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For Diana Horowitz and Ann Hill, the strongest women I know





Foreword

The thick-cut steaks were long gone and the remnants of the ice cream sundaes had been cleared away, too. Rory McIlroy leaned in from his cushy leather seat in the Bombardier jet and finally asked me a question he had been stewing on for most of his life: “What’s he really like?”

The man in question was, of course, Tiger Woods. The magnetic presence on a grainy TV screen who had inspired McIlroy to chase his golf dreams when he was a wee lad in Northern Ireland. The living legend who set a standard of excellence against which every great player coming up would forever be measured. The cautionary tale whose tawdry self-immolation terrified all the young studs just getting their first, succulent taste of fame and fortune. Rory had studied Tiger, venerated him, modeled himself after him, pitied him. Now McIlroy was the anointed successor: the Bombardier was whooshing from Shanghai to Zhengzhou, where Rory would face Tiger in an eighteen-hole exhibition match. It was a glorified way to pimp real estate at a gaudy new development catering to Chinese robber barons, but, for McIlroy, the day had a deeper meaning. Woods never had a real rival or even a reliable foil. David Duval was too aloof to connect with the public; Vijay Singh, too misanthropic. Ernie Els didn’t want that smoke. Phil Mickelson had more game than any of them, and he slowly warmed to the challenge, but Tiger wouldn’t deign to legitimize him as a worthy adversary—he couldn’t stand Phil’s bluster and bullshittery. Woods also felt Mickelson had committed the original sin of not working hard enough to maximize his awesome talent. Then McIlroy came along and won the 2011 U.S. Open by eight strokes at age twenty-two and then the ’12 PGA Championship by another eight shots. Woods recognized the kid’s immense physical gifts and, more to the point, detected a familiar hunger.

McIlroy ascended to number one for the first time by dusting a resurgent post-scandal Woods in a shootout at the Honda Classic in March 2012. Afterward, he said with a laugh, “It had to be Tiger.” Eight months later, McIlroy found himself alongside Woods in Zhengzhou for this orchestrated passing of the baton.

The opening ceremony was over-the-top even by the standards of Chinese new money: a drum corps, fireworks, a confetti shower, stunt planes, a ceremonial gong. McIlroy and Woods kept stealing deadpan glances at each other, trying to hold in their laughter. On the course, the scene was barely contained chaos. Three thousand fans streamed across the fairways, with soldiers locking arms to form a human fence to keep perfectly coiffed female fans from aerating the greens with their stilettos. On the tee boxes, there were so many camera clicks that it sounded like machine-gun fire. McIlroy and Woods chatted and laughed throughout the early going, their chemistry palpable. It got a little quieter after Woods missed a short birdie putt on the ninth hole, leaving him two shots behind McIlroy in their stroke-play match. Woods continued to brood, dropping a couple of f-bombs that weren’t translated for the audience watching live on CCTV. He chipped in for birdie on the twelfth hole but could not run down McIlroy, who was flawless tee to green while shooting a 67 to win the match by a stroke. “When he gets things rolling it’s impressive,” said Woods. “He’s really, really hard to beat.”

McIlroy was gracious in victory. He had enjoyed immensely being welcomed as an equal by Woods but still found him unknowable. What had he learned about Tiger during their mano a mano?

“Nothing,” McIlroy said. “We talked a lot, but he gave away nothing. It’s not like I didn’t try.”

Despite dozens of ensuing biographies and an HBO documentary, Woods’s inner self remains a well-guarded fortress. Yet somehow, McIlroy has maintained his open, engaging, intellectually curious manner. That was part of the problem: lacking the asshole gene that is prominent in so many great golfers, McIlroy spent a full decade as a semi-tragic figure, serially failing in the tournaments that meant the most. The outpouring of emotion around McIlroy’s triumph at the 2025 Masters was not really about golf—it was more about the affection that fans (and reporters) have for him as a person and the shared admiration for how he has handled himself growing up in the spotlight. McIlroy’s completion of the career Grand Slam at Augusta cemented his status as the most important figure of the post-Woods epoch; no other player can match his consistent excellence, massive media presence, and transcontinental impact. McIlroy has often been celebrated as Tiger’s antithesis thanks to a (mostly) squeaky-clean image, but in fact Rory has had more than his share of tabloid romance, bitter business disputes, and divisive politicking. Once universally liked and admired, McIlroy has become more polarizing in his mid-thirties.

“He’s a lovely person,” says Chris Peel, McIlroy’s old headmaster at Sullivan Upper School in Holywood, Northern Ireland. “Heroes sometimes become fallen heroes… That’s never going to happen to Rory. I would bet my house on that—because of his upbringing.”

Lee Westwood has a different take: “He’s a fucking drama queen.”

McIlroy contains multitudes. He has always been the undisputed pressroom MVP because of his candor, thoughtfulness, and capriciousness. He is both a stately ambassador and trash-talking troll, often in the same monologue. “I’m ignorant and naive and don’t give things much thought,” he says, in what is actually an admirable bit of self-reflection.

I have experienced the different sides of McIlroy. In 2017, I wrote a cheeky, purposefully over-the-top obituary for the Ryder Cup, forecasting a decade of U.S. dominance that would kill interest in the event. This became bulletin board material for Team Europe in the run-up to the ’18 Ryder Cup. When the American team laid an egg in Paris, I had plenty of yolk on my face, too. I knew the victors’ press conference was going to be rough when, as the players were arriving on the dais, Sergio García winked at me and Ian Poulter raised his champagne glass and blew me a kiss. But it was McIlroy who brought it all home, saying to a global audience, “I think collectively we all have one question: Where is Alan Shipnuck? Heeeyyyyyyy!” Fair play. If you dish it out you gotta take it, too. Three years later, after Europe lost the Ryder Cup, I asked McIlroy a golfy question, and at the end of a long answer, he added, “Have you seen the name of the seventh hole this week? It’s Shipwreck for the people in the back!” That’s a nickname a few Tour players have tagged me with through the years. It was an amusing moment in an otherwise downbeat press conference.

