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‘We are working on the jagged edge of success, where the level of insecurity and misery pushes you into becoming better.’

Sean Foley, coach to Justin Rose




PROLOGUE: THOMAS BJØRN CONVERSATIONS IN THE MIRROR






‘Why are you crying?’

‘Why do you put yourself through this pain?’

‘Why do you play this game?’

‘Who are you?’

‘Where are you in your life?’

‘What do you want to achieve?’

‘Do you really want to continue?’

‘Why does it mean so much to you?’



These are the questions I ask myself when I stand before the bathroom mirror. It begins as a one-way conversation, framed by fear, frustration and self-doubt. I reach out to the boy who was captivated by the challenge of chipping golf balls into a birdbath in the back garden, but the mirror remains mute. I invariably see the man I have become, through moist, red-rimmed eyes.

Golf came close to breaking me. I had to hit rock bottom before the exchange became meaningful, because on the way down a golfer is conditioned to grasping at straws. It is human nature to seek a shortcut, to shy away from unpalatable truths, but my sport demands submission before remission. I stood there for hours, morning and evening, before the mirror answered back.

It spoke of love, respect and the purity of an impossible search for perfection. It helped drive away the demons by reminding me of those beguiling moments when golf is just a game, instead of a starkly defined, casually cruel profession. Innocence is lost quickly, easily. If you cannot reconnect with the sense of wonder you had as a child, then you, too, will be lost.

Every professional golfer knows what to do to improve. We are products of a remorseless sport that depends on the reproduction of technical excellence. Our lives are spent honing short, concentrated bursts of synchronised movement. Radar technology defines clubhead speed, the launch angle and spin rate of our shots, but it cannot measure strength of spirit.

We are attuned to weakness, and we understand shared pain. I’ve lost count of the number of players I have sat with, trying to drag them out of the shit. I talk to them about the mirror, in those private moments. They have to find the heart and soul of who they are, what they do and why they do it. They cannot continue to play with a hatred of the game, as I once did. They need to find the goodness, rediscover the things in which they believe.

In case you hadn’t guessed, this isn’t the usual book to which a winning Ryder Cup captain contributes. It is not a breathless memoir, or an ego trip. I wanted to work in conjunction with Michael Calvin because he casts a fresh pair of eyes on golf. He has covered just about every sport you can think of, at the highest level. He has worked with big personalities and quiet contemplators, but I knew he would scrape away our superficialities.

Golf is not a game of birdies and bogeys, of numbers and archaic niceties. It is a game of flesh and blood, heart and mind. It shines a harsh light into dark crevices. It invites obsession, teases out human flaws and reveals admirable traits. Occasionally, as in the European team’s win at Le Golf National during an unforgettable week in Paris in late September 2018, it can prove impossibly uplifting.

Welcome to our world.

It’s a very lonely place. You have your caddie, but you’re pretty much alone on a golf course. A round lasts a long time. It is a solitary existence, because the only people you are surrounded by are your competitors. You’ve got to find your friends. I tell young players on the circuit not to let playing poorly interfere with normality.

People get fed up having to wait to see whether you have shot sixty-six or seventy-six before knowing whether you will join them for dinner, as planned. Eventually they stop issuing the invitation. That’s how you get lonely. You retreat into a world of room service and remorse. The walls close in. You will obsess, over-analyse, underperform. It is not a nice place to be.

The Tour can be claustrophobic, but it provides a lot of common ground. It is relatively easy to strike up a conversation, but ultimately you are passing time until you have to get out there and do it again. As you get older you develop really deep, meaningful friendships, but you can never get away from the fact that you are on your own.

I’ve seen golf devour people, bite by bite. It is death by a hundred missed cuts, a thousand internal conversations. The game plays consistently with your mental health, because there aren’t enough victories. Putting it in such terms might appear harsh, but there are a lot of us who get more miserable over the years, when we should be unbelievably grateful for our achievements.

An athlete’s mental health is no longer a taboo subject, but there are still those who believe it should not be talked about, especially in a sport like golf where the upside, financially, is so big. Their reflex action is: ‘He’s become a multimillionaire from knocking a little white ball around. Why’s he got a problem?’ These people also tend to say that money isn’t everything, but they can’t have it both ways.

I understand the perception that we are lucky, because professional golf can be played competitively up to, and occasionally beyond, the age of sixty. But that informs the idea that the game is your entire existence. It is not as if you are a footballer, who retires at thirty-three with the rest of his life ahead of him. I am forty-eight. If I lose my game, I have nowhere else to go.

