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Dedication

Steve Williams

To my lovely wife, Kirsty. Thank you for your unwavering support through all the good times, and the not-so-good times. I couldn’t have done it without you.

So many people made this journey an incredible one. But it would never have happened without Butch Harmon and Mark O’Meara recommending me for the job.

Evin Priest

For Laura, Karen and Tim, who believed in me.

For the great golf writers who believed in our profession.

For Benny and Cannizzaro, who believed spending time with me on tour was a good idea.
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Chapter 1

Dawn Thirty

The hotel room phone rang around 8 P.M. on Tuesday, March 2, 1999, in Miami Beach, Florida. Its tinny, high-pitched buzz was particularly annoying for veteran golf caddie Steve Williams, an early riser who didn’t appreciate late-night calls at the best of times. Certainly not the day after he’d landed from a 20-hour, 8,000-mile journey from Auckland, New Zealand. Williams was slumped over the bed, half asleep but trying to stay awake until nine in an attempt to thwart jet lag. Normally, he’d stay at the house of his boss, golf star Raymond Floyd, in nearby Indian Creek Island, but it was full of guests. They were in town to watch Floyd play his home event, the PGA Tour’s prestigious Doral-Ryder Open.

Reluctantly, Williams picked up the phone. After all, it could be important.

“Steve . . . Hey, it’s Tiger Woods!” an excited, young voice said.

“Bob, f—— off, mate. I’m going to bed,” Williams responded. Annoyed, but chuckling at the accuracy of the imitation, Williams hung up. He thought it was a prank call by his friend in Oregon, Bob Garza. Williams had a house in the SunRiver Golf Club community in central Oregon, where Garza was one of the club’s golf professionals. He did an outstanding Woods impression.

The phone rang again. “Steve, it really is Tiger. You got a minute?”

Crunch. Williams slammed the phone down again, more forcefully.

It rang a third time.

“Steve, it’s Tiger! Please don’t hang up!” the exasperated voice said. “I’ve split with my caddie. I’d love to talk to you about possibly working for me.”

Williams’s stomach sank; maybe it wasn’t Garza. Maybe it was Woods. Feeling silly about hanging up, twice, on the world number one golfer, Williams apologized instantly and arranged to meet Woods as soon as the Doral tournament was finished. (Years later, Woods would remember the awkward phone calls when he met Garza face-to-face during a practice round at the 2002 New Zealand Open. Williams had arranged for Garza to play a practice round with Woods, who said to a starstruck Garza, “So, you’re the guy who can take off my voice?”)

In March 1999, Woods had split with his caddie of two and a half years, popular bagman Mike “Fluff” Cowan. Cowan was a colorful character who wore a handlebar mustache and would often hold up burning cigarettes while a golfer sized up a shot so that the smoke would indicate wind direction. As Woods’s caddie, he was so recognizable that fans sought his autograph and he even appeared in TV commercials for ESPN and for the World Golf Village Renaissance St. Augustine Resort in Florida. But Woods wanted a caddie with a lower profile.

Woods had asked his longtime swing coach, Butch Harmon, about a replacement and he recommended Williams. Harmon had befriended the Kiwi during his time looping for former world number one Greg Norman, then a student of Harmon’s. Woods also sought advice from his close friend, mentor and Isleworth neighbor, PGA Tour pro Mark O’Meara. O’Meara had won two majors in 1998, the Masters and the British Open, and he, too, suggested Williams. O’Meara respected Williams’s work ethic, which he’d observed during his stints caddying for Norman and before that, Ian Baker-Finch, in the 1980s. Woods phoned Floyd, whose career was winding down, and asked permission to approach the Kiwi.

After Woods’s call, Williams spent the ensuing week wrestling with the excitement of the opportunity and the nerves of the challenge. He also had to stay present, given he still had a job to do with Floyd at Doral. Williams would need to save his homework for the evenings at Doral, given he didn’t know too much about Woods’s game, other than his prodigious power off the tee and that he was tipped to become one of the greats. “Google didn’t exist, and every aspect of caddying was old-school,” Williams recalls. “I felt a bit of tension that week waiting for our meeting.”

During one of the rounds at Doral, Williams visited a portable toilet and accidentally dropped his yardage book—a type of map for caddies with distances on it—into the blue sanitary water. When he didn’t have the book for Floyd’s next shot, Williams had to tell him about the accident. Floyd laughed and said, “Your mind is elsewhere, Steve.”

On Monday, March 8, Williams drove three and a half hours north up I-95 to Woods’s house in Orlando. At the gates to Isleworth Country Club, a gated community within Windermere, 14 miles southwest of Orlando, Williams was asked to show his driver’s license to security. He weaved through streets of multimillion-dollar homes en route to Woods’s house: a gorgeous, oak-lined property on a cove on Lake Bessie. Woods’s neighbors included baseball legend Ken Griffey, Jr., Los Angeles Lakers center Shaquille O’Neal and Hollywood star Wesley Snipes.

Williams felt the drive into Isleworth had a sense of both grandeur and seriousness, but he had to suppress a laugh moments later when Woods, 23, answered the door in Nike gym apparel and invited Williams inside, but said he was finishing a war mission on a video game.

Williams sat quietly for five minutes on the world number one golfer’s couch, thinking how strange the situation was. He was about to be interviewed for a job with an athlete many were predicting would single-handedly change the game of golf and become a cultural force unto himself. That much seemed likely when he’d won the 1997 Masters by 12 shots and broken down everything from scoring records to racial barriers in a globally celebrated moment. But here that superstar was, leaning half off the couch and tapping away furiously on a controller during a first-person shooter game. Williams, 35, had been an amateur caddie since childhood, and a globe-trotting professional bagman since 1978. But he hadn’t seen anything like this. Williams was fascinated that Woods, young, famous and as talented as a golfer could be, was playing video games. One link Williams could make between the video games and golf was the intensity Woods was showing the TV; his small talk could not break Woods’s focus. Woods eventually turned the TV off and explained to Williams that he was looking for a new, full-time caddie. “Tiger said, in no uncertain terms, that he was going to break Jack Nicklaus’s record of 18 major wins and he needed a caddie who was willing to work as hard as he would to help him achieve that goal,” Williams recalls.