But McIlroy also has “pointy elbows,” in the words of Paul McGinley, his onetime Ryder Cup captain. McIlroy and his manager, Sean O’Flaherty, didn’t pretend to be thrilled when I told them I was writing this book. Said O’Flaherty, “If it’s not our book, there’s not much incentive for Rory to participate.” I parried that Jack Nicklaus and Arnold Palmer had been the subjects of dozens of books, and they always sat for interviews with their biographers because they understood the value of burnishing their own legends and telling their side of every story. O’Flaherty said he’d pass that sentiment along. I got McIlroy one-on-one after his victory at the 2025 Pebble Beach Pro-Am, and I thought I detected a détente in his thoughtful answers. I pitched O’Flaherty on an interview pegged to McIlroy’s burgeoning business empire, which would have value for both of them, as the agent looks quite clever for taking a 20 percent stake in their investment firm, Symphony Ventures. I wanted the opportunity for the book, of course, but I also had a contract to write up the story for Bloomberg Businessweek, which I knew would make the idea more attractive to McIlroy, as former Mayor Mike Bloomberg is an occasional golf buddy. O’Flaherty loved the idea; we started going back and forth about putting the interview on the calendar. The conversation continued into the ’25 U.S. Open. As McIlroy warmed up on the driving range for his second round, I found O’Flaherty where he always is, twenty-five yards behind his man, leaning against a metal railing. We were chatting quietly when I heard “Hey, Alan…” in a familiar lilt.

I looked up and McIlroy was staring me down. His eyes were slits and his face twisted into a scowl. As soon as we made eye contact, he growled, “Fuck off.”

O’Flaherty and I froze. Wait, did he just say what I think he said? McIlroy took a couple of steps toward us and pointed his driver at me.

“Seriously, fuck off.” There was no mirth.

I asked O’Flaherty if he knew why his man was upset. “No idea,” he said.

In that split second, I had to make a decision. My USGA-issued press credential granted me access to the range—no player has the authority to revoke that. But McIlroy had been in a weird headspace ever since his life-changing Masters victory two months earlier. Now he had the puffed-up body language of a matador, and a constructive conversation seemed unlikely; I was disinclined to provoke more profane misbehavior a half hour before his second-round tee time, in full view of a packed grandstand and the NBC cameras. I walked away. McIlroy marched to Oakmont’s first tee and promptly suffered a double bogey, making it clear that this would be another lost week during his post-Masters ennui. In the ensuing hours, he tomahawked a club down the fairway and eviscerated a tee marker in fits of pique. (As a consummate professional, I allowed myself only a tiny bit of pleasure in McIlroy’s crashout.) Afterward, he stormed past waiting reporters, continuing a sudden and mystifying churlishness.

With some trepidation, I waited by McIlroy’s courtesy car in the Oakmont parking lot following the final round, hoping to clear the air. He frowned when he saw me. I raised my hands and said, “I come in peace.” McIlroy stopped short of apologizing for his driving range outburst but did allow he “could have used different language.” I said I still didn’t understand why he had been so angry. “I was trying to get ready for my round,” he said, “and when I saw you talking to Sean, I couldn’t concentrate.” It was a bizarre admission from one of only six men in golf history to win the career Grand Slam.

But we were practically whispering—could he even hear our voices?

“No,” Rory said, “but just your presence was bothering me.”

Well, there goes the sit-down interview! That was fine. Collaborative biographies skew toward the bland and sanitized, and McIlroy has enjoyed such a public life that there was already a wealth of material for me to draw upon, including over a thousand press conference transcripts, to say nothing of our various conversations through the years. Still, I asked him why, exactly, the idea of this book had gotten in his head. McIlroy said, “It pisses me off that you’re making money off my name.” This seemed utterly ridiculous coming from a man on his way to becoming a billionaire, but Tiger Woods, whose earnings topped out at $120 million a year, always conveyed the same beef to the many would-be biographers he blew off. I assured McIlroy that book money is a tiny fraction of Grand Slam lucre and that he wasn’t missing out on much. Beyond that, he’s a serious student of golf history and an avid reader—didn’t he want to be part of the game’s rich literary tradition? I mean, when you’re one of the most compelling golfers ever, someone is going to write a book about you.

“You can do what you want,” McIlroy said, “but don’t expect me to be excited about it.”

I’m pretty sure the issue isn’t money—it’s control. McIlroy was the first golfer whose superstardom was born during the social media age, which upended the dynamic between reporters and athletes; the jocks quickly sussed out that they didn’t need old-fashioned scribes to tell their story. In 2019, McIlroy cut a groundbreaking deal with Golf Channel and its parent company, NBC, to cofound GolfPass and monetize his media: for $99 annually, subscribers have access to a wealth of exclusive McIlroy-centric content (among other things). Throw in his 8 million social media followers and the slick ad campaigns of his many blue-chip sponsors, and McIlroy has near-total dominion over his image. He would have no such control over this book. In the Oakmont parking lot, he referenced my 2022 biography of Phil Mickelson; Lefty got himself in very hot water due to impertinent and deeply cynical remarks in the book about his soon-to-be masters at LIV Golf.

“You fucked Phil,” McIlroy said.

“Actually,” I replied, “Phil fucked himself.”

“I’m not going to make the same mistake.”

It was a good walk-off line. We shook hands, wished each other happy Father’s Day, and then McIlroy drove off to catch a ride home in his $60 million G-VI jet. (Authors fly coach, sometimes in a middle seat.)

McIlroy need not be so concerned. The only goal for this book is to provide an unvarnished answer to an old question as McIlroy enters the final act of a highly eventful career: What’s he really like?





1.

Bobby Fischer’s brilliance was nurtured on the chess tables in Washington Square Park, Mozart’s gifts were fine-tuned on the piano in the family flat in Salzburg, Rimbaud’s poems informed by the seedier corners of the Left Bank. Rory McIlroy’s genius first became evident on the cramped practice area adjacent to the seventeenth hole of Holywood Golf Club, in the hills outside of Belfast. Holywood is a little bandbox of a course lacking the land for a proper driving range; the modest hitting area was where members could smack balls late in the day, as Gerry McIlroy often did before his shifts as a bartender. He would park his only child in a stroller on the practice tee to watch. This wouldn’t fly at a stuffy joint like Royal Belfast, but Holywood has always been a low-key, workingman’s golf club. (There is a sign in the men’s locker room that reads: The washing of Golf Shoes & Clubs is strictly prohibited in the Toilets, Wash Hand Basins and the Showers. By order of Management Committee.) Watching his father, little Rory delighted in observing the whoosh of the golf club and the thwack of a well-struck shot. He was barely a year old when Gerry gave him a set of toy clubs. “He was holding a golf club before he could walk,” says Rory’s mother, Rosie. “He’d be sitting in the pram with a plastic golf club in his hand. That’s the way we were woken up in the morning: banged over the head with a plastic golf club!”