That’s tough to come to terms with, mentally. I’m trained to work hard, because that is what I need to do to excel. It is a default mechanism, developed over forty-odd years. But what if I can’t find what I’m looking for? I do not have the right to rely on my experience, sit back and expect things to happen in front of me. If I do that for six months, I will be out the back of the field.

Failure drives you deeper into a world that is not real. Outsiders can’t help you, because they don’t understand. They don’t know the conventions of the locker room, the insecurities that are being masked on the driving range. They can’t appreciate the competition, the constant travel. They might have a perception of what it takes out of you, but when you are down, you have to deal with it on your own.

Even your family and closest friends don’t fully comprehend what you are going through, because although they pop in and out, and see certain sides of the life, they don’t live it all the time. You feel their devotion, but hear that the understanding is not there. You don’t doubt their good intentions, but they cannot provide the help you need.

There is a distance about players who lose their game. They detach themselves from the group. They’re not pushed away, but they’re at the end of their tether. They feel they don’t belong and become strangely submissive. Very few stick with it. Those who do so are special characters, who come to terms with changed circumstances, before rising again.

That’s not to say you don’t see sadness, desperation and jealousy. You sense resentment from those who are struggling, that you are somehow unappreciative of your privileges. You imagine them thinking, ‘You should be happy with the world you are in, because you could be in my world.’ The ones who survive, and come back, deal with what is in front of them.

One of the great achievements in sport is to be good to yourself. The moment when you recognise that whatever you have done is the best you can do – that’s when you begin to discover who, and what, you are. That is the basis of your story. Instead of looking at others, who are invariably world-class and have more moments when they bring their best, accept where you are at that particular time.

When people lose their way, they tend to be living as the players they once were. They’re not going anywhere because they remember what they used to do, and judge themselves by those memories. If they are struggling at 100 in the rankings, on the slide after being number one, they will have difficulties if they keep measuring themselves against what they once were.

They should be using the guy at ninety-nine as a reference point. Try to be better than him. Take the small victories on the way to salvation. That’s the key. The person who rationalises his weaknesses will be protected by his instincts. He may find things hard, and be driven to distraction in his everyday life, but he must wait for release.

It might only be for two holes, at first. Then it might be for six. He will begin to feel that half-forgotten sense of freedom and think, ‘Whoa, I recognise this world.’ He will become comfortable in his own skin and tell himself, ‘Hang on, I know I can handle this.’ That’s why winners will suddenly win again, from nowhere.

Tiger Woods can’t handle the world in which he is no good, because he doesn’t recognise it. But once he gets into contention, he understands where he is and knows how to deal with it. The juices flow and the old feelings flood back. That’s why, without a shadow of doubt, he will win a major championship again.

Most sports are reactional. A tennis player reacts to a shot struck in his or her direction. A footballer reacts to the movement of an opponent, and to the manipulation or direction of the ball. But in golf, the ball is immobile and within reach. You don’t react. You simply do. When you are at your absolute peak, you don’t think about what you are doing.

There is a feeling that follows you. You don’t go through a routine of saying, ‘I have to do this, this and this.’ That’s the habit you fall into when you are struggling. When you are at your best, you feel the shot, see it and execute it. It is unconscious excellence. It happens within you. It’s there, and you just do. It is almost as if you are walking ahead of the ball.

It is said that when Lionel Messi receives the ball, he has about 120 different images in his head about what he’s going to do with it. A successful golfer has one. I see the right one, instinctively and immediately, because it relates to my feelings. They have already told me the shot I can hit, so I see the picture of what I can do. When I am not playing well, the feeling deserts me. I think about what I should, could or might do.

Visual players, who are often the most talented ones, trust that feeling. They are the flair players: Sergio García, Tiger, Bubba Watson, Phil Mickelson. They’re fun to watch because of their initiative and imagination, but when it goes wrong, it goes dramatically wrong. Seve Ballesteros was all about feel. Too much so, because when he lost the feeling there was insufficient technique to back it up. He didn’t know where to go.

Others do it on pure work, robotically. They repeat the same thing a hundred times over and push their way through it. They tend to make a lot of money, through consistency and commitment, yet have a different degree of talent. They are the guys who can’t go to sleep if they know they haven’t done exactly what they needed to do.

Different strokes, different folks. I see golf as an art, rather than a science, because you can hit the ball from the same place, the same distance, in many different ways. None of it is correct, and none of it is wrong. Expressing yourself is an art, and science is something that is written in a book. There are very few players who get to number one in the world by following what they’ve read.