The relationship between a pro golfer and a caddie was arguably the most unique in sports, and Woods was about to expose that dynamic better than any golfer in history. That a global superstar in an individual sport would need a sidekick was akin to tennis icons Andre Agassi and Serena Williams needing a staff member to stand behind the baseline and pull out a different racket for every single shot. And if that consigliere had to also use the wind, court surface and other variables to advise the tennis player on whether to hit a backhand slice or a topspin forehand. Woods had to get this dynamic right or risk falling short of his infinite potential. A caddie could help enhance his talent, or with the wrong call, cost him major championship wins. In addition to carrying the clubs, providing details on wind direction and distance to a target, some caddies were expert readers of the slope on putting greens. They could save their player multiple strokes—and therefore hundreds of thousands of dollars in prize money—by advising which direction a putt would break to within millimeters, and how hard to hit it. Caddies played the role of a sports psychologist, too. When their player was stressed, they used tactics to distract them in a productive way, such as telling the golfer to reenact an incredible shot they had executed in the past to steady the ship. Conversely, if their golfer was in contention to win, and adrenaline levels were surging, it was the caddie who needed to adapt. They factored in the extra energy and speed associated with trying to win a golf tournament and would suggest a club, or a shot shape, that was going to prevent the player from sending an approach shot flying way past their target.

Golfers spend upward of five hours during each round sticking mainly to themselves and not conversing much with their playing partners. Their minds could also wander during practice, with countless hours spent beating balls on a driving range. Caddies were a source of companionship. If a golfer was wildly popular or famous, caddies also acted like bodyguards among excited fans. It was hard to fathom Woods needed help, but he did.

“That first meeting with Tiger was about getting to know each other and whether this was worth pursuing,” Williams says. Woods asked what Williams enjoyed doing in his spare time, which was racing saloon cars on a dirt speedway, playing sports and exercising. He’d also grown up playing a high level of rugby. Woods was intrigued by the racing, impressed with Williams’s daring side, given professional golf was not very high-octane. “He could also tell I was a lone wolf, like him,” Williams says. What was evident to Williams was that Woods was a nice guy with a sense of humor. The former was going to be important considering the hours, days and months they’d spend side by side, while the latter would be essential in relieving tension in high-pressure moments on the course. And there would be plenty if Woods’s plan to eclipse Nicklaus’s majors tally materialized. “If I said yes, I knew it would be an extremely demanding job. Tiger was similar to Norman in his burning desire to win; a good week was victory. No other result mattered. That’s extremely hard to do in golf.”

Williams thought Woods’s insatiable hunger for winning bordered on superhuman. Yet everything else about their initial meeting, namely the endearing modesty of the house relative to the other mansions in Isleworth, suggested he was an Average Joe. Well, maybe a Significantly Above Average Joe. That dichotomy stood out to Williams. Isleworth was a very wealthy neighborhood, but Woods’s mansion, while impressive, was down to earth relative to his neighbors’. There weren’t any decadent, shiny pieces of art or crazy-expensive furniture or ridiculous statues.

Williams’s boss from 1989 to 1999, Floyd, was at a very different stage in his life. He was 56, playing on the seniors’ tour, and had won four majors (1976 Masters, 1969 and 1982 PGA Championship, 1986 U.S. Open) in a decorated career. Floyd lived in a palatial mansion on the ultra-exclusive Indian Creek Island near Miami Beach, which overlooks Biscayne Bay. Spanish singer Julio Iglesias once listed an eight-acre waterfront lot there for $150 million while former Miami Dolphins coach Don Shula and retired NFL quarterback Tom Brady have also been Indian Creek Island property owners.

Williams asked Woods what he was up to after their meeting, to which he responded, “I’ll just practice, then wash my car.” Williams was shocked that someone with his profile and wealth would wash his own car. Woods seemed like a regular guy, albeit with an irregular talent. Williams loved washing cars and, while he didn’t know it at the time, it would quickly become a mutual hobby between the two.

Williams laughs, remembering he originally needed 24 hours to say yes to Woods’s offer. In fact, before Woods had phoned his Miami Beach hotel room the previous week, Williams planned to retire in 2000 and he’d already told Floyd. He wasn’t going to leave the industry entirely because his dream was to establish a national caddie academy to nurture future generations of loopers. Had he followed through with retiring on tour, Williams would have passed up one of the greatest jobs in history. Williams knows it sounds ludicrous in hindsight, but after his initial meeting with Woods he did have legitimate doubts.

“Tiger’s job offer was exciting, but also daunting because he’d won one major and when he said he wanted to break Jack’s record, I thought, You have 17 more major wins just to equal it,” Williams says. He was anxious thinking about the level of work required, the microscope he’d be under and the pressure that would undoubtedly build. Williams also knew his life would never be the same. He was intensely private and reticent, an old-school Kiwi who was about to become the most famous caddie in history, whether he liked it or not. While he weighed up his options that Monday, Williams phoned several people, including Baker-Finch, who in addition to being close friends with Williams had known Woods since he spent two days playing with the 16-year-old phenom at Isleworth at the end of 1991. Hughes Norton, who would later become Woods’s first agent at IMG, phoned the Australian star and asked him to show the recently crowned U.S. Junior Amateur champion around Isleworth with O’Meara. “In ’91, Tiger was a skinny kid with a big smile, hit the ball a long way and had a tremendous amount of confidence, but he was also incredibly respectful and humble,” Baker-Finch recalls. “For years, he’d remind me, ‘Hey Finchy, you shot 64 that day at Isleworth and kicked my ass!’ I continued to play a lot of golf with him in ’95 and ’96 while he was still an amateur. As his game developed, I thought he was going to be something extraordinary. In ’99, when Steve called me, I told him he still had a lot left in the tank as a caddie. I said 35 was too young to retire. This was his chance to become one of the greatest caddies in history.”