When the boy was old enough to wriggle out of his stroller, he duly imitated his dad. The pint-sized Tiger Woods had a strikingly similar initiation to the game, watching his father, Earl, smash balls into a net in the garage of the family home in Cypress, California. At ten months old, Tiger took his first swings, and Earl shouted to his wife, Tida, “We have a genius on our hands!”

Gerry McIlroy had none of Earl’s bombast but possessed a similarly keen eye for golfing talent, as he grew up competing against three brothers who were strong players, including Colm, who long held the Holywood course record with a 63. Colm was not even the best athlete in Rory’s family tree, as his maternal uncle, Mickey McDonald, played semipro soccer and high-level Gaelic football. A scratch golfer in his heyday, Gerry was awed by his young son’s hand-eye coordination and the smooth, efficient way he coiled his body into the golf swing. The plastic clubs were swiftly replaced with a cut-down 5-wood. Gerry imbued a few basic fundamentals and let Rory have at it. The boy’s precocity soon became the talk of Holywood. “As soon as Rory was able to get out of the buggy, he had plastic clubs and was knocking it around the club,” says Paul Gray, a fixture at Holywood G.C. for decades as the general manager and, before that, head professional. “It wasn’t too long after, when he was 3, that he had this little proper golf swing.” Gray, who used to caddie for Gerry McIlroy in club championships, became an occasional dispenser of counsel for young Rory.

The McIlroy home, at 43 Belfast Road, was a simple brick structure attached to the house next door. Rory turned it into a homemade golf course, hitting plastic balls from room to room. With Rosie’s grudging assent, he began chipping real golf balls from the hallway through the kitchen and into the washing machine. Gerry installed a synthetic putting green in the yard, and Rory spent so much time there that floodlights were eventually installed. Rather than cartoons, the kid was transfixed by Nick Faldo’s Masterclass, a VHS tape filled with old-school wisdom imparted with Faldo’s voice-of-God assuredness.

Rory also began tagging along for rounds at Holywood G.C. with his father and a rotating cast of uncles and their friends. The club had rules legislating access to the course for junior golfers, but they were not strictly enforced for Rory because he was a well-mannered kid from one of the club’s most popular families. It certainly helped that Rory’s game was advanced enough for him to keep up with the adults. He would have been eligible for a junior membership at age ten, but recognizing a special talent in their midst, Holywood stewards allowed the kid to join the club three years early. “At seven he had a complete game,” says Gray. “You never know how far someone is really going to go but it was all there in terms of technique, how he hit certain shots and how he could see the game.” It fell upon an old-timer named Eddie Harper to conduct McIlroy’s admission interview. Speaking generally of the role golf can play in helping youngsters grow up, Harper says, “You could see them progressing from some of them thinking they are Jack the Lad until they were told: ‘You do what you are told.’ ” Already displaying a high emotional intelligence, McIlroy appealed to Harper’s old-school worldview during his interview. “He assured me he knew all the rules of golf,” says Harper, “and would not annoy people.”

As a boy, McIlroy already had a vision of his future. He would amble into the pro shop, grab a scorecard and pencil, and, in careful script, write his destiny into existence. In the scorecard box titled “Competition,” he would jot, Open Championship. “And then he’d fill out his score,” says Gray. “And it was always like 6 under, 9 under. It was always something ridiculous and then he’d sign it at the bottom: Rory McIlroy. And then in the marker’s box he would sign, Nick Faldo or some other great player. At the time I didn’t think anything of it. But he was really stirring the dreams in his own mind.”

McIlroy turned seven in 1996, the year Tiger Woods left Stanford and immediately reshaped the pro game in his image. Highlights of Woods’s brooding intensity, lusty fist pumps, ferocious swings, and spectacular recoveries were beamed all the way to Holywood. Woods’s panache and creativity were starkly different from Faldo’s plodding, meticulous, anodyne precision. A poster of Woods quickly found a place on the wall in McIlroy’s bedroom.

The 1997 Masters remains a core memory for McIlroy. He already enjoyed a Sunday tradition of watching the final round of European Tour events with his father and then, after dinner, being allowed to stay up past his bedtime to catch the PGA Tour telecasts. But the Masters was a four-day holiday in the McIlroy household, as Gerry and his son would cram in as many hours of viewing as possible. “I watched it all,” Rory says of Woods’s march to history in ’97. “He shot 40 on the front nine on Thursday, came back in 30, and then just completely blitzed the field after that. I remember him hitting wedge like into 15 both days on Friday and Saturday. Yeah, it was just a complete masterclass.” He adds, “I certainly tried to model part of my game off him.” In a later interview, Rory admitted, “Ever since then all I wanted to do was be like him. I was a cocky and arrogant kid, I told anybody who would listen I’d be the best golfer in the world.”

It was also when he was seven that McIlroy began one of the foundational relationships of his life, with Holywood’s young teaching pro, Michael Bannon. It was a comfortable pairing: Bannon attended Gerry and Rosie’s wedding and had lived across the street from the McIlroys for three years. (He eventually left Holywood to become the head pro at Bangor Golf Club, fifteen minutes down the A2.) Bannon understood that he had been entrusted with a weighty responsibility. His philosophy was to let Rory be Rory. He eschewed overly technical talk and focused on feel. “I would never stand there and say, ‘Do this, do that,’ ” Bannon says. “I’d give him a little something, he’d go away with it and make it his own.” Bannon has thousands of McIlroy’s swings on video, meticulously cataloged by year; they started out on DVD and now live on hard drives. He still possesses a DVD on which is scrawled, Rory: 8 years old. The kid is wearing a yellow Nike sweatshirt and a black Nike hat in the manner of his new god, Tiger. (As defending champ, Faldo helped Woods wriggle into his green jacket.) “Bend your knees a wee tiny bit,” Bannon says on the video in a gentle voice. “Hold your balance. Hit it when you’re ready.” Little Rory absorbs the instruction effortlessly and makes a fluid, rhythmic swing; the ball disappears to the horizon. Within a year, Bannon could ask McIlroy to hit a draw or a fade on command. “Just like a Seve,” Bannon says, a reference to the high priest of shotmaking, Severiano Ballesteros of Spain, whose youthful brilliance reinvigorated European golf in the late 1970s. “He could feel the ball with his hands,” Bannon says of McIlroy. “He could feel the club. ‘Hit it high. Hit it low.’ He could just do it.”

