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Finally, a moment of truth.

Less than an hour before he’ll tee off in the final round of the 2010 Masters, Tiger Woods walks onto the far corner of the Augusta National’s vast practice range.

The other players and caddies sneak looks. A cheer rises from the packed grandstands, and the rowdier people squeezed together behind the green gallery ropes yell encouragement from short range. “Go, Tiger! You’re the man!” He might be disgraced, he might be a punch line, but he’s still iconic.

As he puts on his glove, the force of the collective gaze that always makes me feel uncomfortable when I’m walking with Tiger at a major championship is more penetrating. He’s become more than just the greatest player alive. He’s the human being who’s fallen farther faster than anyone else in history. The haters, the sympathizers, the commentators—everyone—want to see what it’s done to him.

So do I. Yes, he’s been different since returning from an addiction-treatment facility six weeks ago—more subdued, possibly shell-shocked—but I’ve been waiting to judge whether he’s changed as a golfer. Tiger has always been able to go to a special place mentally in the majors, and I’m eager to find out if he still can. Will he still be Tiger Woods? Passing golf’s excruciating Sunday tests has always been what he does best. But this one feels most like a reckoning.

Tiger is in third place, four strokes behind Lee Westwood and three behind Phil Mickelson. Without saying so—he’s said little about anything all week—he knows that a good round today will regain him respect. And it’s in the air that a victory would be even bigger than the 2008 U.S. Open at Torrey Pines, when he won on a broken leg; finishing on top here might legitimately be judged the most dramatic win in golf history. It would mean redemption, a goal that suddenly seems more important than surpassing Jack Nicklaus’s record of 18 major championships.

Now it’s go time. Tiger’s Sunday warm-ups are traditionally works of art, especially when he’s in contention. After three competitive rounds, he’s usually distilled what is working to its essence, and using a mix of adrenaline and focus, he can go through the whole bag without missing a shot. Despite having watched Tiger hit thousands of balls, I still feel that thrill that comes with seeing him with full command at close quarters. His swing begins with serene poise at address, continues with a smooth gathering of power, and then, with the coordinated explosion that announces a supreme athlete, uncoils in a marriage of speed and control, the ball seemingly collected more than hit by the clubface. As he relaxes into his balanced finish, the look Tiger gets on his face as he watches his ball fly is more peaceful than at any other moment.

But something is wrong. After a few balls, I can see Tiger is strangely detached. He’s taking too little time between swings, barely watching where the balls go, sometimes even taking one hand off the club before completing his follow-through. The flush yet cracking sound of his impact that for years has announced his superiority over other players isn’t quite the same. He’s having a terrible warm-up, almost as if he’s not really trying. Other than a few quick grimaces of disgust, his face remains eerily stoic.

I’m about ten feet away, standing behind him along his target line, checking to see if his club shaft is on plane, marking his head movement, assessing the ball flight, weighing whether to say something or continue to stay quiet. It’s what I’ve done as his coach during countless practice sessions over the past six years, but he’s acting as if I’m not there. I wait for some eye contact from Tiger, some words beyond a mumble, some sense of partnership in this warm-up and this moment. I get nothing. Since emerging from his meal in the clubhouse, he’s switched on that cold-blooded ability to leave a person—even someone close to him—hanging. Amazingly, right here, right now, Tiger is blowing me off.

This is the treatment. I got my initiation the second time I ever officially worked with him, on the practice range at Isleworth in March 2004. I’d stood my ground then, and I’m standing my ground now. Tiger doesn’t respond well when underlings ask him if something’s wrong, or worse, when they’ve done something wrong. His longtime but now former trainer, Keith Kleven, was always fretting about whether Tiger was mad at him. Rather than taking Keith’s concern as a show of loyalty, Tiger saw weakness. In his world of testosterone-fueled heroics and military hardness, that’s unacceptable.

He’s never done this at a major championship when he’s been in contention, so I’m not sure what he’s thinking. My best guess is that he’s carried over his aggravation from the night before, when the raw numbers on the scoreboard forced a realization that winning will be a long shot. He’s probably telling me in a passive-aggressive way that he doesn’t like the golf swing I’ve given him for this week. His swing problems could also be attributable to pain in his chronically injured left knee or some other body part, but he hasn’t complained about anything like that all week. Ultimately, there may be a far simpler reason for the chill I’m feeling from him: He’s firing me in the nonconfrontational way that’s more common to a breakup than a professional relationship.

Whatever is going on, I know one thing: He’s not going to explain.

I react clinically. Tiger is Tiger, in all his complexities, and my job is to adjust and adapt to him and keep finding ways to get his best. That’s always been a lot harder to do than people think. It turned out to be a lot harder than I thought. But since he’s returned from the Mississippi clinic where he followed a psychologically brutal program of self-examination, it’s gotten harder still.

He’s playing in this Masters after his most rushed, most erratic, and poorest preparation for a major championship ever. Five days before the first round, his game was so ragged it forced me to suggest a limited swing that has cost him distance and shot-making versatility but kept his misses playable.

It’s been a theme of my work with Tiger for much of our time together. Although it’s commonly thought that Tiger plays go-for-broke golf and tries the most difficult shots with no fear, it’s a false image. Tiger is, above all, a calculating golfer who plays percentages and makes sure to err on the safe side. What he abhors, and has built his career on avoiding, are the kinds of mistakes that produce bogeys or worse and kill both momentum and confidence—wild tee shots that produce penalty strokes, loose approaches that leave no chance to save par, blown short putts. These blunders are the stuff of high scores, and after such a round, a tour player or caddie will often lament “the big miss.” Avoiding the big miss was a big part of what made Ben Hogan and Jack Nicklaus so great, and it’s a style that Tiger has emulated. Until recently, his entire life seemed free of the big miss. But things change.

It’s why the game Tiger has brought to Augusta has been less powerful, less versatile, and less likely to shoot a low number than his A game. But it’s fulfilled its purpose by producing consistent scores of 68, 70, and 70 to stay in contention.

Now Tiger knows that he’ll almost certainly need something in the mid-60s to have a chance to win, and I’m getting the sense he’s unhappy that the style of play we’ve prepared is going to lack the kind of firepower such a round usually requires. He’s also aware that he’s never come from behind on a Sunday to win any of his 14 major championships. In his current state, the odds are against his making that breakthrough, and it’s not helping his mood.

I have the feeling that Tiger is most aggravated that he’s spotting three strokes to Mickelson. Tiger has always had a chilly relationship with Phil. Some of it is personality, but most of it is that Mickelson possesses the kind of talent that has made him a legitimate threat to Tiger’s supremacy. Phil’s popularity with the fans and gentle treatment from the media add to Tiger’s annoyance. For years Tiger reveled in the idea that Mickelson had trouble playing in his presence. But Phil adjusted, and in recent years he’s outplayed Tiger down the stretch in several tournaments. His increased confidence against Tiger, along with the positive energy of the gallery, has flipped the psychological advantage in their matchup in his favor. Phil has won two of the last six Masters, both victories coming on the lengthened and narrowed Augusta course that has given Tiger—who won three of his four on the earlier design—trouble. I sense that Tiger has begun to press against Mickelson, making today’s mountain that much higher.

