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Foreword
I remember it like it was yesterday.
Phil Mickelson standing over his 18-foot putt on the 18th green at Augusta National. If he makes it, he wins the Masters by one shot. It would be his first major tournament victory. I found myself on the edge of my seat, holding my breath.
He stroked his putt. The ball rolled slowly, slowly, ever so slowly toward the hole. At the last moment, it looked like the ball was going to tail off to the left and miss. Instead, it caught the lip on the left side, rolled around to the right side, and dropped into the cup.
Phil jumped into the air, arms extended over his head. The Masters crowd went wild. They also raised their arms in the air. At home, I stood up and screamed, “Yes! Yes!” Tears were streaming down my face and I didn’t completely know why.
Later, I found out that people all over the country reacted the same way. They spilled out of airport bars yelling, “He did it! He did it!” They celebrated in department stores, restaurants, hotels, and golf clubhouses. People working in their yards heard shouts of joy coming from their neighbors’ homes. When Phil made that putt, there was a collective “hurrah” across the entire nation. It was one of the most thrilling and magic moments in the history of sports.
Several months later, my editor at Warner called. “Don, do you follow golf?” he asked.
“Sure, Rick. I love golf.”
“Would you be willing to work with Phil Mickelson on a book?”
I caught the next plane to San Diego.
Don Phillips
 Christmas 2004


Warmup

As in life, golf is a game of circles.

I’m on the practice green, walking in circles around the hole. Ten golf balls are spread out eighteen inches apart, in a perfect circle, each exactly three feet away from the cup. I just move around the circle rolling them in—with the same stroke, the same stance, the same setup.

When I knock in five balls, Bones (my caddy) picks them out of the hole and sets them back in the circle behind me. There are a number of people watching and each time I make a putt, I can hear some of them quietly counting—91, 92, 93, 94. . . .

This is part of my pre-tournament routine—one that had been recommended to me by one of the greatest putters the game has ever known—1956 Masters champion Jackie Burke. In this drill, I hit three-foot putts until I make 100 in a row. Ten golf balls. Ten times around the circle. 100 golf balls. But if I miss, I have to start all over again. It may take me only 100 putts if I do it the first time, or it may take 1,500 putts if I keep missing.

That’s what happened to me on this past Wednesday’s practice session. I kept missing late in my count. “90, 91, 92,” the people counted out loud. Then I missed and they groaned. So I started over again. “1, 2, 3. . . .”

I got up into the 90s again. “93, 94, 95,” And I missed again. “Oh, noooooo,” a couple of guys whispered. “1, 2, 3 . . . ” Then I went all the way around again. “97, 98, 99,” and I missed the 100th putt.

It kept happening that way. I missed a bunch of times when I was in the 90s, which caused this routine to take forever. I’d much rather miss earlier in the count than late. Golfers who had teed off on their front nine when I started were finishing the 9th hole—and I was still walking around in circles on the putting green. The 1976 Masters champion, Raymond Floyd, looked on for a few minutes. He saw me miss and said, “Man, this is brutal.” Then he walked away, unable to watch any longer.

I kept missing on Wednesday. But not today. Today I make the first 100 practice putts. The few who know what I’m doing applaud. And I start my next drill.

It’s Sunday morning, April 11, 2004. We’re at Augusta National Country Club in Augusta, Georgia. We’re going to play the final round of the greatest golf tournament in the world—the Masters.

The Masters: the one tournament with a timeless quality. The only one of the four majors that stays in one place. The others rotate yearly. Not the Masters. It’s always played right here on the same golf course—where the legends of golf once stood at the same tee boxes, walked the same fairways, putted on the same greens. Bobby Jones. Walter Hagen. Gene Sarazen. Byron Nelson. Ben Hogan. Sam Snead. In one way or another, they’re all here for the 68th Masters. It’s Tiger Woods’ 10th, Fred Couples’ 20th, Tom Watson’s 31st, Raymond Floyd’s 40th, Jack Nicklaus’44th, and Arnold Palmer’s 50th. I’ve dreamed about winning this tournament since I was nine years old. And now I’m getting my 12th shot at it.