Gerry and Rosie had long talks about what to do with their young prodigy. They may or may not have been aware of the most famous line from the Irish writer James Joyce’s classic A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man: “When the soul of a man is born in this country there are nets flung at it to hold it back from flight.” The McIlroys decided to do all they could to give their child wings; they were haunted by the feeling that their son’s talent came with an obligation, even a burden. Gerry embraced a rigorous work schedule to fund Rory’s golf: from 8:00 a.m. to noon he cleaned toilets and locker rooms and vacuumed hallways at a rugby club—it doesn’t get any more blue collar than that. From noon until 6:00 p.m., Gerry tended bar at Holywood Golf Club; after racing home for supper and a spot of tea, Gerry returned to the rugby club at 7:00 p.m. and worked as a bartender until midnight. As soon as he walked in the door, Rosie would leave for the graveyard shift at a nearby 3M factory, assigned the mind-numbing task of filling shipping crates with packing tape. One day, Rory asked his parents, “Why are we not like a normal family?” Gerry had a ready answer: “Sometimes, you might get a bit browned off or tired but Rosie would always cheer me up. ‘Gerry,’ she’d say, ‘one day this could be all worthwhile.’… We wanted to give our child a chance—after all, he was the only one we have.”

Of his parents, Rory says, “They basically never saw each other.” Yet he learned much from observing them. Rosie was a tower of strength—loyal, loving, steadfast, wary of outsiders. Both of her parents died young; she dropped out of school at sixteen to work on an assembly line. Gerry came from a slightly more prosperous clan. He could light up any room with his warm and open manner. Rory absorbed his father’s favorite saying: “It’s nice to be nice and it doesn’t cost you a penny.” His parents had high standards for his comportment. Gerry did not brook any displays of petulance or anger on the golf course. Rosie kept Rory in line everywhere else. Seamus O’Connor was a regular presence at Holywood Golf Club during Rory’s youth and would later become club captain; his wife was Rory’s elementary school teacher. “Rosie would ask how he was doing and, if there was ever a problem, just to let her know,” says O’Connor. “There was no messing about. By that time he was obviously very good at golf but there was no question of special treatment.”

Rosie’s sleepless nights and Gerry’s endless workweeks funded their son’s golf dreams. In 1997, when Rory was eight, the family traveled to San Diego for the Junior Worlds—Tiger Woods launched his legend by winning his age group six times—and Hawaii for the World Junior Masters. Seeing the wider world inspired Rory to dream big. In a 1998 interview with BBC Sports, the young, shy boy first told the world about his most outlandish dream: “I want to win all the majors.” Later that year, when Rory was nine, the McIlroys journeyed to Florida for the Junior Orange Bowl International Golf Championship, played at Doral’s Blue Monster, a longtime PGA Tour venue. Rory competed in the 9–10 age division, cutting a distinctive figure. “He had a little swagger and a big head of curls,” says Wally Uihlein, then the CEO of Titleist and FootJoy’s parent company, Acushnet; his son, Peter, played in the same age group as McIlroy. “His swing then doesn’t look much different than now, with this wonderful full shoulder turn. From there, he dropped it in the slot and just let the club go. In the under-fourteens, there are always a few big kids who can bomb it but have no short game. What stands out is the kid who has all the shots. Rory wasn’t big, but he had so much polish. You could tell he had been playing a lot of golf with adults who were good players.”

Uihlein chatted with Gerry and Rosie in the crowd, forming a lasting impression. “I thought it was a really neat story,” he says. “They were very well-grounded, no pretense—just good people from pretty humble backgrounds, and they were sacrificing everything because their son was a prodigy. They were memorable because they were different from many of the other parents.”

McIlroy was starstruck in this brave new world: “I remember being on the 18th fairway of the ‘Blue Monster’ thinking: ‘Wow! Tiger has been here. He’s been on the same fairway!’ That sort of stuff.” McIlroy won his age group, cementing his belief in himself and beginning his notoriety. News of his victory made its way back home to Gerry Kelly, who hosted an eponymous television variety show in Northern Ireland. He invited McIlroy to appear on the show in a case of art imitating life, as Tiger Woods’s star turn on The Mike Douglas Show when he was only two years old has always been part of his lore. But it was Rosie who had orchestrated the TV appearance: on the eve of the trip to Miami, she buttonholed Kelly during a chance encounter in Belfast. The McIlroys understood the power of mass media; they had already begun leaning into their working-class origin story.

On the appointed evening, Rory came to the TV studio in his snazziest Nike polo, black with white trim. He shyly answered a couple of questions from the host with a winning, gap-toothed smile. Then Kelly asked Rory to bounce a ball on the face of his wedge, and he did it effortlessly. With a showman’s flair, Rory kept bouncing the ball while putting the club between his legs. The audience’s approving cheers filled the soundstage. Then came the good stuff: an actual washing machine had been set up for Rory to chip balls into. He came oh-so-close on the first three attempts and then hooped the fourth. The crowd whooped. With the cameras still rolling, Kelly then sauntered over to the audience to ask Rosie about her son’s recent victory in Miami. Channeling Tida Woods, she replied, “Well, he didn’t go over there to lose.” Kelly mentioned that Gerry was missing out on a dinner that night at Holywood Golf Club, as he had been part of a team from the club that won the Belfast Industry Cup, a spirited event that brought together players from all over the city. In a cute scripted touch, Rory presented his dad with the medal he had earned for the victory. Kelly brought it all home to close the segment, saying, “Look out for this guy. If the Americans have Tiger Woods, we have young Rory.”

The McIlroys continued to make annual pilgrimages to South Florida and San Diego to expose their son to better competition. Along the way, Rory became good friends with a fellow competitor, Scott Pinckney of Orem, Utah. When Rory was eleven, Gerry and Rosie put him on a plane, alone, to spend the summer with the Pinckney family. “I cried for days,” says Rosie. Tony Finau lived about half an hour from Orem and saw a lot of McIlroy at Utah junior tournaments during that summer. “The hair, the freckles—he was a funny-looking kid with a wild accent,” says Finau. McIlroy amused the other players by mimicking Woods’s outfits, including rocking trousers in the searing heat while everyone else wore shorts. McIlroy reunited with his parents in San Diego at the end of the summer, and they were shocked by his American slang. Also, he had bleached his hair blond.