Then again, at this Masters, Tiger has already accomplished a great deal. In the first tournament he’s played in five months—a period in which he’s suffered public humiliation, the painful, regimented program designed to look into a psyche he never before questioned, the ordeal of his televised February 19 public apology, which was so anticipated that it preempted network programming, and the certainty that his wife will soon file for divorce—he’s battled furiously and played amazingly well. He’s made more mistakes than usual but nearly offset them with short bursts of truly spectacular golf. By the end of the tournament, he will have made a total of 17 birdies and a record four eagles in 72 holes, a 25-under-par barrage that will exceed his sub-par holes in 1997, when he won by 12 and set the tournament record on a much shorter golf course. Considering where he was a few weeks ago, I consider having a part in where he is my best job of short-term coaching ever.

In my mind, Tiger is playing with house money. As a person who has lost so much, he should be feeling that this final round presents him with everything to gain. But as I watch him rake another ball out of the pile without looking up, there’s zero indication he sees things that way. He hasn’t been going through our practice progression of the Nine Shots—in which he hits the nine possible ball flights with each club—in a regimented way. Somehow, his devotion to excellence, the quality that most identifies him to the world, is missing.

But what I’ve learned at close quarters is that excellence, year after year, is exhausting. Late at night, I’ve been wondering if the 2010 Masters would mark the moment Tiger didn’t want to be Tiger Woods anymore. It’s not something I’ve said to many people, because it sounds so absurd, but I’ve often thought, even when Tiger’s game was at its peak, that because of insane expectations that even he can’t fulfill, there is no harder person to be in the world than Tiger Woods.

I look over at Steve Williams, standing a few feet away next to Tiger’s bag. He’s carried it for 13 major-championship victories since 1999, which, without even counting his long and very successful stints with Greg Norman and Raymond Floyd, make him the greatest caddie in history. He’s been in my corner from the beginning, in part because he’d been in favor of Tiger leaving his former swing coach Butch Harmon and wanted Butch’s successor to do well. Steve has his hard-ass game face on and hasn’t said a word, but we’re brothers in arms, and when our eyes meet, so do our thoughts.

What is going on? Scandal or no scandal, aren’t these the moments Tiger has always said he worked for? Lived for? The times when his ability to hyperfocus and be mentally bulletproof give him his most important advantage over the competition? The times he’s always said he relishes the most?

But Tiger, tellingly, is not relishing this. His attitude is straight-up horrible. Now, at the moment of truth, it’s a defining signal.

I doubt anyone has a greater appreciation for how great Tiger is than I do. He’s a genius in the most exacting sport there is—physically, technically, mentally, emotionally. Nicklaus might have the greatest overall record, but no one has ever played golf as well as Tiger Woods, and no one has ever been better than his competition by a wider margin. He’s the greatest.

But life is about loss. With the cold part of my mind that keeps any sadness momentarily walled off, I make the call. He’s become less of a golfer, and he’s never going to be the same again.
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Tiger Woods is sullen the first time I meet him. Maybe even a little rude. But also, without a doubt, fascinating.

It’s May 1993, and Tiger is a 17-year-old amateur who has come to Dallas to play in the PGA Tour’s Byron Nelson Classic on a sponsor’s exemption. He and his father, Earl, are staying in the home of Ernie and Pam Kuehne, whose three kids—Trip, Hank, and Kelli—are all successful junior golfers I teach. Ernie, Hank, and Kelli have brought Tiger and Earl to the Hank Haney Golf Ranch—it’s a former horse farm with converted barns and stables—in the North Dallas suburb of McKinney to show them where they practice and introduce them to the coach who helps them with their games.

I’m giving a lesson when I see the five of them appear from behind one of the barns. I think, Wow, that’s Tiger Woods! Like everyone in golf, I’ve heard a lot about Tiger and am excited to see him in the flesh. More than any junior golfer ever, he’s famous. He’s won his age group at the Optimist Junior World tournament almost every year since he was eight. He’s won the U.S. Junior Amateur twice, and in a few months he’ll make it three in a row. No male player has ever done those things.

I take a break to walk over and say hello. Tiger is gangly from a recent growth spurt, about six feet but weighing less than 150 pounds, and the bagginess of what has to be an XL-size golf shirt only accentuates his lankiness. But skinny as he is, he looks golf strong. His is a body built for clubhead speed.

I tell Tiger what a pleasure it is to meet him, and congratulate him on his accomplishments. He seems sleepy, and when I put out my hand, he takes it weakly. It reminds me of the light grip you get from older touring pros who believe a regular shake might mess up their touch. I notice that Tiger’s hand seems kind of delicate, the fingers long and thin.

I greet Earl and compliment him on the job he’s done with his son. Based on what I’ve read, I’m expecting a talker, but Earl is only slightly more responsive than Tiger.

Ernie, an extroverted bear of a man, fills the silence, but the whole encounter is a little strained. My first thought is that there’s a natural reason for the wariness. Tiger is a black kid in a white sport, visiting a Southern state, where he’s not wrong to assume that a lot of people who’d rather not see him rise to the top of the game are going to be nice to his face. I remember reading his account of “the look” he’s gotten at some country clubs, and how he’s been schooled by his dad on the subtle forms of racial prejudice.

My second thought is that this slouching, bored teenager projects a powerful presence. I’d heard about Tiger’s focus, his intensity, and his will, and in a strange way he’s demonstrating it all with his insolence. I’m an adult, a trusted friend of his hosts, and own the establishment he’s visiting, but he doesn’t care enough to engage me in the least, and it makes the vibe uncomfortable. Most young people—most people, period—would be able to stand the awkwardness for only so long before saying something. Tiger doesn’t.

I don’t take it personally. Instead, I think, I’m not sure what all this is about, but I’m pretty sure it’s got something to do with why he always wins. I also remember thinking that, while there was a good possibility Tiger was going to be out on the tour and that I’d be around him again, I probably was never going to be friends with him.

It becomes clear that the group is just passing through, so Tiger won’t be hitting balls. I’m a little disappointed, because as a coach, I would value the opportunity to ask Earl about how he’s guided his son. I don’t really feel a great need to watch Tiger swing. I’ve seen enough on television to know he’s got a beautiful action, graceful and impossibly fast, and I know he can hit it a mile. But honestly, a lot of junior prodigies can do those things. I’m sure Tiger isn’t as long as Hank Kuehne, who is the same age and will soon be the biggest hitter in the entire game. And to this day I’ve never seen a junior golfer who swung better or hit the ball as well as Trip Kuehne, whom I’ve been teaching since he was 11. But the swing of any kid at 17, no matter how impressive to the eye, is still in the embryonic stage as measured against what it must evolve into for a competitive career.

The things that make the difference in whether a young player progresses are intangibles: toughness, work ethic, self-confidence, desire, a sense of how to score, and most of all, true passion for the game. Of the Kuehne siblings, it’s five-foot-three Kelli—who will go on to win a U.S. Girls’ Junior, two U.S. Amateurs, a British Ladies Amateur, and an LPGA event—who possesses these qualities to the greatest degree. Hank will win the 1998 U.S. Amateur but, mostly due to a back injury, will have limited success on the PGA Tour, and Trip will lose an incredible U.S. Amateur final to Tiger in 1994, resist turning pro, and finally win a USGA title at the 2008 Mid-Amateur. The Kuehne boys have as much physical talent as Tiger. On meeting Tiger, though, I know in an instant—in that kind of flash Malcolm Gladwell talks about in his book Blink—that he possesses the right intangibles to the highest degree.

Our chat lasts only about five minutes, and if not for Ernie, it would have been shorter. But it’s enough. As I walk away, I mentally file Tiger under “ultimate case study.” And I know I’ll be studying him for a long time.

