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Introduction

There he stood, doing the impossible, infuriated with the mistakes that he’d made. There was Tiger Woods, yes, but not the Tiger Woods you remember. His face was more worn. His lower body moved less. He did not have a Nike swoosh on his shirt or hat but instead his own new company logo.

Woods was forty-eight, standing in a fairway of a place that immortalized him, hitting an approach into 18 to make the cut at the 2024 Masters. The crowd around him no longer expected greatness. They were not there to see him storm back from behind for victory. They were not there for him to put his iron shot near the pin. Nothing that day was about how Woods played. It was about the fact he was playing. Thousands of patrons swarmed around him at Augusta National not to see him play great, but to see greatness.

Woods hit his approach and stared up at the sky with hope. He did not know where it would go or how it would land. It was just hope. And as he saw it fly left, bouncing off the edge of the green to the fairway, his face scrunched. He was sickened. He quietly mouthed an expletive to himself and stared down at his body. He held that stare, his eyes just disappointingly glaring at the body beneath him, longing for some different set of pieces to help him hit the ball. The mind of Tiger Woods was still in there, and that made it worse. Because the mind was all too aware of the body that betrayed it.

His back was fused. His ankle was, too. His leg was a piece of machinery filled with hardware and alterations. If he was wearing shorts, you’d see the gruesome scars, too, constant reminders that he was not supposed to be on this fairway. The scars were from the horrific rollover car crash three years before on the side of Hawthorne Boulevard. His car was torn to pieces. As was his leg. He was lucky to be alive, and right then people stopped wondering whether Woods would pass Jack Nicklaus’ records or play competitive golf. They simply wondered if he’d be able to play with his kids again.

But the humor—or perhaps the sadness—in Woods’ disgust was the reason for it. He was a forty-eight-year-old, surgically repaired contraption that had no business still being here. Each step was followed by a strong limp. Most shots were met with grimaces. Yet as his shot missed the green, he remained five shots clear of the 36-hole cut line. He got up and down for par and made history with his twenty-fourth consecutive made cut at the Masters, the longest streak in history. Still, despite everything that happened in the past twenty-eight years of his Shakespearian story, he never once missed the Masters cut as a professional.

But remember, that was still the mind of Tiger Woods in there, and that mind had zero interest in becoming a ceremonial golfer.

“I still think I can win,” he’d tell anyone who asked.

Because he still remembers the roars. He remembers the shots that exceeded belief. He remembers what it felt like to hit a ball so pure, to enter any tournament knowing he should win, to accomplish things no golfer ever had. And until that memory fades, Woods is not wired to accept anything less.

This book is about that mind as much as the body. It’s about a teenager who thought he could win more majors than anyone in history. It’s about a twenty-one-year-old wondering about winning four majors in a row. It’s about a human being who had all the expectation and pressure in the world on him, and somehow he exceeded it.

In 2000 and on through April 2001, Woods didn’t just play excellent golf. He crossed a threshold from the player with the most ability to the fully actualized legend capable of anything.

This is not an origin story. Those have been told countless times. And it is not a deep dive into his decline. There are many well-reported pieces on that fall. It is a book about the nexus point in time when the person who is supposed to become something actually makes that final step to live inside those expectations. It is not about how Bruce Wayne became Batman. It’s about Batman saving Gotham.

In telling the story of Woods’ greatest achievement and the greatest year in golf history—when he won all four professional majors in a row from June 2000 to April 2001—we combined interviews with those there for the most important and intimate moments with the never-ending source texts chronicling the time. The benefit and challenge of writing about Woods is that he is one of the most sought-after and intriguing American figures of the past century. In turn, Woods does not grant one-on-one interviews anymore, especially not for books about him. So, Woods declined to speak to us for The Year of the Tiger. On the other hand, Woods’ entire life, from his childhood to his daily golf life to his dating life and beyond, is so intensely covered that there is an incessant well of interviews, articles, and documents to use to tell these stories. There are also figures along for the ride who love to speak about this time, like his longtime coach Butch Harmon. There are those who wrote memoirs going into depth on each moment, like his father, Earl, his caddie Steve Williams, or his other swing coach Hank Haney. And there are the competitors who looked the tiger in the eye and have tall tales to tell, from rivals like Phil Mickelson, David Duval, and Ernie Els to shocking Cinderellas like Bob May and Chris DiMarco. It is in the collision of all these sources that this narrative can be formed.