The McIlroys spared no expense on their son’s golf game. One of Rory’s contemporaries, Gareth Shaw, says, “I’ll never forget the day he showed up at Greenacres Golf Course [in Northern Ireland] with a brand-new Callaway ERC driver that had been cut down to size, literally custom-fit before custom-fitting was invented. It cost 450 sterling, a hefty investment for Gerry. But he knew how good Rory was going to be and was obviously willing to pay any price to help him.” Rory was twelve years old at the time.

Northern Ireland did not have the same infrastructure for junior golfers as California or Florida, so McIlroy often competed against adults. When he was twelve, he played in a Senior Cup event at Holywood Golf Club, which featured a fancy dinner to announce the matches on the eve of the competition. Gerry topped out at five foot seven, and the prepubescent Rory stood barely five feet tall. “They called out this big guy from the club first and then they announced, ‘Rory McIlroy,’ and Rory walks out and the guy starts laughing,” says Gabby Maguire, who was managing the club restaurant in those days. “[The match the next day] was all over on the 13th [hole]. The guy obviously didn’t know about Rory back then. I guarantee you that guy’s not laughing anymore.” McIlroy posted a 63 in another club competition that year. He had intuited how to squeeze every extra yard out of his small frame. “I think all of us have thought about how Rory could hit it so far at a young age,” says Shaw. “He put a load of pressure into his front side and would spring off the ground, and then he had that unique double hip action, too. It was a sequence of moves that was unique and I’m not even sure could be taught. He just figured it out, and he had the athleticism to make it work.”

Bannon puts it another way: “His swing is him—it has personality. It has flair.”

Rory’s status as a top prospect was cemented when he was thirteen and Darren Clarke invited him to be part of a small gathering of elite Northern Irish junior golfers hosted by Clarke’s charitable foundation. By then, Clarke had established himself as the best golfer ever to come out of Northern Ireland, with nine European Tour victories and a memorable beatdown of Woods in the championship match of the 2000 WGC Match Play Championship. Clarke spent a couple of days offering tutelage at Portmarnock Golf Club, outside Dublin. He invited Dermot Gilleece, the dean of Irish golf writers, to observe. “It was a miserable winter’s day,” says Gilleece, “and we went out to the par-3 seventh hole. Darren says, ‘C’mon, Rory, show us what you have.’ There was a hard wind blowing off the right, and Rory held up a 7-iron that landed next to the flag. Just a beautifully executed shot. Darren looked at me and smiled but said nothing. That spoke volumes.”

Clarke warmed to the role of mentor. As McIlroy later recalled, “He says, ‘Rory, come here. Anything you want or need, just give me a call.’ And he handed me his number. A 13 year old with Clarke’s number! It was quite special.”

McIlroy finally caught a growth spurt at the outset of his teenage years, profoundly changing his game. “He was always miles behind us off the tee, obviously just a wee small fellow,” says his uncle Colm. “Then one day, when he got to be 13, all of a sudden we’re walking up to our drives and there were a couple bunched together and there was one 10 yards ahead. And we’re going, ‘God, that’s Rory.’ He got to his ball, looked back and said, ‘Everything all right back there, guys?’ ”

Nothing would ever be the same.



THE ISLAND OF IRELAND had been the site of bloody conflict since at least the ninth century, when Vikings began raiding seaside villages. The Anglo-Norman invasions of 1169 led to centuries of conflict with the native Irish, who spoke Gaelic and were overwhelmingly Catholic. In 1542, Henry VIII of England was named king of Ireland by the Crown of Ireland Act. The British dominion was cemented in the early seventeenth century, when half a million acres in the northern reaches of the island were colonized under the Plantation of Ulster. By law, the settlers had to be Protestant, English-speaking, and loyal to the king. The ensuing sectarian tension exploded in 1641, when an uprising by the native Irish led to the killing of thousands of Protestants, touching off a decade of civil war; conservative estimates put the death toll at a quarter million, more than 10 percent of the island’s population. For the next 150 years, outbreaks of fighting were followed by exhausted, tenuous peace.

After the Irish Rebellion of 1798 was quelled by British forces, the Irish parliament was abolished and the island subsumed into the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland. Catholics were legislated into second-class citizens by the Protestant minority, ensuring the inevitability of more violence. The infamous Easter Rising of 1916, followed by the Irish War of Independence, resulted in the Anglo-Irish Treaty of 1921. It required that all of Ireland swear allegiance to the British Crown, which, of course, begat more violence. The bloody Irish Civil War (1922–23) finally cleaved the island. Fierce fighting by the Irish Republican Army and widespread civil disobedience, including the refusal of Irish railway workers to transport British troops, led to the creation of the Irish Free State. It comprised twenty-six counties, while six other counties opted out of the new state and remained under British rule as Northern Ireland. The partition stranded half a million Catholics in Northern Ireland, including the forebears of Gerry and Rosie McIlroy. This disenfranchised minority often felt discriminated against in the job and housing markets and was denied political representation; the term “gerrymandering” became popular during this period in Ireland to describe the insidious manipulation of political boundaries. Northern Irish unionists, aligned with the United Kingdom, “saw themselves as a frontier community facing wily and violent enemies, and backed by only half-hearted friends,” David McKittrick and David McVea write in their expansive history Making Sense of the Troubles. “Unionists were for the most part inward-looking people, conservative, cautious and suspicious of change.”

Discontent and discord simmered for decades before finally exploding in the summer of 1969. The spark was a civil rights campaign to end discrimination against Catholics in Northern Ireland. A demonstration in Derry, inspired in part by Martin Luther King Jr.’s march on Selma, turned into a riot, with protesters battling the notoriously brutal Royal Ulster Constabulary. The violence spread to Belfast, and British troops were swiftly deployed. More than 750 injuries were reported, including 133 gunshot wounds. The Troubles had begun. The Irish Republican Army began a bombing campaign of terror or liberation, depending on your point of view. The British Army meted out its own violence; in 1972, soldiers fired on unarmed protesters during another civil rights march. Thirteen died on this bloody Sunday, an atrocity that would later be memorialized in song by U2. Rosie McIlroy’s hometown of Lurgan was the scene of so many bombings and assassinations that it earned the grim nickname “Murder Town.”