Williams also called his great friend and fellow caddie Fanny Sunesson. The Swede had looped for Nick Faldo and helped the English golf great win four majors in nine years. She told Williams what he was already thinking: it was too good an opportunity to pass up. “So, I said yes,” Williams says.

Williams called Woods the following morning, Tuesday, March 9, and said, “I’d love to come and work for you.” He was encouraged by Woods’s enthusiastic response, which he finished by saying, “I’ll see you at Bay Hill,” which meant the Arnold Palmer Invitational. Williams also called Woods’s agent, IMG’s Mark Steinberg, and told him the good news. Later that morning, IMG issued a statement via fax machine. “TIGER WOODS HIRES STEVE WILLIAMS AS HIS CADDIE” was the headline. Woods hiring Williams was seen as the wunderkind taking control of his own career and team; in 1997 he’d demanded that Harmon help him overhaul his golf swing despite winning the Masters with it, while he’d also split with his previous agent, Norton, in 1998, and with Cowan, his caddie, in 1999.

Later that week, Williams also received a call from Woods’s father, Earl. Earl, 67, wanted to offer advice on caddying for his son and Williams instantly appreciated Earl’s opening remarks that the New Zealander didn’t need to be told how to caddie, given he had done so with great success for Floyd, Norman and other pros. “Earl just told me there were incredibly high expectations on Tiger, and that he was under a tremendous amount of pressure from media, fans and frankly himself,” Williams recalls. “He said Tiger had lofty goals but encouraged me to keep him as grounded as I could. He also urged me to prevent Tiger from getting ahead of himself and to focus on the very next tournament, not what winning that event would mean in the big picture.” Earl wrapped up the conversation by inviting Williams to call him if he ever had any questions or needed help.

Earl had become famous in his own right as the eloquent and wise father who, along with Woods’s mother, Kultida, had raised a child prodigy. As a collegiate athlete in the early 1950s, Earl had become the first Black athlete to make the American Legion all-state team in Kansas and had broken the color barrier in baseball in the Big Seven Conference, when he was catcher for Kansas State University. He went on to a military career after college and became a Green Beret who completed two tours of Vietnam. In 1976, a year after Woods was born and three years after Earl had taken up golf, he introduced his son to the game. Earl had noticed Woods loved watching his dad hit golf balls into a homemade net inside the garage and so Kultida would sit his high chair near Earl during those indoor practice sessions. One day, Woods climbed out of the chair, picked up an infant-sized golf club Earl had cut down to size for him and executed a perfect golf shot. Earl was stunned. He let Woods hit balls as often as the toddler wanted and, within a year, at age two, Woods had appeared on the Mike Douglas Show, showcasing his precocious talent. He later played exhibitions with golf legends such as Sam Snead and Nicklaus. As his son rose meteorically through junior and amateur golf ranks, Earl had a proclivity for making grand predictions about what the teenager would eventually achieve in professional golf, many of which came true. Earl even suggested Woods’s eventual superstardom would revolutionize race relations in America.

Woods, throughout his career, referred to his dad as his best friend and the pair had a unique bond. When Woods was a child, Earl said he tried to always kneel down when talking to him so that his son felt like he was equal. Once Woods began to travel extensively for junior tournaments, Earl was his chaperone. Even when Woods became a pro, he would call his father when struggling with his game and ask if Earl had noticed anything on the TV coverage of his round. Often, Earl would have a technical nugget that would solve Woods’s problems the next day. Perhaps their most famous moment as father and son was at the 1997 Masters, when Earl and Kultida waited beside Augusta National’s 18th green as Woods finished. CBS cameras captured the emotional moment as Woods and his father hugged and cried tears of joy. Earl could be heard saying repeatedly, “We made it!” Overall, he knew Woods’s game and personal tendencies better than anyone and Williams was happy to listen to him.

Just over a week after their meeting, on Wednesday, March 17, Williams had his first day on the job at a practice round for the Bay Hill Invitational. The famous Bay Hill Club and Lodge sat within the Butler Chain of Lakes in Windermere. The club was centered around a golf course created by legend Arnold Palmer, and it became his beloved home and office.

Bay Hill also sat on the opposite side of a lake from Woods’s Isleworth home, allowing him to practice in peace at Isleworth Country Club that week. Trying to limit the hysteria of “Tigermania,” Woods skipped Monday and Tuesday practice rounds and didn’t show up at Bay Hill until Wednesday for his 6:50 A.M. tee time in the pro-am. Pro-ams (meaning “professional-amateur”) typically happen the day before a tournament begins. A number of pros each play a round of golf at the host course with several amateurs. They were usually guests of the tournament sponsor, often business clients, but the amateurs were often celebrities brought in for publicity.

The first time Williams saw his new boss’s golf bag up close was in the car park at Bay Hill, at around 5:30 A.M. It was a black-and-white Titleist leather staff bag with “TIGER WOODS” emblazoned on the front. It was heavy, filled with Titleist clubs. Williams looked through the sticks he’d be handling: a 975D driver; a 970 fairway wood; 681T Grind Prototype irons (which later sold in auction for $5 million); Vokey Design wedges; and a Scotty Cameron Newport 2 GSS putter. His ball was the Titleist Professional 90. The driver was encased in a bright orange plush toy tiger for a head cover.

Williams noticed the outside of Woods’s bag was well worn. He’d later learn that the bag occasionally copped heavy treatment; Woods would hold a club by the clubhead, the part that strikes the ball, and whack the grip end of the club against his bag in anger after a bad shot. He also noticed the clubs were dirty. Because Woods had been practicing at Isleworth and then come straight to Bay Hill, he’d forgotten to clean his sticks. Williams would come to learn if Woods had been practicing intensely at home in Isleworth in the lead-up to a tournament, there’d be dirt and grass all over the clubs.