This book is not intended to be a mere recollection of exciting moments but an investigation into that moment in time when Eldrick Tont Woods truly, for better or worse, turned into Tiger. It is a study into the decisions and factors that can take a figure from the next big thing to the only thing, and it’s a cautionary tale for how those same traits can be cause for glory and reason for collapse.

Because thousands of people still crowd him along the galleries at Augusta National, hoping to catch a glimpse of the most iconic figure of their time. They are well aware that they likely won’t see the version of him that created such fanfare. But to be able to say you saw Woods in person still carries weight. They know he will not always be there to see.

And it’s in these pages that we can go back and remember why we still seek out a glimpse of Tiger Woods. The accomplishments are not just text in a record book or clips of a famous fist pump. They were moments in time, and few created more moments than him.




Chapter One
 
Tiger Woods Has a Problem

The greatest golf season of all time was just beginning, and Tiger Woods had only one golf ball left in his bag.

He didn’t know it. The world didn’t know it. The only person who knew was a well-built Kiwi who was having a quiet yet significant panic attack a few feet away. Woods was blissfully unaware, standing along the California coastline, cursing his own failure to achieve actual perfection. This was typical. The game’s best golfer had a seven-shot lead at the US Open, and he couldn’t forgive himself for losing a stroke.

That Saturday morning drive off the 18th tee and into the water at Pebble Beach Golf Links would have no real impact on who won the major championship. The only thing that could bring Woods down and within reach of the mere mortals that week was that last golf ball—or, really, all the other ones, which were missing.

Caddie Steve Williams stood behind Woods, fighting with all of his considerable strength to keep the fear he felt from showing. What if Woods hit another ball into the water? What if he ran out of balls at the damn US Open? Williams imagined every terrible scenario. The job he’d surely lose. The international pariah he’d become.

As far as Williams knew, he was about to cost Woods the tournament.

Woods avoided locker rooms in those days. It bothered the other pros, but he was always worried somebody could tamper with his gear or steal his prized possession, his Scotty Cameron Newport 2 GSS putter.

He liked to call himself a “car-park pro,” going back to the old days of him playing youth and college golf out of the back of his car with all his gear in there ready to play at any moment. Williams called it a “self-deprecating game” Woods played with himself to remember his humble beginnings. But at Pebble Beach, Woods stayed at the lodges on the course and didn’t have a car. So, after darkness ended play on Friday, midway through the second round as Woods held a six-shot lead, Williams brought Woods’ golf bag to his room at the lodge. There were six balls in there at the time. When he arrived the next day, the bag was right where he left it, so Williams didn’t think anything of it and took off for the range. Because of the early restart, they didn’t have time for their full pre-round routine of going to the driving range, back to the putting green, and then to the course. They had to skip the putting green.

But as they approached the 13th tee and prepared to finish the round, Williams looked in the bag to find only three balls.

Where were the other three? Well, Woods wanted to practice his putting after the round, but it was too dark to use the practice green. Alone in the lodge, he took out three balls and practiced putting on the floor. He never put them away, and Williams didn’t notice them sitting on the floor in the wee hours of the morning.

As Williams did finally notice, he decided to keep his mouth shut. It wouldn’t help anything to tell Tiger. There were only six holes to play, and something would have to go very wrong for Woods to lose all three.

That was until they walked along on the side of the 14th green and Woods tossed a ball to a young fan. There was a scuff mark on the ball, so Woods had no problem giving it to the kid. Williams’ heart sank. This kid was over the moon, and Williams wrestled with whether he should try to get the ball back. How would he even do it? He considered making a deal with him to offer a box of balls on 18 for this one back. He decided that was a bad idea.