The simmering civil war directly impacted the McIlroy clan. Rory’s paternal grandfather, Jimmy, painted and repaired the towering cranes on the Belfast docks but was banned from better-paying jobs in the shipyards, as those were given exclusively to Protestants. (The Titanic had been built in Belfast.) The McIlroy family strove to be apolitical, and it took a deep optimism for Jimmy’s brother Joe McIlroy to move his Catholic family into Orangefield, a Protestant stronghold in East Belfast. (The neighborhood name is a dog whistle, an ode to King William III, aka William of Orange, a hero of Protestant rule.) Joe worked as a computer technician and was seeking a quiet place to raise four daughters, but the family’s very presence became a provocation. On the evening of November 21, 1972, Joe was in his home fiddling with a broken washing machine when a torrent of bullets ripped through the back door. Joe, thirty-two, was shot in the stomach and died in front of his wife and daughters. Mary McIlroy was covered in her husband’s blood. “I’ll never forget it as long as I live,” a neighbor was quoted in the book Lost Lives. “Mrs. McIlroy ran out of the house and stood on the step shouting.” Decades later, intelligence files would be made public; accounts vary as to whether the killers were members of the Ulster Volunteer Force (motto: “For God and Ulster”) or the Ulster Defence Association’s paramilitary unit, known as the Baker/McCreery gang (motto: Quis Separabit?—Latin for “Who will separate us?”). Joe McIlroy was the seventy-fourth victim of the Troubles that year.

Political violence continued to roil the Irish island until a lasting ceasefire finally arrived in 1998 with the Good Friday Agreement. The deal was struck on what happened to be the day of the second round of the Masters. Gilleece was in Augusta covering the tournament. “By way of emphasizing how prepossessed golfing people are about their own activities,” Gilleece says, “the only mention of the agreement that I can recall was from my sports editor at The Irish Times, who referred to it as a ‘remarkable happening.’ This was probably his way of warning me to keep my copy tight!” It felt like kismet when, two days later, Irish American Mark O’Meara claimed the green jacket.

Rory was eight when the Good Friday Agreement was signed, becoming part of the first generation of Northern Irish youth to know peace. Rather than send their son to Holywood Primary, the town’s secular elementary school, Rosie and Gerry chose St. Patrick’s Catholic elementary school, where Rory’s first Holy Communion photograph still hangs on the wall. He then matriculated to the nondenominational Sullivan Upper School, where he was compelled to wear a blazer emblazoned with the Gaelic motto Lámh Foisdineach An Uachtar: “With the Gentle Hand Foremost.” It was an aspirational notion for kids who finally had a chance to remake their homeland after centuries of bloodshed.

Golf played a small but meaningful role.

The Golfing Union of Ireland (GUI) was founded in 1891, three years before the United States Golf Association (USGA). The GUI remained a beacon of neutrality throughout the political tumult. “The Golfing Union predated partition,” says Pat Finn, who ran the GUI from 2011 to 2020, “and it has always represented the thirty-two counties equally. Thankfully, nothing was ever done to change that.” Kids of all backgrounds were thrown together with golf as their shared religion, competing not under the Republic of Ireland’s tricolor but the Four Provinces flag, which represents the entire island, including Ulster in the north; the logo on the GUI clothing was a noncontroversial shamrock. McIlroy played out of the GUI’s Ulster branch, which received money from the Sports Council for Northern Ireland, financed by the National Lottery of Britain. “Protestant, Catholic—we didn’t care about any of that,” says Shaw. “We just wanted to play golf and try to chase our dreams.” The GUI’s mandate was to nurture the best young talent on the island. McIlroy was invited to train with other top prospects beginning when he was thirteen, and the GUI’s apolitical values dovetailed with what he had been taught at home.

As always, McIlroy stood out among his peers. “He always wanted to show off—hit it higher, hit it lower, curve it more,” says Shaw. “He always had that swagger, which he needed because he was younger and smaller. He got thrown into the deep end, and either he had to sink or swim.” The GUI occasionally brought in top teachers for clinics, including Pete Cowen, who across the decades would minister to practically every top European pro. “Sometimes you can tell if a kid is going to make it just by looking in his eyes,” says Cowen.

And what did he see when he met young Rory’s gaze?

“Determination.”

Like everyone else, Cowen was wowed by the pipsqueak’s power. In trying to explain how the wee lad generated such unlikely clubhead speed, Cowen eschews technical mumbo jumbo and cites school recess. “You watch the boys run around,” he says, “and there are slow ones and fast ones and always a fastest one. Why is he the fastest? It’s the musculature and coordination he was born with, it’s the biomechanics he figured out intuitively. And there’s one more thing: he wants to be the fastest. That was Rory with a driver in his hands.”

It was through the GUI that McIlroy first became friendly with a big, garrulous kid who was two years older, a head taller, and possessed a magical short game: Shane Lowry. Cowen has vivid memories of their first encounter. “There were a lot of talented players at that first session but two of them stood out,” he says, “a curly-headed little kid from Holywood and a fat kid with glasses.” It was a stroke of good fortune that McIlroy had another world-class talent to train alongside. “They pushed and pulled each other,” says Cowen. “It was a friendly rivalry. Very friendly, but still a rivalry.”

Lowry’s first impressions of the young McIlroy? “He swung the club better than anyone else, even at that age, and always looked the part,” Lowry says. “I know Gerry was working his nuts off [to pay for it] but he had all the gear. He was this cocky little fooker from the North, that’s how I would have seen it.”

With the material support of the GUI, McIlroy began to travel beyond the invisible border of Northern Ireland to face stouter competition. He arrived at the 2004 West of Ireland Championship to considerable fanfare. “He was already big news on the scene,” says Stephen Moloney, a fellow competitor sixteen years McIlroy’s senior. “He had been on the TV show, he had the Darren [Clarke] connection. He was a kid everyone was keeping their eye on.” During the second round at Rosses Point, Moloney played a match versus Paddy Devine one hole ahead of McIlroy. “We stood on the second tee watching the crowd walk up the first fairway, about two hundred people strong,” says Moloney. “In the early stages of an amateur tournament, it’s usually only the birds watching. It was like, Holy shit! That was when we all realized Rory was going to be a star. Or maybe he was one already and the rest of us just hadn’t realized it. Anyway, Paddy and I looked at each other and kind of shook our heads: one of us was going to have to deal with that the next day. I was working in a bank then. Imagine going back to Limerick after having my ass handed to me by a fourteen-year-old who is barely taller than his golf bag!”

