would fly to San Francisco, we would play two rounds of golf in one day, and then I would fly back to New York City. There were two courses that I was obsessed with playing in San Francisco—the Olympic Club and Harding Park, a public course that had just recently hosted the PGA Championship during the pandemic with no crowds. Two iconic golf courses separated by a bay.

What made our plan unusual was that no one was traveling in those days. The airplane flying from New York to San Francisco was empty, and I had to wear a mask the whole way. The hotel I stayed in had contactless everything and looked like a ghost town. No one was having drinks in the lobby, there was no room service or housekeeping, only half of the lights were on, and only one person at a time could ride in the elevator. It was eerie.

But during the pandemic, golf was it. It was the safe sport that was played outside with natural social distancing. A gentle breeze and a little fog in San Francisco made it perfect.

And here it was that Matt and I would spend the next eleven hours together golfing. Catching up, talking about current affairs, learning about each other’s kids. In between rounds of golf, we stopped at a delicatessen and ate outside at a table in the parking lot. (As a note, there were also no golf carts, so Matt and I ended up using pushcarts for twelve-plus miles of hilly San Francisco terrain. I definitely slept on the ride back!)

While we played golf, everything seemed back to normal. Two guys playing golf, hanging out, and forgetting about the chaos around us. That’s the most important thing about this story. Sure, we played golf. But I can’t tell you what I scored or even how I played. I just remember Matt and I hanging out, catching up, and feeling normal.


THE QUARANTINE RELIEVER

Golf gained momentum in the pandemic because it allowed people to have human connections, to be with others outside of their pod, to feel part of a group, and to break out of the crushing isolation.

I’ve heard a lot from many people, particularly women and millennials, that the pandemic opened their eyes to the benefits of golf and why they should play it. The numbers bear that out. According to the National Golf Foundation, more than 800,000 women and girls started playing golf during the pandemic, the largest cohort to increase its numbers during that period. That represented a 15 percent increase, compared to 2 percent for men. Junior teams found the number of girls increasing from 14 percent of junior golfers to 38 percent.

Why such a rise? The pandemic was a quarantine beater. It had everything you needed during the pandemic:


	An outdoor venue

	Natural social distancing

	No touching

	
Being with people safely

	Having fun and breaking out of screen-dependent boredom



In addition, it provided great exercise. Fresh air. The ability to enjoy parts of life every day that had been limited to weekends, days off, and special occasions. Golf became something that people could do every day to break the isolation and monotony. During the pandemic and quarantine, golf allowed people to see, feel, hear, and spend time connecting with others—often on a deeper level than they’d experienced before. Who knew that golf would be the silver lining of a very tough time?

Martin Granda, head golf pro at Waccabuc Country Club, spoke about the impressive influx of new players that arrived during the pandemic. “A large percentage of them were beginners—people who had never played golf,” he told me. “People wanted to be outside. Golf suddenly looked fun to them. The majority were women. And more interesting, a lot of members joined who were in their sixties and playing golf for the first time. It’s not easy to learn golf at sixty. It’s tough!” But that’s what happened. And the new influx reenergized golf clubs across the country. Suddenly, because of the pandemic, golf had momentum.
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