On this beautiful, sunny spring morning at Bay Hill, Michael Jordan was playing in the pro-am with seven-time major winner Palmer, who was tournament host, as well as with the governor of Pennsylvania, Palmer’s home state. The group teed off at 11:39. Frustratingly for Woods, the crowds were biblical. Local newspapers encouraged fans to arrive early for Woods’s tee time and hang around for Jordan, meaning Woods had enormous galleries before, during and immediately after his pro-am round.

Jordan, after drinking a Budweiser in the locker room, delighted the crowd with his trash talk, cigars and swagger. He was wearing a Bay Hill bucket hat, an argyle sweater and stylish gray slacks. The Chicago Bulls legend later eagled the par-5 16th hole after hitting driver and then 7-iron for his second shot to within 10 feet of the hole.

The entire week was stratospherically different from what Williams experienced over 21 years of carrying clubs for pro golfers. Even when the Kiwi caddied for Norman, while the Australian icon was world number one, he didn’t have the PGA Tour security detail that followed Woods. Suddenly, Williams was meeting various security officers assigned to Woods, and was being fitted in Nike apparel. Caddies typically wear their boss’s apparel sponsor. “It was all a bit overwhelming,” Williams says.

There were other responsibilities that came with caddying for a golfer as in demand as Woods. At times, professional golf could be incredibly social; at the driving range of a tournament, it’s common to see players talking and laughing with another player in between hitting balls. Other players, coaches, caddies, equipment reps and officials will also greet the golfers. Williams, though, was Woods’s gatekeeper. He was intimidating, standing over six feet tall and with the muscular build of a rugby player. At tournaments, Williams was compelled to take on a serious demeanor.

One of Williams’s duties was to create a bubble around Woods so he could get in quality practice on the range. Woods was rigorously disciplined, and the range was his office. His looper needed to keep people away, politely, regardless of who wanted to chitchat.

“Tiger had a signal; he would take a slight peek out of his peripherals to see who it was, and he would flick his head to indicate he wanted me to ask them to leave, but in a friendly manner,” Williams says. He would tell that person Woods was working on something in his swing, and ask them to come back later or when he was finished practicing. Constantly, fans, volunteers and officials would tell Woods random stories—they’d played with him in the pro-am the previous year, or they’d watched one of his victories in person—or a tournament director would want to greet the event’s draw card. “If Tiger talked to everyone, he wouldn’t have time to hit a single golf ball,” Williams says. “He was the ultimate professional. He was there to get work done.”

Woods also had a deeply ingrained pet peeve: the click of a camera’s shutter going off during his swing. Williams needed to be on constant alert for photographers attempting to take swing sequence photos for newspapers and magazines. “Sometimes guys would be hiding in the distance taking photos, and I’d have to be very quick to hear and locate where that was coming from,” Williams says. Woods also became frustrated if a path he was taking at a tournament became obstructed by swaths of fans. As well, he’d often exit a car and a crowd of people would be waiting in the parking lot for pictures and signatures. “The smoother you could make the journey from A to B for him, the better it was going to be for everybody,” Williams says. “It was stressful, but it was also the job I signed up for, no question.” Baker-Finch thought the unrelenting attention forced Woods to put a wall up around himself, which some took as rudeness. A tough character like Williams was going to be incredibly useful while Woods’s star rose meteorically. “Tiger got a bad rap, but he had to deal with the world looking in every day. Steve could help shield him and bear a lot of the brunt,” Baker-Finch says.

Perhaps the nerves of Woods and Williams’s new chapter contributed to a poor performance at Bay Hill, their first event as a duo. Woods failed to break par all week when he shot rounds of 74-72-72-72. He tied 56th at 2 over par. Woods’s prize money was $5,625. It was only the sixth time in 55 total PGA Tour events since turning pro that he’d finished outside the top 40.

Some comic relief was needed, especially in the first round at Bay Hill. At the par-4 13th, Woods laid up with a perfect iron for his tee shot to the middle of the fairway. “Tiger then hit arguably the worst golf shot I’ve ever seen from a professional of his caliber,” Williams says. Woods had 130 yards to the green, which should have been a smooth wedge shot he could hit with his eyes closed. But Woods hooked it so far his ball landed 30 yards left of the left greenside bunker. As Woods and Williams marched to the ball, Williams said, “Geez, mate, for a huge star you are seriously overrated.” Woods erupted with laughter. It was risky, but the mood needed lightening.

That ability to laugh at himself was part of a gentler side to Woods that stood out to Williams at Bay Hill. “One thing I took away from Bay Hill was the sincerity of Tiger shaking my hand after every round and looking me in the eye and saying, ‘Thanks for your help today.’” Other players Williams had caddied for, on any given day, might have been too focused or frustrated to say anything. Woods had struggled that week but found time to show gratitude. Williams called Baker-Finch soon after his debut on Woods’s bag and told him how it had gone. “I wasn’t surprised to hear Tiger showed gratitude to Steve; I always thought he was brought up very well by his mum and dad. Earl, being a military man, and also Kultida were tough but extremely loving,” Baker-Finch says.

On the Monday after the Bay Hill Invitational, Williams stayed at Woods’s house and the pair took their minds off the previous week by washing Woods’s cars. Woods, prior to signing a deal with Buick in December 1999, was a fan of the Cadillac Escalade, a large SUV. He had several models along with a Porsche in his Isleworth garage.

“We really bonded because I took immense pride in washing my cars; it’s therapeutic to me because you see a car dirty, then you see it clean,” Williams says. That day, the two started a joke that would last for years. Because Woods had played poorly at Bay Hill, where Williams called him overrated, he joked to his caddie, “If I don’t get my shit together, you’ll be working for me at TW’s Car Wash. I need to get my ass into gear, and you do, too.” That line came after every bad round or result.