“Figured it wouldn’t be a good look if Tiger Woods’ caddie took a ball off a happy kid. There’d be tears for sure.”

Williams scanned the gallery for a member of Woods’ entourage to go run to the lodge and grab more balls, but it was so early that nobody was there. They had two balls left, and Woods was dialed in. His lead was eight shots. He played the next three holes safely, and all seemed to be OK.

But 18 at Pebble Beach is a long, 543-yard par 5 with the Pacific Ocean lining the entire fairway and green. It is a forgiving fairway, but in the back of the mind of each and every golfer on the tee are the massive waves brushing against the rocks along the sea wall. There was zero reason for Woods not to hit driver. But it still made Williams nervous as Woods asked, “Do you like driver?”

Again, Williams kept his mouth shut and handed him the driver. And amid arguably the greatest four rounds of golf ever played, Woods hooked his drive left into the water. Woods went on a cursing rant, shouting, “Goddamn you fucking prick!” and eventually saying, “Give me another fucking ball.”

Williams handed Woods the final ball, but he put the driver back in the bag with his hand covering it. It was his little, not-so-subtle way of saying not to hit the big club again. Perhaps he’d like to hit a 2-iron and play for safety?

“Take your fucking hand off that,” Woods said.

There Woods was, the greatest player in the world, about to run away with a US Open, completely unaware he was one more bad shot away from a major penalty for running out of balls. It could have been one of the greatest gaffes in golf history. Williams was behind him mapping out strategies for sprinting the five hundred yards, getting up to the room, and grabbing more balls. You’re allowed five minutes. He probably wasn’t that fast. He practically shook as Woods hit the tee shot, fully prepared to lose his job. As far as Williams knew, Woods would be disqualified.

Woods hit the fairway, of course. He ultimately bogeyed the hole and got into the clubhouse with a six-shot lead with thirty-six holes to go. It wasn’t until later Williams learned it only would have been a two-shot penalty if he had to run and get more balls. He still thinks it would have been enough to lose his job.

He didn’t tell Tiger that night. He saved that for when they both could laugh about it.

For the moment, Tiger had the lead, and golf’s greatest run was underway.

* * *
  
No matter what happened next or what was really on the line that morning along Carmel Bay, just remember the ways we take the greatest moments in history as givens. That’s because we know they already happened, like rewatching a movie where we know the ending.

Nobody had ever won four professional majors in a row. Tiger Woods had to start with the first one. Hundreds and thousands of tiny little moments, coincidences, and decisions compiled to allow each of these victories to become each and every little victory on the ride. If any of those minuscule moments didn’t happen, this breakthrough might not exist.

If you are reading this book, you are likely well aware of Tiger Woods. You know of the 15 major championships, the 82 PGA Tour wins, and the 683 total weeks as world No. 1, more than double the golfer with the second most time at the top. You might know he was the youngest golfer to win the U.S. Junior Amateur and then won it three years in a row. Or that he was the youngest U.S. Amateur winner and then won that three years in a row, too. You know he won the 1997 Masters in his first attempt as a professional by twelve shots at just twenty-one years old. You know he was the youngest golfer to achieve the career Grand Slam, won fourteen majors by age thirty-two, and overcame significant physical and personal hardship to return eleven years later with a win at the 2019 Masters. And, if you’re reading a book about the Tiger Slam, you likely know he is the only golfer to ever consecutively win all four majors open to professionals, as he did from June 2000 to April 2001. There will always remain debate whether Woods or Jack Nicklaus is golf’s all-time greatest. Nicklaus won eighteen majors in his career, marking a milestone that Woods hasn’t been able to pass. But even Nicklaus has admitted Woods was the best and most dominant golfer to ever play the sport at his peak.