That’s applicable across sport. Jordan Henderson leads Liverpool, my football team, through example. He plays by the book, by what he has been told he has to do. He does it very well, which makes him a very good player. But Messi doesn’t play by anything he has been told. He expresses football. No manager would tell him, ‘This is how you must play.’ They let Messi be himself.

Part of being very good is knowing where you are in your own mind and being aware of the level of your ability at a particular moment. Your understanding of yourself – and of the environment in which you work – allows you to achieve the ultimate. The best excel when mind and body are at the perfect pitch. They respond to the moment.

They tend not to be very good in practice, but when the occasion applies pressure, they excel. Lesser players tend to be great when it doesn’t matter, and fall off because they cannot contain their excitement when it becomes real. Nervousness is a natural ally, because you have to be awake and aware, but there is too much going on for them to perform.

The unique thing about golf is that your toughest opponent is usually yourself. There is nothing you can do to affect a rival’s game. If someone shoots the lights out, you have to accept it was their day. Equally, if you don’t fulfil yourself, because of what is going on in your head, you have to rationalise your faults and move on.

It’s an interesting, occasionally illogical place to be. There are players who get something out of the day through the sheer force of their will, even if they are not in the right place, technically. And sometimes the game surprises you. You think it is going to be shit, and it turns out fine. On other days you will be feeling great, and so you become a little lazy. It doesn’t turn out well.

We’re all waiting for that moment when things just go. I imagine it is similar to being an airline pilot. The pre-flight checks are done and you taxi towards the end of the runway, before accelerating to that point where air flows so rapidly over the wings that lift-off occurs. Before you know it, you are on autopilot at 30,000 feet.

When you are on autopilot on a golf course, nothing punctures that bubble of concentration. I relate the situation to a baseball movie I once watched, starring Kevin Costner. As he is pitching, on the mound in a big game, with the crowd on top of him, you can hear his inner thoughts clearing his mechanism. Nothing is allowed to interfere with the moment.

It is the same in golf. The world around you becomes an energy-feeder, a battery supplying mental power, but you don’t notice exactly what is going on. When you’re not in that zone, you become aware of everything that can disturb your equilibrium: somebody moving, somebody screaming, a child crying.

I know, to my cost, that the margins are terrifyingly small. I hit one shot, from the elevated tee on the 163-yard sixteenth at Royal St George’s in 2003, that was about three feet from being pretty much perfect. It cost me an Open Championship and defined a playing career. If that shot had landed a yard or so to the left, I would have protected or even extended a two-shot lead; instead, it rolled into a greenside bunker, from which it took me three shots to emerge.

To this day, people still make that the biggest mark they put next to my name as a player. I’m the guy who lost the Open, in that bunker. There are margins in every sport – the lucky net cord, or the fractional deflection of a goal-bound shot onto the crossbar – but golf has many more external influences to factor in. You are playing the golf course, the weather, and must deal with inequalities beyond your control.

Courses play differently at nine in the morning and two in the afternoon. Guys come through the field because they play in good weather early in the day, before the leaders are out in the pissing rain. You can go to an Open Championship in the form of your life, ready to perform, but if you are in terrible conditions on the first day, when others are luckier, your attempt to win the Claret Jug is over before it has barely begun.

If you don’t react well, and turn in on yourself, you are in trouble. Perspective is everything. It took me many years to mellow, but I’ve been sustained by one of the earliest promises I made to myself: that if I finished in the top ten of a tournament, I would walk away without regrets, because it represented a good week. Sure, things could have turned out differently. You could have thought more sharply, executed your shots more effectively, but never forget to pat yourself on the back.

Ensure that your goals are realistic. A Danish journalist once asked me my ambition for the season. I told him I wanted to win the European Tour money list. I did well, finishing sixth or seventh, but he slaughtered me for not living up to my expectations. When he asked me the same question the following year, I simply said I wanted to keep my Tour card, because I knew that was something I could guarantee.

I’ve played more than 600 tournaments worldwide, and won nineteen times. That’s an impressive ratio, but if winning is the only thing that matters, then I’ve had a lot of bad experiences. Look at it the other way: I’ve had 110 top-ten finishes, so that means I’ve gone home feeling good about myself 110 times.

A successful tennis player goes home a winner more often than not, by progressing through a few rounds, before invariably being eliminated in the later stages of a tournament. If victory is the only gauge of success, then most golfers don’t have an end result. They have to find their consolation in more relative terms.