O’Meara, though, saw a little more meaning in the hobby; washing one’s car indicated you were a stickler for perfection, and if you wanted something done properly, you did it yourself. One day in 1999, he drove by Woods’s house and saw him and Williams soaping up Woods’s vehicles. “He had this incredible, mid-engine Porsche,” O’Meara recalls. “Steve was a perfectionist, so was Tiger. To be successful at anything in life, you have to be a perfectionist. They were a great match.”

Williams knew, over decades looping on tours, that it was critical in the early stages of caddying with a new player to develop a rapport and banter with that person. “In the player-caddie dynamic, there are never any guarantees it’s going to work out and you spend a lot of time together,” Williams says.

Woods and Williams showed early signs of a special bond. His next tournament was the elite Players Championship at TPC Sawgrass near Jacksonville, Florida. Over dinner on Monday, March 22, Williams and Woods discussed what time to meet at TPC Sawgrass for a practice round the following morning. One of the most important disciplines for a caddie was punctuality. Specifically, being at the course well before their boss arrived.

“Let’s meet at ‘dawn thirty,’” Woods said.

Williams had never heard of the term. “I’m guessing that means thirty minutes after dawn?”

“Exactly.” Woods grinned.

Woods was introduced to the benefits of teeing off at first light by O’Meara, whom he called M.O., two years earlier. In 1997 at Bay Hill, Woods wanted to play a Tuesday practice round with O’Meara, who welcomed his company—for a 6 A.M. tee time. “M.O., it’s not light at 6 A.M. Why the heck would we tee off that early?” Woods responded. The two reached Bay Hill’s par-5 sixth, which wraps around a lake, and not a soul, apart from O’Meara, had seen Woods hit a shot. “He thought it was absolutely unbelievable; he was hooked,” says O’Meara.

Woods and O’Meara had developed a strong bond since first meeting in 1991 with Baker-Finch at Isleworth. Woods adored the family lifestyle O’Meara had built and that had played a large part in bringing him to Orlando once he’d turned pro in 1996. They were two peas in a pod; O’Meara was an adopted Southern Californian who had spent his teenage years in Mission Viejo, 30 minutes from Woods’s hometown of Cypress. O’Meara and his wife, Alicia, had two children and Woods spent countless hours with the family. No one played more golf with Woods than O’Meara. And while he became something of a mentor, O’Meara said drinking from the fountain of youth was beneficial to his own game. “Tiger certainly changed my career; being around someone so talented and driven made a big impression on me and it was motivating,” O’Meara recalls. “I probably wouldn’t have won two majors, at 41, if he hadn’t come into my life.”

The Players Championship is considered golf’s unofficial fifth major due to the elite caliber of its field, an overwhelming majority of the world’s top 100 golfers. Its host course, TPC Sawgrass, is one of the best layouts on tour. Celebrated architect Pete Dye designed the Stadium Course there to visually intimidate the world’s best players, while manufacturing drama and providing a stunning tree-lined, water-laden course for fans to marvel at in Ponte Vedra Beach. The Stadium Course at TPC is renowned for the 137-yard, par-3 17th, which is surrounded by water with only a narrow walkway. It creates heart-stopping moments every year when some players crumble at having to hit to an island green under final-round pressure.

In 1999, Woods was marketed as the headline act and many hoped he’d have a showdown with world number two David Duval, a Jacksonville native. The crowds were frothing to see Woods in action, while PGA Tour officials, whose headquarters is at the golf course, were also buzzing. Woods knew it would be important to practice at dawn thirty.

O’Meara and Woods teed off at 6 A.M. again on Tuesday and Wednesday. For Woods’s five thirty warm-up, not only were he and Williams the first people on the range, it wasn’t even open yet.

Woods relished practice rounds at Sawgrass without thousands of fans asking for autographs and taking photos of him walking between greens and tee boxes. He could conserve energy. Williams also got a good look at the course when nobody was around; he and Woods could see the entirety of each hole and its landscape without crowds. Williams found it soothingly peaceful; there was often mist in the air and fog coming off ponds on golf courses early in the morning.

There was a fly in the ointment, though. Often, Woods would play practice rounds before the superintendents, who already woke at the crack of dawn, had started work. “We’d have to wait on each hole as they cut the fairways or greens,” Williams says.

At TPC Sawgrass, Woods and Williams registered their first top 10 together. Woods still did not have his A game, shooting 75-75 on the weekend rounds and sharing 10th place. The closing scores didn’t offer hope for the majors season, given it was Woods’s last competitive start before the Masters. Once Williams arrived on the grounds in Augusta National, in Georgia, weeks later, there was a bad omen via the white overalls caddies must wear. The numbers on the overalls at the Masters are based on the order the caddie’s player registers on-site. “I was caddie number 75, a nice reminder of what Tiger shot on Saturday and Sunday at the previous tournament,” Williams says.

Williams felt a mixture of excitement and intense nerves. Woods was among the world’s most high-profile athletes, and the Masters is golf’s most famous tournament; it transcends all other sports for a week, every April. The Masters’ popularity stems from the gobsmacking beauty of Augusta National. It’s a sprawling and hilly property in Augusta, Georgia—two and a half hours southeast of Atlanta—which was once a plant nursery. Augusta National is littered with towering Georgia pines, azaleas, usually in full spring bloom, and the tranquil Rae’s Creek running through several holes. Sports fans know of Augusta National as perhaps the world’s greenest golf course; its turf conditioning is incomprehensible to the average person. With a nickname like the Cathedral in the Pines, Augusta National takes on a mystical Field of Dreams–type aura in the eyes of its fans, who once on-site can visualize the ghosts of golfers past in their iconic Masters moments.

The Masters is also a networking place to be seen. Some of the most powerful CEOs in the world, high-profile athletes, musicians and Hollywood actors are among the hundreds of thousands who pilgrimage annually. If golf fans are lucky enough to be a badge holder, or to win tickets in the annual lottery allocation, the tickets are about $115 a day. Despite a stipulation that ticket holders are forbidden from reselling, a secondhand market still exists and tickets can go for as much as $4,000 for one day.