I saw Tiger quite a bit over the next few years. I became the golf coach at Southern Methodist University (SMU) in 1994, the same year Tiger entered Stanford. Whenever our teams were at a tournament, I’d run into him and show interest in his progress. Having sized me up in Dallas, he became friendlier, though still guarded. We might kibitz about the Kuehnes, but mostly it was me encouraging and complimenting and him nodding his thanks.

When I had the chance, I’d watch him from afar, either on the practice range or on the course. Although he was still pretty thin, I could see he was both growing into his body and putting on some weight-room muscle, and under his teacher, Butch Harmon, his swing was becoming less willowy and more stable.

By his sophomore year, Tiger had won two U.S. Amateurs and was on his way to another unprecedented three-peat. I kept telling Mark O’Meara, my longtime student and a multiple winner on the PGA Tour, about how incredibly good this kid was. Mark was skeptical, as touring pros tend to be about prodigies. He’d point out that Tiger had never had a high finish in the several PGA Tour events in which he’d received a sponsor’s exemption. Most pros were stars in childhood, and they all remember the kid who was better than they were who was projected for professional stardom but never made it. Mark would mention Doug Clarke, who beat the heck out of him, John Cook, and everyone else around Southern California growing up, but who flamed out. Pros distrust early success.

There are fewer sure things in golf than any other sport. Even as good as the Kuehne boys turned out to be, neither fulfilled his promise in golf. But there was something very different about Tiger that made me sure he’d continue to be historic.

He definitely had a sense of mission, and you couldn’t help thinking that it had something to do with belonging to a minority. No black player had come out and stuck as a regular on the PGA Tour since the late 1970s, and Tiger knew he was carrying a lot of hopes on his shoulders. At the same time, I already had the sense that he wasn’t going to let societal pressures become extra baggage. The way he’d blocked me out at our first meeting told me he’d be able to build a wall around his game. As I observed him, I began to see him as a lone wolf. Nobody else in golf was like him: the son of an African American father who was a career soldier and an Asian mother who was a devout Buddhist, both of whom had poured all they had into their only child together. They’d raised an outsider and sent him on a singular journey.

The X factor was Earl Woods. Skeptics thought Earl wasn’t doing Tiger any favors by predicting Tiger’s future importance to sports and society. But I didn’t sense in Tiger the resentment and rebellion I often saw in kids with pushy fathers. He and Earl were clearly really close. Earl was Tiger’s rock and the source of his confidence.

Tiger shared his dad’s grandiose vision. I could tell by the way he talked about himself after his victories. In 1996, in his last year at Stanford, Tiger won the NCAA individual championship at the Honors Course in Tennessee. It was an extremely difficult Pete Dye layout, but Tiger shot 69-67-69 the first three days to take a nine-stroke lead with one round to go. He struggled on the final day to shoot 80, but the course was so hard, he still won by four strokes. He looked as though he could blow it after a triple bogey on the ninth hole followed by four bogeys, but he kept his poise and finished it off. I told Mark that if the U.S. Open had been played that week at the Honors Course, Tiger would have definitely led after three rounds and might well have found a way to win it. I remember reading Tiger’s quote afterward: “People will never know how much it took out of me,” he said. Tiger saw himself—at least as a golfer—as doing and feeling things on a scale other people just couldn’t understand.

Later that year, Golf Digest published a piece asking leading teachers how they thought Tiger would do in his first year as a pro. Most offered some variation of him keeping his tour card, perhaps garnering a victory. I said that in his first full year Tiger would be the leading money winner.

Tiger noticed my comment. He mentioned it the next time I saw him, again when he actually became the leading money winner in his first full season, and he brought it up a few more times over the years. I realized that while Tiger seemed to be ignoring things, he was actually paying close attention: watching, weighing, and figuring out whom he could trust. I know that quote had something to do with his eventually picking me to coach him.

At the time Tiger joined the tour, I never in a million years thought that I’d ever be his coach. He and Butch had a great relationship that seemed destined to last for Tiger’s entire career. I was an experienced instructor with a good name. I ran three golf centers in the Dallas area, had been chosen the 1993 PGA of America Teacher of the Year, and was mostly known for coaching Mark, who’d developed into a top player on the PGA Tour. But Mark had yet to win majors, so our partnership didn’t get the attention of David Leadbetter’s work with Nick Faldo, or Butch’s with Greg Norman.

Still, I was very much living my dream. I’d wanted to be a golf instructor from the time I was a teenager. I was born in 1955 and grew up in Deerfield, Illinois, in the northern suburbs of Chicago in an upper-middle-class neighborhood. My dad was a successful advertising salesman. My mom stayed at home, where she always stressed hard work. She was also very inquisitive, which I think helped me be curious about people, especially successful ones. She also told me at a young age that patience would be my greatest virtue.

As a kid, I noticed my parents seemed most proud of me when I did well in sports. I always wanted to excel, I was willing to do what it took to be good enough, and it used to bother me that so many of the guys on my teams in hockey or baseball just didn’t want it as bad as I did.

I’m sure that’s part of what appealed to me about golf. It was just me, and I could work at it as hard as I wanted to. Our family had a membership at Exmoor Country Club, and my dad started taking me to the course when I was 11. I’d played a lot of hockey, and that probably helped me make pretty good contact with the ball right away. I enjoyed batting it around the range and the practice green. When I started going out on the course, I did so mostly alone. But I didn’t mind, because I was really intrigued by the challenge of the game.

When I was 13, I went to a summer golf camp in Indiana, with a couple of good instructors, Sam Carmichael and Joe Campbell, the latter an old touring pro people remember for the cigar that was always in his mouth when he played. They fixed my slice in a way that I could understand, and that process encouraged me to become very analytical about the swing and the game. I found that what I liked most about golf was that you could diagnose a problem and try to correct it technically, and then see if the changes held up on the course.

I worked hard at my game and had a bit of success in local tournaments, but even as I dreamed of the future, I never really envisioned myself becoming a touring pro. I remember playing in the biggest high school tournament in the state, the Champaign Invitational at the University of Illinois golf course, when I was 16. I shot 73-72 in windy conditions, the best I’d ever played. I finished second, 11 shots behind the winner, Jay Haas, who is now winning tournaments on the Champions Tour. That told me something.

In high school I was probably better at hockey, but golf became my sport. I wasn’t recruited, so I wrote letters to colleges inquiring about golf scholarships. I got one answer, from the University of Tulsa, whose golf coach, an education professor named Carl Oliver, invited me to come down for a visit. I flew down there on my own, talked to Coach Oliver, was given a tour of the campus, and even practiced with the team. I took the round with them really seriously and performed well, shooting a 73 on a tough course called Cedar Ridge. In doing so, I beat everyone but one player, another future touring pro, Ron Streck. Right on the spot, I was offered a scholarship, and I very proudly took it. It was a great day.

With teaching golf in mind, I chose education as my major. I roomed with Ron, who was a phenomenal golfer and an amazing athlete who could dunk a basketball even though he was just six feet tall. I remember I beat Ron only once in a match, on an easy par-70 municipal course, when I shot a 61 and he shot 62. And he got so pissed that he wouldn’t talk to me. It was my first exposure to how crazily competitive really good players can be.