Consistent winners on Tour – and by that, I mean those who win three times or more a year – feed off the inner belief that they are better than the next guy. It is more than an amalgamation of talent, application and the insurance of surrounding yourself with the right people. It is something elemental, something deep-seated that is destined to be revealed.

A special talent is announced in whispers. Names are mentioned, scores are scrutinised, references are quietly taken from respected judges. Reputation grows before the breakthrough comes. The prodigy knows he is being built up into the next big thing, accepts the expectation and delivers. That is the source of enduring inner confidence.

Professional sport is hard work. It strips away the veneer of youth and easy praise. Respect within your new peer group doesn’t come courtesy of conventional wisdom. You have to earn the right to that respect, by proving yourself under intense scrutiny. Game recognises game. An understated word of congratulation in the locker room means more than a shrieking headline.

Golf cherishes its legends, whether they are enshrined in a different era, by the likes of Arnold Palmer, Jack Nicklaus and Gary Player, or by their reputation as forces of nature, like Seve. In my time on Tour, I’ve seen Sergio, Tiger and Rory arrive, and knew immediately there was no way they were going anywhere but right to the top.

When they emerged, everyone talked about them. The media – as they do with any young star in any sport – pushed it to the limits of reason. Yet they just went: ‘Bang! I’m here. Deal with it.’ As born winners, they identified the opportunity and took it. Other players who came in with similar fanfares didn’t get beyond that make-or-break boundary. They became uncertain, under the unaccustomed pressure, and succumbed to self-doubt.

Time can be corrosive. Scar tissue builds. A light went out when I lost my swing for a couple of seasons. I look at myself today and realise I don’t play the game with the same love that I lavished on it as a kid. I don’t run to practise, or play golf for fun with my friends. To me, it is a job, and therefore it is a short-lived thing.

I’m coming down from the huge high of captaining a winning Ryder Cup team and it is time for another conversation with the mirror. I need to retune to reality, and I don’t know what the answers are going to be. I will offer insight where appropriate, but this journey is under the direction of Michael, who has walked many miles – both literally and metaphorically – in our shoes.

He has his own questions to answer, in what we hope will be taken as a study of human nature, expressed through leading golfers and the individual support teams that came together so seamlessly, for a common purpose, in Paris. The aim is to offer a balanced, nuanced and emotionally engaging view of the group, the game and their craft.

Michael’s search for wisdom begins with one of my greatest friends, Martin Kaymer. If he was not a professional golfer, he would be saving lives in Africa. He is a humanitarian, who sometimes gets in the way of himself by thinking too much about the big picture. I love him to bits, but sometimes feel like telling him, ‘Can you not be selfish and just think about you, and nobody else, for three months?’

He is a fantastic guy, but occasionally he struggled with the acid humour of a team room dominated by the Brits and the Irish. I advised him to speak to Bernhard Langer, who realised very quickly that he had to change for Ryder Cup week, because he couldn’t expect people to change for him. He embraced the environment. He danced on the table on the Sunday night and went back to his placid, imperturbable Germanic self when he teed it up the following Thursday.

I don’t think Martin really realised what the Cup was all about until he holed that winning putt in Medinah, Illinois, in 2012. Here’s a guy who has been world number one and has won two major championships, who will be remembered by most people as the man who confirmed a sporting miracle. That’s the difference. Seve won five majors, but nine out of ten photographs you see of him depict Ryder Cup moments.

I told the players they would not be defined as golfers by the Cup, but they would be identified as personalities. Their philosophies, experiences, characters and approaches were different, but they responded collectively to one of the most pressurised environments in world sport. That team will never again play together, but they will be with me for the rest of my life – through that infamous tattoo on my nether regions.

I had that silhouette of Samuel Ryder’s gold trophy, with the numbers 17½ and 10½, inked on in Soho just before Christmas 2018. It wasn’t an entirely pleasurable process, but a promise is a promise.

Boys, we will always have Paris.




Chapter One

THE SEEKER

Nothing is quite as it seems. A midsummer sun dances through a pine forest on the southern edge of Gothenburg, lending a silver sheen to the rocky outcrops through which a golf course has been fashioned by American designer Arthur Hills. Yet rain is less than an hour away and a chilly northerly wind is the first whisper of winter.