Both the club and the Masters sit in somewhat of a time vacuum; certain rules and traditions are upheld. Cell phones are forbidden on the course. There are no giant TVs common in stadiums, only analog leaderboards manned by volunteers who change the scores by hand.

“To caddie for any player good enough to win the tournament was a huge honor, but looping for Tiger Woods at the Masters was really special,” says Williams. After a few practice rounds, Williams could see Woods was at one with the nuances of Augusta National: the changing wind direction, the break of the greens and where to leave errant shots. He also saw that Woods was capable of overpowering the design; in 1997, Woods posted the lowest-ever winning total of 270 (18 under par). “He had a love for the mysteries of the course,” Williams says.

The Masters familiarity also comes from being the only major of the four to return annually to the same course. The PGA Championship, U.S. Open and Open Championship rotate host courses each year. Both TV viewers and on-site “patrons”—as Augusta National calls its attendees—build a rapport with the course from seeing their favorite players hit shots from similar positions every year. Each champion dons a green jacket, a garment all members wear at Augusta National. Palmer’s reign at the Masters, combined with the introduction of professional golf to broadcast TV in the 1950s, put golf and the Masters on the map. Palmer claimed four wins between 1958 and 1964. Nicklaus was also immortalized at Augusta with a record six victories between 1963 and 1986.

Augusta National is one of the most exclusive clubs in the world, with an estimated 300 members who are unfathomably wealthy and powerful people who must be invited to join. Peyton Manning, Bill Gates, Warren Buffett and Condoleezza Rice are known members. But the green jackets pull back the curtain on this mysterious golf club and beam it to the world every Masters.

Williams first witnessed Woods’s talent when the golfer was a skinny teenager competing as an amateur at the 1995 Masters. Woods’s invitation was earned by winning the 1994 U.S. Amateur, the first of three consecutive titles. On Tuesday, April 4, Raymond Floyd asked Woods to play a practice round with himself, 1992 Masters winner Fred Couples and two-time British Open winner Greg Norman. Woods was rugged up in his Stanford Cardinals sweater on a cold morning when the ball wasn’t going to travel as far in dense air. On the downhill par-5 second, Woods hit a drive so powerful it carried over a fairway bunker on the right that Norman, one of golf’s longest hitters, never dreamed of doing. Norman slumped his shoulders in disbelief, staring at the soaring golf ball. Woods’s average driving distance that week was 311.1 yards, longer than any of the professionals. He didn’t need more than 7-iron into a par 4 in all four rounds.

For Williams, Woods’s prodigious driving distance wasn’t the most telling sign of things to come. It was his eagerness to learn from the greats. “Tiger spent a four-and-a-half-hour practice round asking Ray absolutely everything on the secrets of playing Augusta. To caddie for Tiger at the Masters four years later, in 1999, was surreal.”

Williams also felt plenty of pressure. Woods was still searching for a second major to validate his 1997 Masters victory. His earth-shattering first major was watched by 43 million viewers in the U.S. and tens of millions more globally. Many predicted golf’s chosen one had arrived to obliterate the Masters feats of Nicklaus. But Woods, immediately after winning in 1997, overhauled his swing with coach Harmon to produce more consistency. He felt it was “across the line,” or pointing right of the target. Adjusting it required perfect timing, which is often the first thing a golfer loses under pressure. He didn’t register a top 10 in the other three majors after Augusta. In 1998, Woods felt more comfortable with his new move, and posted top 10s in three of the majors including a third place at the Open Championship at Royal Birkdale, won by O’Meara. He won four PGA Tour regular events during the swing changes.

The Masters is the first major each year and hopes were high Woods would tick off major number two in 1999. He was within five shots of the lead starting the final round but plummeted to a tie for 18th with a final-round 75. That number haunted Woods. There were always enormous expectations on Woods at the Masters, but Williams knew he was hitting too many erratic shots.

Newspapers were running polls after Augusta, asking readers who would win more majors in their careers: Woods or his friend and great rival Duval. He had wrestled world-number-one status from Woods on March 28 and held it through July. He’d won 11 PGA Tour titles between October 1997 and the 1999 Masters.

Woods was frustrated; he’d been working tirelessly to groove the new swing in time for Augusta. Since Williams had joined, Woods did not shoot under par in any of the four rounds at Bay Hill, nor a round in the 60s at TPC Sawgrass, and at the Masters he had only one round (day three) under par. “I was starting to feel his urgency to win a second major,” Williams says.

A breakthrough came one month later, in Germany. Woods traveled on the Orlando Magic basketball team’s plane, which he chartered with Williams and others across the Atlantic to Heidelberg. Woods was going to play the Deutsche Bank-SAP Open TPC of Europe, his first European Tour event on European soil as a professional (he had previously won a co-sanctioned event in Thailand).

In this first overseas trip Williams took with Woods, the two spent more time bonding as colleagues and friends. Their first five tournaments were very businesslike—the only dialogue exchanged after a round was organizing the following day’s meeting time at the course. “It takes weeks, or months, to build trust and a relationship with a golfer,” Williams says. In Germany, they were staying at the same hotel, traveling to and from the course, and forged more chemistry. On the flight over, they had eight hours to get to know each other better. Woods asked exactly where in New Zealand Williams lived, where he grew up and what sports he’d played. Williams revealed to Woods he had partial Maori ancestry, the indigenous Polynesian people of mainland New Zealand. Woods enjoyed learning about the Maori culture and was interested in Williams’s love of rugby and car racing. “Tiger also explained to me his favorite sporting teams, like the L.A. Dodgers in baseball and the Lakers in basketball,” Williams says. “I got a sense of who his closest friends were at Isleworth, like O’Meara, which I knew, but also John Cook and others.” Woods and Williams also went out to dinner several times that week, and a friendship began to grow. On the course, Williams noticed Woods was remarkably punctual. He admired that trait. Williams had seen, during decades of caddying, bagmen continuously wait for pro golfers who took far longer than they’d arranged to meet up. “If Tiger said he was grabbing lunch and would be on the range in 45 minutes, he wouldn’t take a minute more,” Williams says.