Moloney and McIlroy both won their matches, setting up a showdown in the round of sixteen. “I’m not a short hitter, and on the sixth hole I crunched one,” says Moloney. “Rory hit his drive right next to mine. That was another holy shit moment. This kid had effortless power.” But McIlroy missed a couple of short putts in the middle of the round and got beaten by a wily veteran. “It’s fun to look back and say I got him one time,” says Moloney. “I get to hold on to that.”

As well he should, because McIlroy was about to go to a whole different level. In 2004, at age fifteen, he became the first player to win the Irish Youths’ Open and Irish Boys championship in the same year. McIlroy was already beginning to wear a cloak of inevitability. Pat Finn bumped into the McIlroys exiting the clubhouse after Rory’s victory in the Irish Youths’. The kid was holding a shiny trophy but wearing a sullen expression. “It almost felt like it didn’t matter to him,” says Finn. “I said to Rory, ‘Why aren’t you smiling? Don’t you realize what you’ve just done?’ He looked at me like, What are you on about? This is what I do. He wasn’t mean about it, just matter-of-fact. This was just another step on a long journey he knew he was making.”

McIlroy’s fine play earned him a spot on two prestigious squads in the summer of ’04: representing Ireland at the European Boys’ Team Championship and Team Europe at the Junior Ryder Cup. The Cup was played at Westfield Country Club, outside of Akron, Ohio. McIlroy went 1-0-1 during Europe’s lopsided win. Along the way, he reunited with Tony Finau, who couldn’t stop laughing at McIlroy’s elaborate new hairdo, as the Ulsterman’s long curls glistened with gel. “I was like, Dang, Rory has Jheri curl now!” says Finau. “With blond tips!”

McIlroy’s ascent accelerated on Easter weekend of 2005, a few weeks before his sixteenth birthday, when he became the youngest winner in the history of the West of Ireland Championship, one of the island’s most prestigious events. Shortly thereafter, McIlroy became the youngest winner of the Irish Amateur Close Championship (the old-fashioned name means “closed to professionals”). Gerry had seen enough. He marched to the local betting parlor and put down £200 on his son to win an Open Championship by the time he was twenty-five, having been granted 500–1 odds by the somewhat mystified bookies. Two friends placed similar but smaller bets.

Gerry and his pals were hardly alone in suddenly recognizing that there was money to be made on McIlroy’s future.





2.

In the autumn of 1983, a corpulent Scot lit out of Roswell, New Mexico, with his head shaved and his tail between his legs. Colin Montgomerie had traveled from Troon, Scotland, to attend the New Mexico Military Institute. His wavy locks were shorn upon arrival. The reigning Scottish Boys champion looked around at his fellow grim-faced cadets and realized that he had made a terrible mistake. He caught the first bus out of town and eventually wound up in Houston, where he made a desperate phone call home to his father, James, the secretary of the Royal Troon Golf Club. James rang a well-connected priest in England, who called a friend in Houston who happened to know the head coach of the golf team at Houston Baptist University (now Houston Christian University). Just like that, Monty was granted a walk-on spot on the team.

A prissy, proper graduate of a leading Scottish boarding school, Montgomerie strode the Houston Baptist campus in his golf trousers. “And no girl in the U.S. is going to talk to you if you’re getting around in golf pants,” recalls his roommate Glenn Joyner. “I finally got fed up and took him out to buy jeans.” Montgomerie had been forbidden by his stern father from wearing denim; unchaperoned, he chose a pair of Jordache with a white cotton frill down the leg. “Looked bloody ridiculous,” Joyner says.

This small Christian college similarly became a place of self-discovery for Montgomerie the golfer. He turned himself into a two-time All-American and led the Huskies to three straight conference championships. “People think that because I had my first experience of golf at Troon, I should have become a great links player,” Montgomerie says. “But it was on American courses that I learned my craft. The strengths of my game were developed here. As a student, I found the weather and the facilities were so good that I wanted to practice seven days a week. I put in a hell of a lot of effort in college.”

In 1998, as Montgomerie was lording over the European Tour on his way to the World Golf Hall of Fame, a lad from Portrush, Northern Ireland, followed Monty’s footsteps from the linksland to the Bible Belt. The language barrier was the biggest challenge when Graeme McDowell enrolled at the University of Alabama at Birmingham. “Between their accent and my accent, every conversation was an adventure,” he says. “Sometimes it was hard to believe we were all speaking English.” According to McDowell, he was merely a “pretty good amateur golfer” when he arrived in Birmingham, but he, too, thrived in the college ranks: he won six tournaments during his senior year and claimed the Fred Haskins Award as the nation’s top collegiate golfer. The transatlantic talent kept flowing, including Englishman Luke Donald’s star turn at Northwestern and Alex Norén, of Sweden, earning All–Big 12 honors at Oklahoma State.

Taking note of all of this was Fred Warren, the head coach at East Tennessee State University (ETSU). “You know why Texas and Florida are so good every year?” Warren asks. “They get the best players in the state to stay home. We’re a mid-major, kids don’t grow up dreaming of playing here. We have to cast a wider net. I decided I would try to get the best players from Ireland, Scotland, Wales, and England. If we could do that, I figured we’d be pretty good.”

His first overseas recruit was a gadfly Irishman named J. P. Fitzgerald. Warren made many phone calls to the Fitzgerald home but could never reach J.P.; his mom always said he was at the driving range, practicing. This impressed Warren, but, in fact, J.P. was usually at the track betting on horses. “I just told my mum to say that,” Fitzgerald ultimately confided in Warren. At one of his first practices at ETSU, Fitzgerald spent more time schmoozing than hitting balls. When Warren gently admonished him, J.P. shot back, “Eh, Coach, has your name and Hitler’s ever been used in the same sentence before?”