You’ll never play a round of golf in a more beautiful setting. The tall pines, the azaleas, the lush green fairways, the velvet greens. Each hole is named for a flower, a plant, a tree, or a bush that surrounds that particular fairway or green. There seems to be a real sense of calmness across the golf course today. The color of the leaves, the smell of the grass. The air, the light, the sun, the feeling. It’s hard to explain. This place is just magical. Today’s weather is sunny and cloudless with mild temperatures. There are some light winds and conditions are dry. The course will play firm and fast. It’ll be a great day to play golf.

During Thursday’s first round, we had a two-hour rain delay. Then things cleared up nicely. Actually, I wouldn’t have minded at all if the rain had kept up—as long as we could continue playing. When it rains, the ball doesn’t run as much once it hits the ground. Since I have a tendency to hit my shots higher and carry them more, I thought it would be an advantage for me. Also, when I was a kid, I’d go to this par 3 golf course near my home. Rainy days were my favorite times because nobody else would be there. So I’d put on my rain gear, grab a bucket of balls, and go out under a palm tree. I’d have the entire place as my private driving range—free to hit the ball wherever I wished. I loved how peaceful and calm it was. One time, it really started to pour and one of my friends who worked in the pro shop came out and asked me what in the world I was doing. “This extra practice, right here, is going to help me win a couple of Masters someday,” I responded. That’s a true story.

My wife, Amy, and our three children are with me this week. So are my mom, dad, and sister—as are Amy’s parents. It’s nice to have everybody here, especially today, Easter Sunday. Last night, Amy and I helped the Easter Bunny hide the children’s Easter baskets. When Amanda, Sophia, and Evan woke up this morning, they had to follow a trail of jellybeans all over the place—under couches, over tables, behind curtains. It was a lot of fun watching them. Right now they’re all back at the house coloring Easter eggs. I know Amanda, especially, was looking forward to that.

It’s funny, there are a lot of things I recall from my childhood—but one Easter weekend was especially memorable. It was then that I learned that playing golf was not a right, but a very special privilege.
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When Philip was eleven years old, he failed to do his chores around the house. As a boy, he didn’t generally do things that were wrong. He just sometimes didn’t do the things he was supposed to do.

Well, there were three junior golf events that particular Easter weekend, and Philip’s punishment was that he could not play in them. He moped around the house all weekend, but he learned a good lesson.

After that, we never really had too many problems with our son. He knew that golf would be taken away from him if he misbehaved in any way. And that was the last thing he wanted to have happen. I mean, it was pure torture for Philip not to be able to play golf.

Mary and Philip Mickelson, Sr., Phil’s Parents
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I showed up at the golf course by 10:00 a.m. this morning. Whenever I have a late tee time, as I do today, I use a double warm-up routine that helps me prepare for the day without expending too much energy. I begin with a one- to two-hour practice session at the driving range to work on distance control with my irons—and by that I mean, if I have to hit a shot 132 yards, I do not hit it 137 yards. Given the severity of the greens, a slight miscalculation can mean the difference between birdie and bogey. Then I go over to the practice putting green and, after I make my 100 three-foot putts, I’ll take an hour off and eat a good lunch.

At my lunch break today, I changed my shirt from white to black. I usually try to practice in a white shirt because it’s cooler and usually matches whatever pants I have on that day. Amy usually picks out what I wear. As a matter of fact, I consult with her on my entire wardrobe because I have zero fashion sense—and I’ve learned the hard way that I can really get burned if I’m not careful.

When I was a senior in high school, for instance, I qualified as an amateur for the San Diego Open. It was my first real PGA Tour experience and I was very excited. I wanted to dress like the pros so, on Thursday, I wore my coolest pair of yellow polyester pants and a green-striped, hard-collared shirt. I looked good! Or so I thought.

In the middle of the round, my playing partner (who was in his first year on the Tour) was up in the fairway getting ready to hit his shot, so I stood behind him, still as can be, and tried to be quiet. I guess my outfit distracted him, because he said, “Hey, Phil, would you mind moving just a little bit. It wouldn’t normally be a problem, but today you look like a freaking canary!” (That’s the G-rated version!)

Ooooo, that one hurt because all my friends and family were there, looking on. When I got to Arizona State University the next year, the other members of the golf team took me right down to the mall and made me buy khaki pants and shirts with soft collars.
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Philip developed his fashion sense at a very early age. When he was four years old, we sent him to a weeklong golf clinic, and on the last day, he was to compete in a big putting contest against everybody else—including some teenagers.