The Deutsche Bank-SAP event was a big stop on the European Tour and had the backing of Dietmar Hopp, the German billionaire software engineer and cofounder of the company SAP. Six of the top 10 players in the world teed up in 1999, with Woods reportedly receiving a $1 million appearance fee to play. “I never received a million,” Woods said a month later. “That’s a hypothetical number people like to throw out. A million’s not bad, though,” Woods joked. But Williams felt the number didn’t matter; Woods always justified an appearance fee, given the efforts he showed not only to win but entertain. “He never, ever, mailed it in while overseas on a paid appearance; he gave 150 percent for the fans,” Williams says.

For the bean counters, Woods always generated plenty of economic activity. More than 60,000 German fans came out to watch Woods defeat South African great Retief Goosen by three shots on a star-studded leaderboard. “I think the tournament got what they wanted; we all played well,” Woods said.

It had taken 68 days, but Woods and Williams secured their first victory together. Williams had been feeling the pressure, if not externally, then certainly by his own lofty standards, for the win. He knew the scrutiny Woods was under, and the longer he went without a win, given the caddie change, the more questions he’d face. Germany was immensely satisfying for Williams, who felt the train had finally left the station. “I could sense from the handshake with him on the 18th green after winning that something had clicked; as if the swing changes, and using them in competition, had come together.”

Back in the U.S., Woods captured his first PGA Tour victory with Williams at the Memorial Tournament, a prestigious event hosted by Nicklaus at his Muirfield Village Golf Club in Dublin, Ohio. “I felt confident after Memorial that, going forward, this would be a lasting relationship,” Williams says. That confidence, however, had taken almost three months to develop—even for the most talented golfer in the world and arguably the best caddie.

The first time Woods contended in a major with Williams was the 1999 U.S. Open. Williams knew Woods’s urgent need to win a second major. It had been almost 800 days since he romped to an earth-shattering, 12-shot win at the 1997 Masters. Swing changes hindered his performance in majors for the following two years, but in 1999 Woods was feeling good about his reconstructed move. Although his performance was poor at the Masters, he felt ready to win a major again when the U.S. Open arrived in June at Pinehurst No. 2 in North Carolina. With two holes to play in the final round, Woods was one shot back of the lead. But a bogey on the par-3 17th dashed his hopes. Woods tied third while his Isleworth friend Payne Stewart won his third major by defeating Phil Mickelson by one shot. At the Open Championship at Carnoustie, all Woods needed was a final-round 70 to join a playoff. He shot 74 and tied for seventh. There was only one major remaining for the year, the PGA Championship, and Woods couldn’t leave the ’90s stuck on one major.

“Tiger always had massive expectations, but I don’t know if he ever felt more pressure at a major than leading up to the 1999 PGA,” Williams says. Woods internalized a lot of that pressure, but Williams could tell when he spoke about visiting Medinah for a scouting mission, or practicing certain shots he’d need there, like a 2-iron stinger off the tee, or their game plan for the many dogleg holes, that there was a desperation to win that second major.

During his two decades in the job, Williams had observed that the second major win was the hardest for a pro golfer to obtain, and significantly more burdensome than the first. Winning a major required the best golf in the world on that particular week, and there were only four opportunities a year. Being eligible for them was an achievement in itself. Once there, a golfer needed to play his way into contention and then be gifted certain strokes of luck—to be on the side of the tee times that weren’t affected by bad weather or delays, or for a few bounces and putts to go in their favor. Lining up the variables a golfer can—and can’t—control was why many major winners had only won one. Indeed, at the end of 2024, there were 233 golfers who had won at least one men’s major championship. Of those, only 89 had won two or more majors.

After the U.S. Open at Pinehurst, Woods suggested he felt it was a matter of when, not if. “He repeatedly kept saying after Pinehurst, ‘The more times I get in contention, I’m going to win another one of these and then I’ll be off,’” Williams says. “He knew it, I knew it, Steinberg knew it and Butch knew it. Tiger just needed to get that second major and the floodgates would open.”




Chapter 2

The First

Just after 4 P.M. on August 2, 1999, a hot summer’s day, Williams arrived at Sherwood Country Club, an ultra-exclusive club set in the hills of Thousand Oaks, having made the 40-mile drive west along the 101 from Los Angeles. After telling security he was Tiger Woods’s caddie, and that he was here for the Showdown at Sherwood exhibition match, the boom gate opened dutifully. Williams drove through the visitor section of its grand entrance—a pair of giant redbrick walls that bookended a black steel archway—and through the streets of unfathomably large mansions. He pulled up near the front of the clubhouse and was startled by the sheer opulence of the building: a white Georgian clubhouse standing sentinel behind a series of perfectly manicured hedges, one of which was trimmed to spell “SCC.” Williams always felt out of place at these lavish country clubs; he was a member of a modest golf course in Auckland called South Head Golf Club, and he liked it that way.

 Woods was facing off against David Duval in a made-for-television first called the Showdown at Sherwood. IMG wanted to create a golf equivalent of Monday Night Football and represented both world number one Woods and his rival and friend Duval, so there was very little resistance. They were facing off in an East Coast prime-time TV slot, finishing at 11 P.M., on ABC, who hoped their $1.5 million purchase would attract a younger audience to golf on TV via an intimate battle between two big names in their twenties. The prize money for the 18-hole match was $1.5 million, with $1.1 million to the winner. Pulling back the curtain on Sherwood was also part of the appeal given the A-listers within its membership. Saxophonist and Grammy Award winner Kenny G, a talented golfer, had been the club champion at Sherwood Country Club, while Jack Nicholson, Sylvester Stallone, Sean Connery, Justin Timberlake and even NHL great Wayne Gretzky were members. Sherwood’s setting beneath the Santa Monica mountains was beautiful, with a lush, green course winding its way over and around rolling hills, with stone bridges arching over tranquil creeks. Sherwood has been used to film scenes from TV shows such as The Mentalist, and Hollywood movies like the rom-com Bridesmaids.