Nobody, not even Nicklaus, can match the feat Woods achieved from June 15, 2000, to April 8, 2001. Four major championships were played in those ten months. Tiger won all four. He won the 2000 US Open at Pebble Beach, the 2000 Open Championship at St Andrews, the 2000 PGA Championship in Louisville via a dramatic playoff, and the 2001 Masters. It is, and very likely will always be, the only time a golfer has ever held all four professional majors at once. And while we’ll get into the semantics of whether this qualifies a true Grand Slam, at the very least, history will always give Woods his own chapter: the Tiger Slam.

When discussing the most iconic and lore-filled athletes in American history, Woods sits on an exclusive list of legends like Michael Jordan, Babe Ruth, and Muhammad Ali. He is not simply a great athlete who mastered a sport. He is the type talked about with folktales and myths, both in his stunning highs and his ensuing downfall. He is the great sports character of his time.

From the moment he first showed up on television as a two-year-old boy putting against Bob Hope on The Mike Douglas Show through him winning the Masters at twenty-one, Woods was a seemingly superhuman prodigy with no real comparison in sports. And from 1999 to 2008, he reached a level of absolute supremacy none thought possible. Maybe the only realistic similarities for that kind of childhood are Michael Jackson and Mozart, not athletes. LeBron James became national news as a high school teenager. Lionel Messi was sixteen when he first ran on the pitch for Barcelona. Serena Williams won her first Grand Slam before she was twenty. But to have the whole world know you as a toddler, to have people talking about how many majors you’ll win before you can drive a car, and then to actually exceed expectations? The only others with that kind of childhood pressure didn’t last. Eventually, Woods fell from grace, too.

To actually understand what Woods achieved from 1999 to 2001, to comprehend the significance of the Tiger Slam, we have to go back to a twenty-three-year-old Woods under constant scrutiny. He had one major championship. He had briefly fallen to No. 3 in the world. It was understood that Woods might be the best player in the field, but the claims that he was superhuman were turning into punch lines.

After he won the 1997 Masters at twenty-one, he won two more tournaments but finished 12th in the Tour Championship. He didn’t finish better than 19th at the final three majors, and many in golf circles were more than happy to tear down the guy they’d been told was better than them before he played a professional round.

“Tiger is proving to be a lot like everybody else on the PGA Tour,” Greg Norman said at the end of 1997. “Tiger got off to a phenomenal fast start. But he’s come back to reality, and he’s just another golfer out there.”

He won once in 1998, only adding to the questions. To be clear, he was still fourth on the PGA Tour money list and remained world No. 1 as a twenty-two-year-old star, but that was looked on as a quasi-failure to someone with Woods’ expectations. Fellow players had to listen to talk of each tournament being “Tiger vs. the field,” and peers like Ernie Els scoffed and criticized writers who’d suggest such a thing.

It didn’t help that a twenty-six-year-old American named David Duval seemed to pass Woods. Duval was born onto a golf course as the son of a Jacksonville club pro. He attended Georgia Tech and got off to a solid, steady start to his career before breaking out in 1997. He won the Tour Championship to cap off a three-win campaign, and then in 1998 he won four more tournaments before overtaking Woods as world No. 1 with two wins in January 1999. Davis Love III even passed Woods at No. 2. Press conferences around that time were filled with questions for Woods about Duval, and Woods could recall shots by Duval in detail and discuss his game like he studied it. The so-called rivalry became enough of a talking point in 1999 that ABC built a program around a match between Woods and Duval. It was the start of a long-running series called Monday Night Golf, and that first match earned a 6.9 rating that made it the second-most-watched golf event of the year behind only the Masters.

Sports are filled with talents who break in at a young age. That in and of itself is not groundbreaking. Nicklaus had three majors by Woods’ age in 1999. After Woods came other prodigies, like Jordan Spieth winning three majors by twenty-three. Rory McIlroy had two majors by twenty-three and four by twenty-five. When McIlroy won that fourth major at the 2014 PGA Championship, the popular analytics website FiveThirtyEight published a piece suggesting McIlroy might be more likely to pass Nicklaus than Woods. Neither Spieth nor McIlroy have won another in the near decade since.