Conservationists have installed more than 100 bird boxes in the valley, but chalets are being cleaved into the hillside to the right of the second fairway. Those on the far side of the building site, dark grey and angular, are close to completion; others are skeletal wooden frames, whose modesty is protected by garish purple sheets of insulation. Nature resents the intrusion.

On the green, below an elevated clubhouse, Martin Kaymer is practising medium-range putts from around fifteen feet. He holes one of a dozen attempts, leaving the majority slightly short and leaking to the right. Craig Connelly, his caddie, stands behind him and extends his left arm, so that it rests gently on the golfer’s right ear and provides a reminder of the need for stability.

They have been through much together, in two spells over eight years punctuated by two major championship wins and a return putt from six feet that entered Ryder Cup folklore as the stroke that secured European victory in Medinah in 2012. The tenderness of the gesture is a refreshing contrast to the mechanical rituals enacted around them, but it is deceptive.

The softly spoken German and the garrulous Scot are divergent characters; though confidences are shared and respect is mutual, theirs is a marriage under terminal strain. Kaymer admits they have been ‘picking on each other’ since the spring. Within a month they will part, sadly, amicably. Connelly will be employed immediately by emerging Australian Lucas Herbert before linking with South African Branden Grace for the 2019 season. Kaymer’s world ranking will fall to 174.

In a low-key introductory press conference at the Nordea Masters, the former US Open and PGA champion had celebrated simple pleasures, such as watching a large family greet a returning couple at the local airport with flowers and unrestrained embraces. He spoke of love and authenticity, and observed, with endearing earnestness, that he was ‘on the seventh green of life’.

Not for Kaymer the usual regimented recital of swing thoughts and summaries of prevailing conditions. He is a man of light and shade, combining traditional Teutonic reverence for efficiency with a thirst for adventure that led to him breaking three bones in his left foot in a go-karting accident in his adopted home town of Scottsdale, Arizona.

He seeks enlightenment through experience, and agrees to an extended conversation because he hopes he will glean something new from the lessons of a stranger’s life in sport. He is thirty-four and has won more than £22 million in official prize money, a sum that can comfortably be doubled when external earnings are taken into account, yet acts as if both numbers are irrelevant.

Kaymer’s thought processes are clearly as broad as his shoulders. So why, in metaphysical terms, has he yet to complete life’s front nine? A slow smile: ‘You need some time to get to know and place yourself in the world of golf. In the beginning you can’t know, you have zero experience. Then you play around the world and measure your game with the best.

‘Then you see good results and, in my case, underestimate yourself a little. All of a sudden you win a major, you play a vital role in Ryder Cups, you win your second major. Then you need to adjust, because it’s sometimes overwhelming and not understandable. It cannot only be talent. You need to ask yourself how you actually got here.

‘If we are talking the language of Buddhism, it’s really about the happiness of the journey. I know this from experience. When I was number one in the world, it took me such a long time to understand why that feeling was so empty. There was so little satisfaction it felt meaningless. I had never felt so lonely.

‘About a year and a half later I realised I was not proud of reaching number one, but I was so proud and happy about what I had done to get there. Those very private and intimate moments you have with the sport, developing and creating on your own, that’s the beauty of what we do. The success is just the outcome.

‘Of course that matters. We all need success for our egos. But for motivation to continue, you need some reflection. To become better, you need a vision of what is right for you. Sometimes that vision is a bit cloudy, so you need some people – not too many, but one or two – who will open the door a little bit for you.

‘Fortunately I’ve always been brave enough to walk through that door, because it felt right. You almost don’t have a choice, because you’re committed. You know this is the way, and it always leads to success. It’s just a question, then, of timescales. You need to be patient. And you need to be conscious of what you are doing, and where you want to go. It is good suffering.’

Belief is the bedrock of professional sport. It took inordinate faith for Kaymer to challenge convention when he missed the cut in his first four appearances at the Masters. More than seven years later, he is still being asked why he resolved to reconstitute his swing, despite being ranked as the best golfer on the planet.

Others with less equitable temperaments would have snapped, screamed or yawned in theatrical boredom when the question was posed by a Swedish TV reporter who seemed unaware of his lack of originality. Kaymer has come to loathe that line of enquiry, but patiently contextualised his determination to master a right-to-left draw shot, deemed essential at Augusta.

‘I’m still amazed that people say I changed my swing,’ he said, in a firm, even tone. ‘I was not able to hit a draw because of my swing plane, so it was a matter of adjusting a few things. The way I played, I never had the chance to win the Masters. In 2011 I was number one in the world and went to Augusta knowing I can’t play the golf course the way it is supposed to be played.