In March 1974, my freshman year, I decided to go home to Chicago for a long weekend. I got into my Camaro, drove 12 hours, and went straight out to Exmoor, which had a new head pro named Jim Hardy. The temperature never got higher than the low 30s that day, and the place was pretty deserted. In the golf shop I met Jim, a dynamic guy who couldn’t have been nicer. I asked him if I could use one of the holes near the clubhouse to practice with my shag bag, and he said to go ahead, and that he might come out to watch me. To my surprise, Jim came out soon after and worked with me on my game for a good four hours.

Jim had played on the PGA Tour, where he’d been known as a very long hitter, a good ball striker, and a terrible putter. He had a beautiful action reminiscent of Ben Hogan, whose books he’d studied as the basis for his teaching. Jim was and remains a tremendous communicator, and when he started talking and demonstrating, I was overwhelmed by his knowledge and how well he conveyed it. And as much as I was having a blast, I also noticed how energized he was by helping me. I thought, This is so cool. This is really what I want to do. It was one of those moments that change your whole life.

When I got back to school, my studies included teaching golf at recreation centers in Tulsa, and I found that I got a lot of satisfaction from the challenge of getting a complete beginner to execute the fundamentals and become a golfer who could enjoy the game. As a player, in a couple of tournaments I rose to number-two man on the team and made all-conference my junior year, but I knew I wasn’t going to try to play competitively. I wanted to teach.

After graduation, I worked at MeadowBrook Country Club in Tulsa, where I was mostly responsible for changing the batteries in a fleet of more than 100 carts. I wasn’t given the opportunity to teach, so after six months I headed back to Chicago, where John Cleland, the new pro at Exmoor, gave me a chance to give lessons.

It was the break I needed. Jim Hardy had left Exmoor to help run the John Jacobs’ Golf Schools, but we stayed in touch, and after about a year he asked me to work with him at some winter schools. I was the low man on the totem pole at the Jacobs schools, basically charged with grunt work like setting up the range, picking up balls, and getting drinks for the students. But I got to watch Jim and John Jacobs teach, and it was a revelation.

John is the most important teacher in golf history, the man whose ideas and system of diagnosis, demonstration, and correction have influenced more teachers than anyone else. Butch Harmon, David Leadbetter, Jim McLean, Jim Hardy, myself, and so many others all owe a huge debt to John. As I write, he’s 86 years old and remains an amazing man. He’s generous, patient, dedicated, and, with that movie-star face and big personality, still charismatic. As a professional he played in the Ryder Cup and 14 British Opens, and won several events. Like Jim, his quest to become a better player led him into a study of the golf swing, and he came up with maybe the best sentence in the history of teaching: “Golf is what the ball does.” In other words, the flight of the ball tells the teacher where the student’s club was at impact. From there, the teacher can make the appropriate corrections to grip, posture, alignment, ball position, plane, club path, or clubface angle. It’s a sound formula and basically all I do, whether it’s with a beginner or Tiger Woods. A lot of teachers know much more about the biomechanics and physics of the swing than I do. When it comes to terms like ballistics and the kinetic chain, they can talk circles around me. But I feel very secure in my ability to fix ball flight.

Sitting around a table at night listening to John, Jim, and other respected golf instructors hold court was one of the most valuable experiences of my career. I remember one discussion in which John was talking about how, contrary to conventional wisdom, so many of the most consistent and enduring ball strikers had a slight “over the top” move, rather than the more classic “inside-out” path, in which the shaft flattens out on the downswing. John clicked off the names of Bobby Locke, Sam Snead, Arnold Palmer, and Bruce Lietzke as just a few examples of players who started down with their arms a bit farther from their body, the club taking something close to the “outside-in” path that slicers are always warned against. John said that way of hitting the ball held less danger for good players than dropping the club down and hitting from inside to out. “Hitting too late from the inside with an open face not only misses the fairway, it can miss the golf course,” he said. “A little over the top never misses by too much. In competitive golf, it’s not so much where the good ones go. It’s where the bad ones go. You’ve got to build a swing that will eliminate the big miss.” It was a concept that stayed with me.

After a few months, I was teaching in the Jacobs schools in the winter and Exmoor in the summer. In 1980, the Pinehurst resort asked the Jacobs people to teach at one of their schools. While we were at Pinehurst, their director of golf, Mike Sanders, asked me if I’d be interested in taking a permanent position as the head of instruction for the Pinehurst Golf Advantage Schools. I was 25 years old, single, really ambitious, and willing to work for a modest salary in the remote Sandhills of North Carolina. Mike took a chance on me, and I was soon running the schools at the biggest golf resort in the world as well as teaching every day.

I was getting a lot of confidence in my ability to correct ball flight, and I was slowly developing some of my ideas about the swing. I also got to keep furthering my teaching knowledge because sometimes the Golf Digest schools would also come to Pinehurst, and we got to watch those instructors teach. It allowed me to pick the brains of such men as Bob Toski, Jim Flick, Davis Love Jr., Paul Runyan, and Peter Kostis. Toski and Flick in particular had great presentation skills. I’d try to take a little from everyone and keep improving.

It was a matter of timing. I had another life-changing event—and the most fortunate single moment of my career—occur in October of 1982, my second year at Pinehurst. The PGA Tour’s Hall of Fame Tournament was being played at the resort, and on Friday evening one of the pros who missed the cut, Mark O’Meara, was on the iconic practice range, known as Maniac Hill, desperately trying to find a swing that would work.

After winning the 1979 U.S. Amateur, Mark had been the PGA Tour’s Rookie of the Year in 1981. But he’d fallen into a deep slump, and with just three tournaments to go was 120th on the money list and in danger of falling out of the top 125 and losing his exemption for the next year. He was desperate, so when he saw one of the assistant pros on the range, Ken Crow, he asked if he’d watch him. To my everlasting gratitude, Ken said that he’d get the head of instruction.

When Ken came into the teaching center and asked me to come out and watch this young pro, I confess I didn’t really want to. It was late in the day, and I suspected that the student was one of Ken’s local assistant pro buddies. I reluctantly went out on the practice tee.

I was shocked when I saw it was Mark O’Meara. I said hello, and Mark barely looked up. He was clearly agitated and said sort of sharply, “Would you watch me and tell me what you see?” I said, “Sure.” Mark was the first touring pro I’d ever helped, but I wasn’t intimidated. I could see that his swing was built on feel and talent but not good technique. He got the club way too upright at the top, forcing him to drop the club sharply to the inside of the target line on the way down and then flipping his hands at impact to square the club. When he was on, he could get away with it. But when he was off, he was lost. For players with poor mechanics, the week-to-week grind of the PGA Tour is a brutally exposing place.

After about ten minutes, Mark asked, “Well, are you going to say something?” I kind of took my time, wanting Mark to calm down a bit, and said, “I’m just thinking about what you’re going to need to do.” I suggested we go inside to the clubhouse and talk about it over a Coke. Mark looked up and said harshly, “I’m about to lose my card. I don’t have time for a Coke.” But after a few more swings, he agreed to go inside.

What I formulated for Mark was a plan to get better. I explained the parts of his swing that needed to improve and the sequence of the steps ahead. I made it clear that achieving the ultimate goal was going to take time and a lot of discipline, but that in the short term I could give him something that would help him in the next few tournaments. He didn’t know me, but something told him it was time to trust, and he said, “OK, let’s get started.” We practiced all weekend, and then he left for the next tournament. Mark made the next three cuts and kept his card. We kept working together, and the next year he finished 76th on the money list. In 1984, he won his first tournament and was second on the money list.