Williams climbed out of his rental car, startled by the heat, with an index already over 94F degrees. It had been a scorching summer, especially in California. Williams had assumed that, because it was an exhibition match, and not an official PGA Tour event, he was allowed to wear shorts. The PGA Tour was in the final week of a trial in which caddies were allowed to wear shorts when the heat index reached 100F degrees. But a showdown before the showdown kicked off when a PGA Tour official told Duval and Woods that tournament rules applied. Williams, and Duval’s caddie, Mitch Knox, had to change into long pants. Williams, sweating, knew that while the heat index was reading in the mid-90s, it was still climbing.

Woods was furious when Williams was confronted, and barked, “This isn’t an official tournament.” He thought it was cruel to force caddies to wear long pants while carrying heavy golf bags. But rules officials attempted to make it clear that if Williams failed to comply with the PGA Tour rule, he would be banned. “I guess I’ll be playing the European Tour next year,” Woods said bluntly, instructing Williams to remain in shorts. Williams says it was one of Woods’s most inspiring gestures during his 12 years working for the golfer. “I was really moved, because it was the first time he had backed me up in front of a large group of people and officials; he really had my back. Tiger stood behind you if you were on his team.” As for Duval’s looper, he made a statement of his own. Knox went into the pro shop, bought a pair of pants and then rolled them up four times. “Strictly speaking, he was still wearing pants,” says Williams.

Woods won the actual Showdown, claiming a 2-and-1 victory over Duval. Within a year, the pants rule was abandoned and caddies were allowed to wear shorts on the PGA Tour. “That incident got the ball rolling on the entire push for shorts,” Williams says. By 2019, that partially extended to players. Tour pros on the European Tour were permitted to wear shorts in practice rounds and pro-ams, and the PGA Tour followed. Common sense prevailed; pro golfers and caddies worked in some of the hottest climates around the world, and usually traveled year-round with the sun, by nature of competing in tournaments. “A lot of the tournaments are based right around the equator,” Woods said in 2019. “Even with my little chicken legs, I still would like to wear shorts.”

The Showdown at Sherwood reinforced what Williams had been learning over the spring and summer, privately, about Woods’s generosity and loyalty. The topic of how and, more important, how much caddies should be paid on professional golf tours was hot. Bagmen were fearing for their livelihoods when more than 12 top golfers changed caddies between January and May. O’Meara’s two majors in 1998 had combined for over $1 million in prize money. But in 1999, he parted with caddie Jerry Higginbotham. O’Meara’s new caddie was 45-year-old Robert Larson, a former tour pro on mini tours who worked for O’Meara’s coach, Hank Haney.

There was also speculation that some players were moving their caddies away from being paid a percentage of prize money and into a flat fee per tournament. Williams had heard gossip about Woods being frugal when it came to tipping for various services, like locker room attendants, restaurant waiters and baggage handlers at private airports. Such comments have also been made by Haney, who would eventually coach Woods, and even fellow major winner Darren Clarke. Haney wrote in his 2012 book, The Big Miss, that Woods “seemed to think it was funny to be cheap.” Clarke joked that Woods “didn’t quite pay for too many dinners whenever we were out.”

Williams, though, disagreed. “He was extremely generous to me and my family,” Williams recalls. He certainly never feared any link between those rumors and if Woods would move his caddie onto the new pay structure. After all, Woods won more than $1.4 million in prize money in his first 11 events in 1999. How much of that did a caddie need? “Tiger wanted no part in that idea,” says Williams. “He had this phrase, ‘If I’m doing well, you should do well.’”

The motto was comforting to Williams while tensions simmered on tour between other players and caddies over working conditions. The sentiment was that golfers were the ones under pressure hitting the shots, not the caddies. A typical agreement between caddies and tour pros starts with a weekly retainer. It varies by player, but in 1999 the retainer on the PGA Tour was approximately between $500 and $1,200. (In 2024, the guarantee ranged between $1,500 and $2,000.) Caddie retainers account for travel, hotel and on-road costs at tournaments, while acting as a regular wage in weeks that a golfer doesn’t play, leaving the caddie at home and not earning a percentage of prize money. In addition, a caddie typically receives a percentage of a player’s prize money—about 5 percent for a top 10; 7 percent for a top five; and 10 percent for a win. Golfers also have to pay an agent a percentage and, in some cases, their coaches, too.

John Cook, an 11-time PGA Tour winner and friend of Woods, said in 1999: “I respect what caddies do, and I pay mine well. [But] people love watching the greatest players in the world, not the caddie; we’re the ones hitting the shots.”

Some suggested to Woods that, given his career was taking off like a rocket from Cape Canaveral, he should look at how much he was paying Williams. After all, Woods would finish 1999 with $6,616,585 in prize money. If Williams was paid 10 percent, his earnings would be $661,658. That was high enough to be 65th on the PGA Tour money list that year—for players. Williams likely outearned players like Brad Faxon ($582,691) and his former boss Greg Norman ($570,879) in 1999. Reevaluating how caddies were paid was partly due to boosts in total tournament prize money for the year, which was $131 million across all tournaments, up by $40 million from 1998. “Some players were starting to think that at 10 percent of the winnings, caddies were maybe getting too much money,” Williams says. Ironically, a large reason for the increase was Woods. TV networks were desperate to broadcast him. Woods, though, never even raised the topic of a flat fee with his caddie. “In fact, on a couple of occasions during my time caddying for Tiger, he increased my weekly retainer because it was getting more expensive to travel to tournaments,” Williams says.

Williams was steadfast in his belief that a caddie who worked for a below-average player, who was not always contending on the
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