‘People say that Jack Nicklaus won there with a fade. Yes, but there were not that many trees, they were not so high, the course was shorter. I had a huge disadvantage and I could not live with that knowledge. You need other goals, other visions. If you don’t have goals, you’re just swimming around and you don’t go anywhere. I’m glad I took that chance, even though I got criticised.’

It is difficult to detect the aggression that made him a sought-after centre forward in youth football in Düsseldorf in his mid-teens. He has inherited his late mother Rina’s gentility, poignantly expressed by the sunflower he carries on his golf bag as an act of remembrance of her passing, in 2008, from cancer. His father, Horst, had an accountant’s fondness for order, and disciplinarian rigour.

Martin was nine when he and elder brother Philip were enrolled at the golf club in Mettmann, Germany’s most heavily populated rural district. It is a distinctive institution, which stages quarterly art exhibitions and celebrates the ‘fascination and tension’ of bridge every Wednesday afternoon. Rina Kaymer was uncomfortable with the inevitable sibling rivalry, but Horst encouraged competition.

He preached practice with a purpose. His sons were made to use the back tees. They were not allowed to use tee pegs until they played in a tournament, because the game would feel easier when it mattered most. When they faced each other in the final of the club’s junior championship, Martin four-putted the last green, to hand victory to his brother. No one was entirely sure of his intentions; he compensated by winning the club’s senior title at the age of fourteen.

Self-sufficiency was a feature of his emergence on Germany’s third-tier tour, where he played every practice round on his own because ‘there was so much bullshit being spoken’. He told the European Tour’s podcast that he ‘felt I didn’t belong’ when paired with Lee Westwood and Pádraig Harrington on his debut in Hong Kong, but became the first German to be named Rookie of the Year in 2007.

His victory on home soil the following year, at the BMW International in Munich, was a rite of passage, personally and professionally. Aware that his mother had little time left, Martin squandered a six-stroke lead in the opening eleven holes of the final round, before rallying to beat Anders Hansen in a play-off. He deliberated publicly on the power of the mind and dedicated the win to Rina, before dashing to her bedside.

The family unit became a place of certainty and sanctuary when fame engulfed him, since ‘the only people who treated me the same were my dad, my brother and my coach’. His status as a major champion led to him being stalked in the street; fans and local media laid siege to the family home. When ‘people who once changed my diapers’ craved souvenir photographs, he knew he had to recalibrate.

‘People say you should not change when you become successful, but you have to. It just depends on how. I never understood why people treated me the way they did. They saw me as someone else. That’s weird. It’s hard to describe, but you have to make a mental adjustment to who you are, what you do, what kind of life you live.

‘People see you not for who you are as a person, but as the athlete, the guy who makes a lot of money. I didn’t want to be treated that way, because I was raised differently and wanted to be normal. It took me a long time to understand you are not normal when you do what I did. That’s the tricky part.

‘With friendships, you need to look out for the real person. Say you go into a love relationship with a girl. It takes a long, long time to trust that person, and it depends on the little things they do and say. I became careful. It doesn’t mean that a relationship means two different lives, but you need respect and distance. That’s the best way: give each other room and get to know each other on the same level.

‘Golf defines me in some ways, for sure, because I have a lot of passion for the sport and I really love what I do, but ultimately it should not dictate how you feel about life. If you narrow yourself down, it adds a lot of pressure – not always consciously, but subconsciously. I’ve always thought when you are happy off the golf course, you will do better on it.

‘You need to see the bigger picture in order to be okay with yourself. Don’t make your success related to your happiness. Fortunately, when I have a bad round, or a bad tournament, I don’t carry it with me. I understand that we just play a game. It is important to appreciate how unimportant golf can be.’

There’s a process of intellectual osmosis going on here, as we sit on stools across a small white circular table. Martin’s comments suggest a spiritual affinity with ancient-Greek philosophers whose emotions were linked to belief systems and interpretation of the world around them. Epictetus, a liberated first-century slave, suggested that ‘men are disturbed not by events but by their opinion about events’. Seneca wrote: ‘What is the point of dragging up sufferings that are over, of being miserable now, because you were miserable then?’ And Socrates tried to educate his fellow Athenians to ask themselves pertinent questions. Good luck trying that on the modern golf circuit, because too many players would be scared by the starkness of the answers.