Mark’s swing very quickly looked dramatically different. By virtue of getting the backswing and downswing on the correct plane, it became flatter in angle and rounder in shape. Mark made a bigger swing change—with success—than any other pro I’ve ever seen. Much greater than what Tiger did under Butch Harmon or me. Bigger even than Nick Faldo’s reconstruction under David Leadbetter in 1985, which culminated in Nick’s victory at the 1987 British Open and his subsequent rise to number one in the world. In fact, in 1983, Nick, knowing what Mark had gone through, asked his advice about committing to an overhaul with David, and Mark told him he should go for it.

Both Mark’s and Nick’s success marked a shift in golf instruction. Prior to that, the best-known instructors built their reputations helping average golfers. At times, they’d work with touring pros, but never on any sort of full-time schedule. For example, Jack Nicklaus’s lifelong teacher, Jack Grout, would see Jack only two or three times a year and spent most of his time helping the members at Scioto in Columbus and La Gorce in Miami Beach. Harvey Penick never went out on the tour with Ben Crenshaw or Tom Kite. He just stayed put at Austin Country Club and gave thousands of lessons to average players. But the publicity given to overhauls of pro players’ swings, especially the attention paid to the success David had with Nick, changed the model. Not only did it drive more tour players to seek full-time teachers; it led more instructors to travel the tour looking for business and developing stables. Whereas previously the only “lessons” on tour practice ranges had been one pro passing a quick tip along to another, soon there were so-called swing gurus walking the practice tee with video cameras, often serving multiple players at once.

I did only a little of that with Mark because I preferred working with players at my facility or at their home courses away from tournaments. When I moved to Sweetwater Country Club outside Houston, it was then the headquarters of the LPGA Tour, so I worked with over a dozen women pros there. Later, when I moved to Dallas, I bought the golf ranch, where I worked with the Kuehnes, eventually expanding to four facilities.

Although I was following my calling, before I could really excel, I had to conquer a personal issue. For about a dozen years, from the mid-1970s to 1986, I drank too much.

My grandfather was an alcoholic, and my father was an alcoholic. He was never abusive to me. Rather, he was distant. He was a functional alcoholic. My parents argued a lot, but growing up I was never aware of my dad’s addiction. Eventually he and my mother divorced when I was in college, and he got treatment and stopped drinking. I admire that he finally got help and is living a better life. I only wish I’d been more aware of his problem before I started to develop one of my own.

Growing up in a home with an alcoholic left a mark on me. Although I’ve never gone through therapy for my problem, I’ve done a lot of reading on the subject and have spoken to a lot of experts in the field. I know that children of alcoholics are vulnerable to certain syndromes like approval-seeking, perfectionism, overwork, sensitivity to criticism, a desire to rescue others, inability to enjoy success, and, most fundamentally, repeating alcoholism. They tend to have trust and self-esteem issues. I know that to varying degrees all those patterns have been part of my life.

I never drank in high school. But when I got to college, I quickly fell into the culture of kegger parties and began drinking beer. I consumed a lot. Looking back, my excuse was that it was just “partying” or “growing up.” I had some good times, in part because under the influence I was more open with people than I might have been otherwise. But even then, I was aware that the whole deal wasted a lot of time and energy and didn’t leave me feeling very good physically or psychologically.

Drinking was an even bigger part of my life when I entered the golf business. In those days, it was common for golf pros to hang out in the club bar after work to drink and talk. At Pinehurst, the social life seemed to revolve around a few favorite local bars. I’d drink six or seven nights a week and have as many as ten or twelve beers at a time.

When I became director of golf at Sweetwater in Houston in 1984, I had more responsibility and not as many cronies. I was still drinking, but it was becoming an empty experience. I was getting tired of the cycle of waking every day with a hangover and a headache, taking all morning to feel better, and then starting the whole thing over again at night. I considered cutting back but didn’t take a decisive step until one day in 1986. I woke up with another headache after another long night. And that’s when I told myself, out loud, “I don’t want to feel this way anymore. And I’m never going to have another drink the rest of my life.”

At first, my approach was simply “just make it to tomorrow.” I strung enough individual days together to make it to a year without a drink, and then two years, and then 20. Today when I’m with friends at a party, I’ll get the urge to have a beer. But now I have a streak of more than 25 years. I can’t break it.

Until now, I haven’t talked about my path away from alcohol because I don’t want to send the message that people don’t benefit from professional help. Although I’m proud of where I got to, there’s part of me that wishes I’d gone through therapy, both for the self-knowledge and to be able to better help people I’ve cared about in their battles with addiction. Still, to some extent, I feel like I’ve been there.

Ultimately, I think I made it because I’ve always been a very hard “tryer” with a strong will. I want to excel, and I like being recognized for success, not failure. I realize that the drive to prove myself carries its own issues, but life’s complicated. I’ve learned everybody has issues, and the solution, if there is one, is to keep doing the best you can with who you are and who you want to be.

Having dealt with a lot of high-achievers, I’ve learned that anybody who is really successful at anything has an incredible passion that is basically an obsession. My mother and my sister used to complain that all I ever talked about was golf, that all I ever wanted to do was practice. My college teammates would make fun of me for constantly standing in front of the mirror looking at my swing, always trying to figure it out. But that’s what it takes to separate yourself. No doubt it carries a cost, but so does every life decision.

It was probably the biggest similarity Tiger and I shared, perhaps even a big part of why we ended up working together. He never said so, but to me it was part of our bond.

The hard work led to more good things happening in my career. A couple of the most rewarding were small moments that connected me to two icons. In the mid-1980s at Sweetwater, I was giving my first lesson to a man from Fort Worth. I always asked people why they’d decided to try a lesson with me, and this gentleman said a fellow member at Shady Oaks had told him that I knew what I was talking about. When I asked who the member was, he said, “Ben Hogan.” A few years later, a father brought his young son to me. When I asked why, he said, “Byron Nelson told me the best thing you can do for your son is take him to Hank Haney for golf lessons.” I’d never met Hogan or Nelson, but they knew of my reputation. Whenever I’ve gotten a little down from criticism, I think of those validations and feel better.

I got a lot of gratification coaching Emilee Klein, who had a successful career on the LPGA. Her dad had brought her to me as a six-year-old when I was Director of Instruction for Landmark Land Company at PGA West in La Quinta, California, in the early 1980s. Emilee was undersized and not really physically gifted beyond having good eye-hand coordination, but she was a great listener and did everything I told her. At age 14 she won the California Women’s Amateur, and at 17 she won the U.S. Girls’ Junior. In 1996, she won the Women’s British Open. All told, students of mine, in the period that I worked with them, have won 17 USGA and R&A championships. That’s not counting the nine Tiger got before 2004, or Mark’s U.S. Amateur.

The thing that wasn’t working was my golf game. As I got very busy teaching in the mid-’80s, I found very little time to play. I’d always loved playing the game, and the less I played, the more I lost my proficiency. In particular, I’d experience helpless moments with my driver. I’d be especially prone to spraying the ball way right, though I could throw in a bad snap hook just as easily. Things went from bad to worse, eventually balls to the right starting out at almost comical 45-degree angles and ending up as much as 100 yards off line. I got to where I couldn’t play nine holes without losing at least one sleeve of balls, and usually two.