For all the grief that Fitzgerald caused his coach, his outsized presence helped create a pipeline of talent between the Emerald Isle and the Volunteer State. In the early aughts, Warren nabbed two strong players from the Irish island, Gareth Shaw and Cian McNamara. Both told tall tales of a mega-talent back home named Rory McIlroy, who was about four years younger than them. Warren was intrigued enough to fly to the 2004 European Boys’ Team Championship in Finland to watch the fifteen-year-old McIlroy compete. “I’d seen outlying talent before,” says Warren. “I saw Tiger for the first time when he was thirteen, I saw Sergio [García] when he was fourteen. Something about Rory just sucked you in. I was gonna watch him for only a couple of holes, but that’s like trying to eat just one potato chip—you can’t do it! I went all eighteen. I was in awe of his charisma and his talent. He was really long off the tee and could hit shots that took your breath away, but what stood out was the look in his eye. He knew he was good. I came home and told someone how great this kid was going to be, and they didn’t believe me.”

The coach recruited McIlroy hard, knowing he could forever alter the trajectory of the ETSU program. Warren made another trip overseas, to Dublin, to woo McIlroy at the Boys Home Internationals. Warren buttonholed Rory’s dad in the parking lot of Portmarnock Golf Club. Gerry had been doing his due diligence, including some long talks with Gareth Shaw’s father, an old friend. He knew how important American colleges had been in the development of Monty, McDowell, and Donald. Even Tiger Woods, after a record-setting amateur career, had resisted the siren song of the pro game and enrolled at Stanford.

“Would Rory be interested in playing college golf?” Warren asked.

Gerry replied, “Yeah, he’d like to play at ETSU.”

All these years later, Warren says, “My heart skipped a couple of beats.”

At the age of fifteen, Rory took the SAT with minimal preparation and scored 1170. A few months later, in November 2004, he signed his letter of intent to play for ETSU beginning in the fall of ’05. (In Northern Ireland, compulsory education ends on the June 30 following a student’s sixteenth birthday.) But in college recruiting it ain’t over till it’s over, so coaches continued to ring the McIlroy household. Rosie would usually answer and shout upstairs to her son, who wouldn’t bother coming to the phone, instead bellowing, “Tell them not to bother, I’m going to ETSU.”

The plot thickened when McIlroy won the West of Ireland and Irish Close in the spring of 2005, cementing his reputation as one of the brightest prospects in European golf. “I thought I only had to worry about the other college coaches,” says Warren. Turns out there were bigger sharks circling.



ANDREW CHANDLER WASN’T MUCH of a student growing up in Cheshire, England. “I was smart but lazy,” he says. “I earned a degree in common sense.” He became a professional golfer, but not a very good one. “I never had the necessary focus and dedication to be a really top player, although I probably had the talent to be one,” Chandler says. Still, he had a helluva time playing the wild and woolly European Tour of the 1970s and ’80s. A raconteur whose waistline betrayed his love of food and wine, Chandler earned a nickname that only hinted at his outsized presence: Chubby. In just one of his endless number of colorful stories, Chandler was playing in South Africa when he gave an off-duty caddie ten bucks to buy, as Chubby puts it, “ganja.” The caddie came back with a messenger bag stuffed with marijuana and handed it to Chandler mid-round. “It lasted for a good while,” Chandler says of his stash, “but perhaps not as long as you’d think.”

Chandler’s playing career was going up in smoke by the late ’80s, and he began ruminating on life after golf. A friend offered a little sponsorship money for the 1989 season, but Chubby felt he’d be a bad investment, so he asked if he could broker a deal to redirect the money to another player. Just like that, he became an agent. He started scrounging up small endorsement deals for his mates on tour. In 1990, Chubby was contacted by folks close to Darren Clarke, who was then a blue-chip amateur trying to decide when to turn pro. They played a round of golf to get to know each other, and Chubby was awestruck by Clarke’s ball-striking and charmed by his outsized personality. “I knew then I had a business,” he says.

Clarke swiftly turned pro and enlisted Chubby’s services. Chandler knew that Mark McCormack, who invented the role of the dashing, dealmaking superagent, had launched his business with nothing more than a handshake with Arnold Palmer, so Chubby did the same thing with Clarke. The Northern Irishman won his first important tournament in 1993, the year the talented Englishman Lee Westwood turned pro. He, too, joined Chubby’s stable, which had been christened International Sports Management (ISM). Clarke and Westwood quickly became best friends, and Chandler was an omnipresent part of the fun: pints after the round, decadent dinners, forays to the track to bet on horses. In 1997, Westwood emerged as one of the best players in the world, winning tournaments in Japan, Malaysia, and Spain, as well as beating Greg Norman in a playoff to take the prestigious Australian Open. The globe-trotting success put Chubby at the forefront of the game. He served as his own publicist, charming reporters with wry observations and refreshing candor. More and more top international players flocked to ISM: Ernie Els, Charl Schwartzel, Louis Oosthuizen. Chubby cornered the Northern Irish market by signing Graeme McDowell to go along with Clarke. Both began whispering in Chandler’s ear about this prodigy out of Holywood. At thirteen and fourteen, McIlroy had been hosted by Clarke for a weekend of mentorship through Clarke’s charitable foundation. Chubby made the scene and was struck by McIlroy’s composure. “He was the only kid there who wasn’t scared shitless,” he says. “There were seventeen-year-olds there, sixteen-year-olds. Everybody else was too scared to ask a question or say anything, and this little kid wanted to show Darren how to play certain shots! He just took over.” Chandler knew star quality when he saw it; he slid his card to Gerry McIlroy, telling him, “Things are going to get interesting for you. If you get stressed about anything, give me a call.”

Other folks were also beginning to cozy up to the McIlroys. In 2005, on a sojourn to Florida, Rory was eating lunch with his dad at PGA National when Louis Wellen, the sports marketing manager for Oakley, sidled up and gave them a handful of sunglasses, on the house. “Rory, you don’t know it yet, but you’re going to be a big part of Oakley’s history,” Wellen told him. The McIlroys were flattered but baffled.

ISM had begun dabbling in event management; among the tournaments it ran was the British Masters, one of the better stops on the European Tour schedule. In 2005, following McIlroy’s double-dip at the West of Ireland and Irish Close, the sixteen-year-old received a sponsor’s invitation to compete in his first professional event at… the British Masters. “Funny how that happened,” Chandler says, cleaning the blood and feathers from his whiskers.

The first round—played at the Forest of Arden course outside of Birmingham, England—featured cold temperatures and high winds. Fewer than twenty players broke par, which adds a little context to McIlroy’s dispiriting 82. Still, a well-traveled pro named Damien McGrane had kind words for
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