At Kaymer’s elevated level, dislocation is literal and metaphorical. He spends only twelve weeks a year at home, either in Mettmann or, more usually, Scottsdale. A product of a globally focused lifestyle, he admits to feeling only ‘50–50’ German, in a cultural sense. Some players never come to terms with the solitude and the contradictions of being constantly on the move.

‘I haven’t understood the life yet. Fortunately and unfortunately, I’m that guy who is sensitive to certain circumstances. I try to make sense out of many things, but I’ve also learned that some things are not meant to be understood. I keep having to remind myself to just go with the flow.

‘It’s a very complicated life, especially with social media and the superficial world that we live in – the circus. I try to stay away from it, but I can’t because I’m in it. So somehow you need to find a way to take it as neutral, something that doesn’t bother you, or affect you in a negative way. This, I haven’t really found yet, but I’m actually quite fine with myself.

‘You see people and think, “Why are they so happy? Why don’t they have issues, problems in life?” It’s human nature to underestimate how well you handle things and, as an athlete, you are conditioned to improve. Sometimes you never enjoy what you have created because you are already onto your next journey.

‘That’s what I did wrong. I never, ever celebrated a win, so I didn’t know how good certain wins were. That might be healthy for your career, but not for your own satisfaction. I know my approach needs to be to finish one thing, relax and then start again. You have to see it for what it is, and not see it so seriously.

‘I got asked on a TV show how I felt as a kid when other guys went out on the weekends and I went to the golf course. I didn’t want to do anything else. For me, that was my happiness. Get up in the morning when it’s snowing outside, and you go to the driving range? I never had to ask myself that question. That’s the beauty, a great indication you are doing the right thing.

‘Don’t over-think it. Golf is a game of variables and we try to over-prepare, try to be ready for every circumstance. Eighty per cent of the guys playing here this week can win, if we take their brain out. Maybe only ten per cent can win with their brain intact. That’s just how it is. It is part of the sport.

‘We play the tournament until Sunday. Then everything is going to be gone, and nobody gives a shit about anyone. There’s the tournament in Prague next week, and the same thing happens then. There is so much for me in enjoying the little things that come with it. You know, this chat that we have now is quite good. I like it because I have to think a lot.’

Elite athletes are intrigued by the principles, philosophies and personalities of successful figures in other sports. Kaymer’s curiosity extends to a study of body language – an appreciation of the fusion of physical and mental energy. His favourite place for people-watching is Wimbledon, a venue synonymous with a principal role model, Roger Federer.

‘I guess you look for something, but not consciously. Tennis is so similar to golf, because they are always one hundred per cent committed on the shots. There is a lot of fight, a concentration of mental strength. You can learn a lot from tennis players about not holding back. That’s one of the greatest things in sport, when you fully commit and get to your highest potential.

‘You don’t become a great player without confidence, but sometimes you get distracted by outside circumstances and forget why you actually do what you do. You lose a bit of passion, your confidence goes down because you are not as successful, and you are trapped in a spiral. Watching the best at their best is inspiring, because it reminds you a little bit of where you come from.

‘When you look back to when you were a child, why and how you played the sport, you didn’t think it was difficult. It was not complicated, because you enjoyed it. You just played the game. You didn’t try to control the game. But when we grow older, we want to control, because we are scared of losing. We are not born with fear. We are born with happiness. We learn the other shit that really distracts us from reaching ultimate success.’

He admires Federer’s family values and his grace under pressure. He retains focus on Michael Schumacher’s achievements, while remaining moved by his plight. He respects German basketballer Dirk Nowitzki for the strength of will it took to travel to the United States with $800 to his name, enter the NBA draft and forge a storied twenty-year NBA career with Dallas Mavericks.

Outside sport, he regards actor Will Smith as ‘incredible’. Kaymer identifies with his spirituality and urgency, his ‘full-on approach to life’. Closer to home, in golf, he cites Thomas Bjørn and Günther Kessler, his coach for the past eighteen years, as important influences. Bjørn’s impact has been practical, helping to improve his short game, but also philosophical; the Dane’s reflection during a practice round in Italy in 2015 – ‘Don’t forget how good you are’ – has stayed with him.

Intriguingly, Kaymer disagrees with Bjørn by insisting that he responded to the diverse cultures of a Ryder Cup team room. The arch-individualist found solace in the honesty required to fulfil collective ambition and goes so far as acknowledging, ‘I didn’t know until I got to the Ryder Cup that individual sport is not really me.’