Swing instructors always have to deal with the fact that a student expects his or her teacher to play or demonstrate impressively, so perhaps my problem was a reaction to anxiety I might have had about my reputation as a teacher being on the line every time someone saw me hit a ball. I’m not completely sure. I hit bottom at an off-season pro tournament at Pebble Beach in 1985. I’d practiced a bit for the event and hoped I had my problem under control. But instead, I was all over the course. Somehow, I lost only a couple of balls, got a lot of fortunate bounces, and made absolutely everything on the greens. Mark was playing behind me, saw a lot of the shots I hit, and after the round asked sympathetically what I shot. I said 73, and he couldn’t believe it. Frankly, neither could I. I’d taken only 21 putts. But I knew that if I’d made a couple of big numbers early instead of some lucky saves, I probably would have shot in the high 80s at least. Right after the round, I was so exhausted from all the stress that I basically stopped playing golf.

For the next 15 years, I played no more than once or twice a year, and never in any sort of competition. I had a serious problem, one that was extremely frustrating because while I could fix others, I couldn’t fix myself. Out of stubbornness and because I missed the game, I’d wait until the end of the day, when every customer and employee had left my facility in McKinney, and go out alone to hit hundreds of balls. I don’t like to use a lot of video when I teach, but because it was the only way I could see myself, I would film my swing constantly. Actually, it looked all right. Its biggest flaw was the “good player” tendency to flatten the club out coming down, causing the disastrous “late from the inside” miss that John Jacobs had talked about. A closer examination began to reveal that I’d sometimes flinch with my forearms and hands in the impact zone.

What I came to understand is that I had the full-swing yips. The putting yips were an accepted phenomenon, and there was even new medical research at the time that classified the problem as focal dystonia, a motor-sensory disorder in which the motor-skill commands from the brain get distorted or blocked. The study of focal dystonia hadn’t really been extended to the full swing, but I’m convinced it’s what happened to Seve Ballesteros and Ian Baker-Finch, and later to David Duval, particularly when they were hitting a driver. It definitely happened to me.

There is still a lot of mystery about the driver yips. In my case, I found that they were not necessarily pressure- or anxiety-induced. I was as likely to hit one off the map while alone on the practice tee as I was in a competition. I came to think of the driver yips as more of a physiological than a psychological problem. However, anxiety tended to make them worse.

A key moment in finding a solution came about in the late 1990s when I was doing a clinic for a pretty large group, an experience that had become terrifying for me. When it came time to demonstrate a few shots, rather than take a deliberate stance and risk hitting embarrassing and credibility-killing shots, I sort of faked this casual approach where I’d begin swinging while still looking up at the students. Knowing they’d see this as a less than serious attempt to hit the ball, I felt less pressure. But amazingly, without looking at the ball, I’d hit much better shots than I did when I went through my normal preshot routine and swing.

What I subsequently learned from this experience and further trial and error is that the only thing that cures the yips is radically altering technique so that new pathways from the brain are created. This is why big changes—like the long and belly putter, the claw grip, or other variations on conventional putting—often work so well for people who have problems on the greens.

Following the same idea, I basically went with the opposite of what I’d incorporated into my old swing. It started with the grip. Rather than hold the club in my fingers, where it felt most comfortable and which is the way the grip is commonly taught, I decided to experiment with a grip that I’d read the master ball striker Moe Norman used—more in the palms. I also came up with a wacky preshot routine in which I’d exaggerate a takeaway that started the club way outside, tracing a path that, if retraced coming back down, would give me the sensation that it was impossible to hit the ball from the inside. When it was time to hit the ball, I’d look at the underside of my cap so I couldn’t see the ball during the backswing, and then on the downswing turn it back to the left so that my eyes again never settled on the ball but were directed only at the intended target. My swing path was decidedly outside-in, and whereas I’d always played a pretty powerful draw (curving the ball from right to left), now I was hitting a weak slice (moving the ball from left to right).

It didn’t matter, because my goal was to simply make any kind of swing that wasn’t a yip. I was like a hacker who’d hit crappy shot after crappy shot but could always find his ball. As long as that was the case and I avoided yipping, I was happy and knew I could gradually work on improving the path of the swing. The swing that eventually evolved was kind of short and quick, producing a low cut that carried a lot of backspin—far from ideal and at least 25 yards shorter than I used to hit it—but I became a very straight driver. I did almost all this rehab work on the practice range, but in 2002, when I got up the nerve to start playing regularly again, I was astounded to find that I was soon a significantly better player than I’d ever been. I started to occasionally shoot in the 60s, but the best part was that I stopped fearing the big miss. At one point I played 156 straight rounds without a penalty stroke with my driver. When I’d play with Mark, he’d laugh at my contortions and funky ball flight, but he also gave me props for having pulled my game off the trash heap.

The experience taught me that life—both as an instructor and as a person—is better when I’m able to play golf, because I truly love the game. Long-term, the real significance of what I went through is that it helped me teach Tiger.

As luck would have it, I was being brought closer to Tiger. After he won his third straight U.S. Amateur in August 1996, he turned pro and signed with IMG. Tiger had been introduced to Mark O’Meara, also an IMG client, when the management group was courting him. Mark is a very easy guy to get along with, and he and Tiger shared Southern California roots. Tiger had decided to make Orlando his base when he turned pro, in part because he liked Mark’s situation at Isleworth. He bought a place there, and he and Mark soon became regular practice partners and friends.

When I went to Isleworth to work with Mark and stay at his house, I began to see a lot of Tiger. He’d sometimes come over for breakfast before a practice session or dinner after one, and perhaps stay to watch a game on TV. He was still quiet but also comfortable with Mark and his wife and two kids. He was just 21 when he won the 1997 Masters, living on his own for the first time, and he appreciated the normalcy to be found at Mark’s home during a time that his life outside the gates was being hit by the gale force of Tigermania.

Tiger didn’t discourage the media’s playing up the big brother/little brother dynamic between Mark and him. It was a feel-good story, and it also got the press off his back, because Mark began answering a lot of Tiger questions. At first Mark enjoyed the attention, and he was deft at portraying Tiger as a great young guy without giving away anything private.

Meanwhile, Tiger would present Mark as a confidant to whom he could talk about anything. But the reality was that Tiger was guarded even with Mark. Tiger might sound out Mark on business matters, because Mark is very shrewd about career management. But usually the talk was about sports teams and other guy stuff, with some tour gossip thrown in. There were no big discussions about life that I can remember. I know Mark really cared about Tiger. But for all the talk of how close they were, he also felt that Tiger kept a certain distance. It was a space Mark wished he could close, but never really did.

The golf course was where the relationship really worked. Mark, who’d been going through a career lull in which he was fighting to find motivation, was definitely energized by Tiger. He liked being identified as an important influence in the formative years of a player he believed would be one of the best in history. But he was also a prideful competitor who, just because he hates getting drilled, stepped up his game to hang with Tiger in practice. Though it’s not widely known, Mark has one of the best records for turning third-round leads to victories and is very tough to beat head-to-head, mostly because he makes very few mistakes. In their matches—which were usually for something like $10 three ways, with Tiger rarely paying when he lost—Mark used all his guile and skill. In fact, his excellent putting often enabled him to win.

The new regimen really raised Mark’s confidence and enthusiasm. He won twice in 1997, and in 1998, at age 41, Mark had the greatest season of his career. He not only won his first major by taking the Masters with a last-hole birdie, but three months later captured the British Open. He was voted PGA Tour Player of the Year, and he closed out the season by beating Tiger in the final of the 1998 World Match Play, 1 up. In that match, Tiger made some late mistakes and kind of gave it away, but rather than being angry, he was genuinely happy for Mark. It was the only time I ever saw him react to a tough loss that way, and as much as he hates to lose, it said a lot about how he felt about Mark.