It isn’t the early rise that sets the greatest apart. It’s the moment when they meet those expectations and take another leap, passing a threshold few were even considering.

Woods was behind all of those other golfers’ paces in 1999, and by all indications he might level off like most do. But there was a clear reason for this supposed slump that was not completely understood at the moment. That two-year stretch was a time of change. He changed caddies. He changed agents. And he was changing something else, something that tells us so much more about Tiger Woods.




Chapter Two

Tiger 2.0

Whoosh. Thud. Open. Food.

Whoosh. Thud. Open. Food.

It’s on repeat in that moment and for eternity, more than the father could ever know. The father stands on the striped carpet in the snug garage, a small patch of turf in the center as he swings his 5-iron and whips golf balls into a net he rigged in his Cypress, California, home. There are boxes lining the garage along both sides. There’s an exercise bike a foot behind him. It’s 1976. Gerald Ford is in the White House. Orange County is a white, conservative enclave where Richard Nixon set up a hideaway. And in this garage, a mixed-race family whose origins span four continents set their six-month-old son up in a high chair to watch the father “stripe” balls on repeat until the game is so ingrained in the boy that it’s the only refuge he can find.

Earl Woods is a forty-four-year-old Vietnam veteran who works his job for a defense contractor, comes home, and escapes straight to his sanctuary to have a drink, smoke a cigarette, and pour himself into his actual passion: golf. He wasn’t a particularly good father to the three children from his first marriage. He neglected them and walked out on their mother. But now he has this six-month-old named Eldrick Tont Woods. You can call him Tiger. Tiger sits in the high chair, immersed. He can’t stop staring at the swing, the whoosh, the thud, looking over to the net to see where it lands. The mother tries to take him out of the high chair to feed him, but he refuses. “Uh-uh,” the boy mutters with sass.

Kultida Woods has to bring the baby food to the garage with a spoon in hand. The thirty-two-year-old Thai mother is also in this garage because of Earl Woods. She was a secretary and receptionist at the U.S. Army office in Bangkok when Lt. Col. Earl Woods entered her life in 1967. Soon she moved to New York with him. Then California. Then came the child. And this stubborn boy won’t stop watching his father swing a golf club across a turf patch on a carpet. She has to feed him between shots.

The boy becomes so focused and so trained that he watches Earl swing, watches the ball, opens his mouth, and the mother inserts the food into his mouth. He swallows. Then watches another swing. Then opens his mouth. Then receives more food. So, from the earliest days of his life, Tiger Woods is classically conditioned to associate a golf swing with nourishment. A good swing and a reward.

No, he will not go on to remember these moments. He is not even a year old. But neuroscientific studies have been published for decades on the effects of repetitive stimuli on a young child. Some argue conditioning can be established even days after birth. And in this instance, Pavlov’s bell is a golf swing. It is practice. It is perfection.

So, it’s twenty-three years later and there Woods is—practicing. Alone. It’s not in a garage this time but on a driving range. This is the place that for the rest of his life he calls his sanctuary. It is where he can find peace away from the fame and pandemonium of being Tiger Woods. It is where he can connect with the most foundational parts of who he is and where this all began.

Something happens. It’s 1999. The twenty-three-year-old phenom in the midst of handling criticism and astronomical expectations finds something. He picks up the phone and immediately calls his swing coach, Butch Harmon.

“Butchie, I got it.”

Golf would never be the same.

* * *

After Woods won the Masters in 1997, he flew off to Mexico and partied. He even blew off a Bill Clinton invitation to a ceremony honoring Jackie Robinson because he felt the invitation arrived at the last second only because he won (an incident he later wrote to Robinson’s widow, Rachel, apologizing for). But Woods was also exhausted from a wild year and a wild life all seemingly leading to that moment. He needed a release. “I do know how to have fun,” Woods joked in his 2001 instructional book How I Play Golf. He spent four days in Mexico, eating and drinking with old friends from high school and college. “I knew I would have to come back to earth eventually,” Woods said, “but I wasn’t in
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