Epiphany shines from his hazel eyes as he leans forward in an attempt to amplify the point: ‘It was a relief to know finally that this is what I like the most. You are playing in the same team as your opponent. You need to talk to that guy – your partner – about your weaknesses, to see if they match his strengths.

‘You play the golf course a bit differently and need to be very open. I found I didn’t mind my weaknesses, because I had enough confidence in my strengths. That was huge for me. It’s not usually your place to help each other. If you are really honest, you see guys struggle on Tour, know what they are going through, but do nothing to help because no one is helping you. You have to figure out your own stuff.’

He views Medinah as a dream sequence. Since ‘everything was moving so fast’, he consciously paused for ten seconds on the final tee of his match against Steve Stricker. He was puzzled, momentarily, by the memory of high-fiving an indeterminate figure on leaving the previous green (it turned out to be Graeme McDowell).

He aimed his drive at a stripe on the fairway, cut into the grain, but found a bunker. Assured by Connelly that his second shot was a ‘perfect’ eight-iron, he used the wind, coming off his right, to hit a high draw, the shot he drove himself to master, past the flag. His senses were scrambled; the crowd was a blur of humanity, yet he spotted his brother, standing out in an abstract confection of colour.

Clarity – he felt as if he could identify individual blades of grass, though he was slightly misaligned, on the approach putt – was replaced by certainty. It ‘never crossed my mind’ that he would miss the decisive putt, uphill and right-to-left. He knew it was in, two feet from the hole, exulted and spun round to leap into the arms of another indeterminate figure, which turned out to be Sergio García.

‘It was all up to me,’ he remembers, wistfully. ‘I mean, how cool was that? I wanted the ultimate feeling. There are so many feelings in that moment. Eventually you realise you are so tired. You are done physically. I didn’t watch it until two weeks later, at home in Düsseldorf. I was more nervous then than when I was playing, and I knew how it would end. Crazy.’

Walking through the fire has not insulated him from the vagaries of form or fate over six subsequent years, but he draws strength from his purity of purpose. Kaymer has assembled a seven-strong support team, including his brother, who acts as his manager. Trust and respect must be mutual, though the golfer’s devotion to Kessler, who first coached him in a regional junior team, is touching.

‘He is a guy who explains difficult things very simply. He can explain the same thing in ten different ways. One way works for you and one way works for me, and he is very talented in knowing what that individual needs. That’s why we don’t need to speak much, because he trained me and developed my swing so that I can help myself most of the time.

‘We don’t see each other often, maybe ten, twelve times a year, and that’s enough. I wish he would speak good English, so that people could understand and know how good he is. I really value the knowledge, not only of the golf swing, but also of the science behind the body. My sport has become so intense, because of the travel, that it is sometimes nice to be used as a tool, and not to think about things.

‘When I go to the gym, I like to have a trainer who takes my body and just uses it for an hour, before letting me go. It clears out my mind. Fortunately, we make enough money to pay people to make us perform even better. The game has changed. Courses are set up differently; it’s a lot about hitting the long ball. I still play an old-school game, and need to change my body to compete on a daily or weekly basis with the best.’

He employs a strength-and-conditioning coach, but studies basic biomechanical programmes to enhance his understanding of the logic of developing muscular speed and core strength in his legs and backside. When he arrives on the eighteenth green of life, to use his analogy, he would ‘love to have a couple more major wins, just for my ego. We all have one – some bigger, some smaller.’

He is already forty minutes late for his next appointment, but happily accepts a final question: how would he describe himself? Kaymer instinctively furrows his brow, like a schoolboy studying a newly presented examination paper: ‘I would like to say I was brave enough to keep developing, that I didn’t stick to one safe way.

‘I’m a very reflecting person, calm, sometimes sickeningly determined. That can be good for the sport, but in other things not quite so good. I’m quite radical in certain ways. I suppose I would like to know how others see me. That’s very interesting, because they always see you very differently to how you see yourself.’

I tell him I regard him as a seeker, a searcher for truth that may never be revealed.

‘Is that a good thing?’

‘I think so. In your game it is. You’re seeking perfection, which never comes.’

‘Yeah, because why does Tiger Woods want to win eighteen majors? He becomes the greatest, so he goes for the absolute maximum. Does it mean he’s perfect when he wins nineteen? Probably not. You need to go high, very high, almost to the point where you think, “It’s too much, I’m not going to make it.” I reached that height, and thought, “Shit, that’s too early. I’m not supposed to be number one in the world when I’m twenty-five years old.” But I was, and there was a bit of a problem …’
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