Tiger’s end of the deal was just as good. In the course of their play together, Mark, in the manner of a wise and caring friend rather than a would-be rival, passed along many lessons to Tiger. In particular, when the two were home, Tiger got nearly daily demonstrations on the nuances of saving shots. Mark has never had a visually spectacular game—he’s neither particularly long or straight off the tee, and his iron shots don’t paint beautiful lines in the sky—and Tiger would sometimes be left wondering, How did that guy just beat me? Figuring out the answer made Tiger a better, more complete golfer.

My role was chiefly one of privileged observer. It was already apparent that Tiger really valued the solitude he found at Isleworth, and the last thing he wanted was anyone breaking that up. So whenever I was around Tiger, I stayed in the background. I didn’t ask a lot of questions, didn’t bring people around to say hello, didn’t ask for autographs or memorabilia. I knew he had enough of that everywhere else, and there was no part of it that he liked. I put my focus into working on Mark’s game, and whenever that intersected with his contact with Tiger, I went with the flow.

I was also very cognizant of Tiger’s relationship with Butch Harmon, whom I’ve always respected as a great teacher. Regardless of which of us happened to be Tiger’s coach over the years, we’ve always been on good terms. Our philosophies on the physical swing differ a bit, but not as much as people might think. Butch, too, acknowledges John Jacobs’s principles as a huge influence. Butch has a big personality and he’s fun to be around. With his tour players, what I admire most is how he connects with them as people. He’s great at both inspiring and relaxing his players so that they’re ready to perform with confidence. That’s a huge part of coaching, and he certainly did that with Tiger.

When Butch was with Tiger at Isleworth and I was there with Mark, we always worked on separate sides of the range. It made good sense. Because Tiger and Mark were friends, it was a way of avoiding banter that could end up being distracting. The four of us all got along, but I don’t remember a time when we sat around and had a bull session about the golf swing. If Mark finished his session before Tiger, I never went over and watched Butch and Tiger work. It was just professional courtesy. Butch knew I was sometimes around Tiger when he wasn’t, and I wanted him to feel confident that I wasn’t doing anything behind his back. We never talked about that; it was just understood.

In spite of having to be careful, I really enjoyed getting to know Tiger in those early days. He was a little more innocent, a little less guarded, and a lot less cynical than he’d become. I got a sense of his life and a feel for the pressure he was under to reach a ridiculously high level and be a role model at the same time. For a kid in his early 20s, he got points with me for handling it all without screwing up. Sometimes I even felt a little sorry for him.

But I also realized my attraction to Tiger was about his being “Tiger Woods”—something bigger and more mythic than the young man himself. What drew me to him was his being potentially the greatest golfer of all time, not his personality. Because of my passion for understanding the game, Tiger was going to be interesting to me no matter what he was like. What he clearly understood and never had to say was that anyone who was brought into his world was lucky and would be playing by his rules. Those were never spelled out, but anyone with any sense could tell that the wisest course was to err in the direction of invisibility. At the same time, even at a young age, he had to know that the eagerness to be around him was not about him as a person but about who he was and what he could do. It was another reason he had a hard time developing trust and friendships.

The most concentrated time I spent around Tiger in his first six years as a professional was during practice rounds at the four major championships. In those days, Mark and Tiger routinely played 18 holes together on Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday. That was 12 rounds a year where I walked every hole inside the ropes with the players and their caddies, and perhaps a few more at the odd overseas events that Mark brought me to in which Tiger also played. Butch might have been there for half of those rounds, for he had other players to coach, as well as a commitment to commentate for Sky Sports.

At the beginning of this period, after his first Masters victory, Tiger embarked on some key swing changes with Butch. Perhaps the most important was altering his position at the top of his swing, an effort that Tiger would continue when I became his coach. Tiger knew my ideas on that position from observing and talking to Mark, but for more than a year he never asked my opinion about his goal or his progress, and I certainly never volunteered anything. If I’d been asked, I would have said what I believed, which was that he and Butch were working on the right thing.

The first time I had a conversation about technique with Tiger was at the 1998 Dunhill Cup at St. Andrews, where Tiger, Mark, and John Daly represented the United States. The eleventh hole at the Old Course is a short par 3 that usually plays into a hard left-to-right wind to a green that slopes sharply the same way. The proper shot in such conditions is a low draw without much spin, and Mark was really good at it. Tiger marveled at the way Mark’s ball stayed under the wind without upshooting, then admitted it was a shot he didn’t have. Tiger’s method at the time for hitting a short iron low was to play it back in his stance and pound down on it. But such a strike would produce a lot of backspin on the ball, which would invariably lose penetration and be carried off target by the heavy wind. He startled me by looking my way and asking how Mark hit that shot. I explained that it came from hitting a less lofted club and relaxing the arms into an abbreviated finish. He tried a shot, didn’t like the results, and declared, “No way I can do that.” But I knew he’d file it away.

Early 1999 was the first time something substantive passed between us in terms of technique. Tiger was working alone at Isleworth on the other side of the practice tee from Mark and me. At that time, one of his biggest problems remained controlling the distance on his short irons. He and Butch had been working on it, and I’d been noticing Tiger’s progress. At the time, Tiger was coming off a 1998 season in which he’d won only once on tour. Tiger insisted he wasn’t discouraged because he knew his swing changes would take some time to pay off, but as the new year started, the pressure on him to perform as he had in 1997 was increasing.

I was as interested an observer as anyone, and during a break in our practice, I said to Mark that I thought Tiger, in golf-speak, had the club “shut and across the line.” And Mark kind of surprised me by saying, “Why don’t you tell him?” And I said, “I’m not going to tell him. It’s not my business.” And Mark said, “No, he wants you to. He wants to know.”

This suggested that Tiger and Mark had discussed what I taught, and that Tiger was curious. So when Tiger came over to where Mark and I were hitting, I made my first comment a joke, saying, “Tiger, you look like the pizza-delivery guy, where you’ve got the club at the top.” This was touchy territory. Over the years several of Butch’s most successful students—most notably Greg Norman—had the club in a position most teachers considered across the line at the top of their swing.

Tiger was sensitive to being across the line—it was the area he most wanted to fix with Butch. He looked at me and said, “No, that just happens when my backswing gets long. I just need to keep it short of parallel.” Though I knew I would be close to encroaching on someone else’s student, I decided to voice my honest disagreement. “Well, even though it’s short of parallel, the club can still be across the line,” I said, and then demonstrated what I thought was the proper top-of-the-backswing position. “That club should be over here,” I said, pointing the club more to the left. He kind of took it in and went back to his work, and Mark and I left him alone.

In the next few tournaments, including the Masters in which he finished in a disappointing tie for 18th, I noticed that Tiger had altered his club position more toward what I’d demonstrated. I have no doubt that this was something he and Butch worked on, and I’m also sure it was the key reason his swing came together in early May when he won in Dallas and started on a tear. Tiger won seven more official tournaments before the end of the year, and would get even hotter in 2000. What was interesting was that several other golf instructors came up to me during this period, and knowing that I was often around Tiger through Mark, asked, “Hey Hank, are you working with Tiger? Because at the top he’s starting to look like what you teach.” I always said no, that it was a position Tiger had worked on with Butch. But David Leadbetter, along with Butch the biggest-name instructor at the time, was telling people that Tiger didn’t get that swing from Butch Harmon, he got that from Mark O’Meara, who got it from Hank Haney.

That was unfair to Butch. It’s hard to imagine that Tiger’s thinking about the swing wasn’t influenced by being around Mark, but Mark wasn’t Tiger’s teacher; Butch was. Talking about an idea like his position at the top, as Mark and I had, and actually working with a student to implement that position are two very different things. The other thing is that Butch and I didn’t see Tiger’s swing all that differently. Although everyone questioned why Tiger wanted to make swing changes after being so dominant at the 1997 Masters, those changes made good sense. From what I could tell, Butch was trying to get Tiger to the same place in his swing that I would have tried to take him, even though we might have used different drills and terminology. Those first big changes Tiger made with Butch were the most dramatic of his career up to that time. The transition was quite difficult because rather than taking some time away from competition to really ingrain the changes, Tiger decided to incorporate them while still playing a full schedule of tournaments. Most players don’t have the talent to pull that off, and even for Tiger, it might have been a slower way to go. But because the changes were right, they ultimately paid off.

In 2000 and 2001, Tiger played better than he ever had. At the same time, he was showing signs of getting tired of Butch. Tiger particularly disliked Butch’s habit of holding court on the practice tee, drawing a lot of people into the area where he did serious work. Tiger hadn’t minded when he was young and the stories were new, but after he became the world’s most famous athlete, he craved quiet. During one of our practice rounds, at the 2000 British Open at St. Andrews, Mark told me that Tiger had gestured toward me and said, “I wish Butch would be a little more like Hank. Just kind of blend in, instead of bringing people around and being loud.”

Butch was being himself, and he wasn’t about to change his approach, especially after he and Tiger had had so much success. I suppose that Tiger was willing to put his annoyance aside while he and Butch were winning five out of six major championships through the 2001 Masters, but after that came the beginning of a long good-bye. Even while Tiger was winning the 2002 U.S. Open at Bethpage, they seemed a little distant, and it was at the PGA at Hazeltine a couple of months later that Tiger told Butch he wanted to work alone on the practice tee.

I think what really turned the tide was Butch’s belief that the best approach with Tiger after he solidified his swing changes was maintenance. This is definitely an old-school view that has a lot of merit. It holds that a person’s swing is basically that person’s swing and that once the big issues have been resolved, refinement rather than more reconstruction is the wisest policy. Golf history is littered with good players who got worse trying too hard to get better, and Butch didn’t want Tiger to fall prey to the same syndrome. But such an approach went against Tiger’s grain. He wanted to always be consciously doing something to get better. It was as if he needed the stimulation and the challenge to stay motivated. It was a compulsion. Certainly in some ways it was a strength but perhaps also a weakness. Tiger didn’t grow tired of Butch the person as much as he grew tired of what Butch was teaching him.

Late 2002 is when Tiger entered a shadowy period. He basically started working on his own, in part with Mark as his eyes. There was speculation that I was working with him, but that’s simply not true. I wasn’t even seeing him as often. Mark himself had stopped playing and practicing with as much intensity, and my trips to Isleworth were becoming fewer. Sometimes I’d ask Mark how Tiger was doing, and Mark would give me a summary of what he was working on. I knew that Tiger had a lot of knowledge about the golf swing, and so did Mark, but neither had ever demonstrated much success working on his own. Very simply, they were players, not teachers. That’s usually not a problem when a player is “maintaining,” but making real swing changes is another matter.

Tiger won a couple more times in 2002, but he’d dropped off slightly from his high level. His left knee started to really bother him, requiring painkillers, and that undoubtedly led to a worsening of certain bad swing habits, such as dropping his head to the right on the downswing. In December, he had arthroscopic surgery on his left knee to remove some benign cysts and drain fluid. During the procedure, it was determined that his anterior cruciate ligament was fraying. The surgery took place in Park City, Utah, where Mark and I both owned condos that we’d try to get to every year for a ski trip. Tiger’s surgery coincided with our trip, and Mark was present when Tiger was taken into surgery and when he came out. I met them later, and Tiger told me that because of the condition of the ACL, which he estimated was only about 20 percent intact, “I’m going to have to change my swing.”

The recovery required Tiger to miss the first five tournaments of 2003. Then he won three of the first four he played, including an 11-stroke victory at Bay Hill. But Tiger would later say he did it mostly with superb putting, and that year he didn’t win a major for the first time since 1998. Worse, he didn’t really come close, his tie for fourth at the British Open being his only top ten. It would later come out that the last time Tiger worked with Butch was during a visit to Las Vegas a week before the 2003 U.S. Open at Olympia Fields, where he finished tied for 20th.

I’d occasionally hear rumors that I’d be Tiger’s next coach, or that in fact I was already secretly working with Tiger, but I never paid much attention to them. I honestly believed that Tiger was determined to work things out on his own, that he liked the notion of not having a coach, and felt that he was at a point in his career where he could essentially fix himself. Even if he was looking for a new coach, there were several bigger names than mine. My approach was to keep working hard on the tasks at hand, which included coaching Mark and running my golf schools. I didn’t drop any hints to Mark, and he never talked about what he thought Tiger might do in the future. I’m sure Mark would have liked me to become Tiger’s coach, but the subject was such a touchy one with Tiger that Mark never even talked about it to me away from Tiger. I definitely didn’t make any comments about Tiger in the press or respond to any of the rumors, because that would have only been perceived, by everyone from Tiger on down, as angling for the job. As 2003 ended, I had no more reason to think I’d ever work with Tiger than I had when the year began.

But things changed when Tiger accepted that, despite his best efforts, he wasn’t getting better on his own. He won the WGC Match Play in early 2004 but wasn’t happy with the way he hit the ball. A week later he traveled to the Dubai Desert Classic. There Mark won for the first time since 1998. He’d been fighting a case of the yips, and he finally switched over to an unconventional “saw” putting grip that I’d encouraged him to try at the end of 2003. He putted like his old self and held on to win by one over Paul McGinley. Tiger, who finished five strokes back, waited for Mark off the eighteenth green to congratulate him, something I never saw him do for another player. According to Mark, Tiger told him, “I’m as happy for you as I’d be if I’d won myself.”

Everyone was in a good mood when they boarded Tiger’s leased Gulfstream 550 (nicknamed TWA, for Tiger Woods Airlines) for the ride back to the States. Mark later told me that when the subject of Tiger’s game came up, he was feeling so good about his victory and his friendship with Tiger that he just decided to stop holding back. First Mark said, “Tiger, you’ve got to get someone to help you with your game.” Tiger answered, “OK, who should I get?” Mark said that Tiger mentioned Butch’s younger brother, Billy, who was Jay Haas’s coach and whom Tiger liked, but then dismissed the idea because the sibling connection would probably cause complications. A couple of other names came up before Mark finally said, “Tiger, I know Hank’s my friend and I’ve been with him for years, but Hank’s the best teacher in the world. Besides that, he’s the one who suggested you make the big change in your swing in the first place.”

Tiger paused for a moment and said, “Yeah, I know. I’m going to call him tomorrow.”

When the plane landed in Orlando, I got a call from Mark’s agent, Peter Malik. “Hey, Hank,” Peter said. “Stay loose. You’re going to be getting a phone call.”
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