Well, he was a golfer now and wanted to dress himself for this very important event. We said okay, so he put on a pair of plaid pants and a striped shirt. Then he went out and won that little tournament and brought home his very first trophy (which he slept with that night). And wouldn’t you know it, the next morning, Philip’s picture was in the local paper—in his glowing outfit holding his new trophy!

Mary and Philip Mickelson, Sr.
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When I emerge from the clubhouse with my “Outfit by Amy,” I go to the driving range and tune up with some long- and short-iron shots. Then I head back to the practice green and start working on some longer putts. I especially hit a lot of 15- to 20-footers just because, typically, that’s the distance you’ve got to putt to make birdies at Augusta National.

As I wind up my practice session, a lot of nice people are saying encouraging words. “This is your year, Phil.” “Make this your first one. We’re pulling for you.” They are not talking about me winning my first PGA Tournament. I’ve already won 22 Tour events. They’re talking about me winning my first major.

There are four major golf tournaments—the Masters, the U. S. Open, the British Open, and the PGA Championship. This will be my 47th major tournament. My first was the U. S. Open in 1990. I’ve finished in the top ten sixteen times, but never won. I’ve finished in third place in three of the last four Masters—including the last three years in a row. The media has blessed me with the title: “The Best Player Never to Have Won a Major Championship.” Jack Nicklaus has won the most professional majors—eighteen. Tiger Woods has already won eight. Ben Hogan won nine. Arnold Palmer, seven. Byron Nelson 5. “What’s wrong with me?” I keep hearing.

I’ve come close over the years—real close. In 1999, Payne Stewart holed a long putt at the U. S. Open to beat me by a shot. David Toms did the same thing at the PGA Championship in 2001. And I was runner-up to Tiger at the 2002 U. S. Open. Some people say I seem to “choke” at the big events. Others say that I’m too aggressive, that I “go for it” too often when I should be more conservative and lay up. Still others simply call me “golf’s most lovable runner-up.” With every year that passes, it seems there is more and more emphasis placed on this “major” statistic. I remember one headline from a national newspaper just before 1999’s PGA Championship: “Last Chance for Phil Mickelson to Win a Major Tournament Before the Millennium Ends.”

For whatever reason, it’s been more difficult for me to win major championships than regular tour events. I’d like to win one. But I don’t think I would be a different player if I did. And I certainly don’t look at myself as a failure in any way. In that case, I would dread these major tournaments—rather than look forward to them as I do every year. Actually I like the challenge because I truly believe that success is more rewarding when it is difficult to achieve.

My entire family is excited at this year’s Masters because I’m tied for the lead after three rounds. I’ve had rounds of 72, 69, and 69. I haven’t made a bogey since the 4th hole of Friday’s round. That’s 32 holes in a row at par or better. Not bad for some, but amazing for me. I’m driving the ball well and hitting greens in regulation. All in all, I’ve had a great tournament to this point.

But winning my first green jacket (the traditional award for a Masters champion) won’t be an easy thing to accomplish. I’m competing against an international field with some of the finest golfers from America and all over the world. Here’s how the leaderboard stacks up as we begin our last round:



	
			PLAYER
			SCORE
	

	
			Phil Mickelson
			-6
	

	
			Chris DiMarco
			-6
	

	
			Paul Casey
			-4
	

	

			Ernie Els
			-3
	

	
			Bernhard Langer
			-3
	

	
			K. J. Choi
			-3
	

	
			Kirk Triplett
			-2
	

	

			Davis Love III
			-1
	

	
			Fredrik Jaacobson
			-1
	

	
			Vijay Singh
			E
	

	

			Fred Couples
			E
	

	
			Retief Goosen
			E
	

	
			Jay Haas
			E
	

	

			Padraig Harrington
			E
	

	
			Nick Price
			E
	


	
Despite the tough competition, I like my chances today for a number of reasons. First, this is the only time I’ve ever had the lead (or been tied for the lead) going into the last round of a major. Because I don’t have to make up ground on the leaders, I’m not going to have to play flawless golf today.

Second, I’m paired with a good friend of mine, Chris DiMarco. We’ve played together many times before—going all the way back to college when I was at Arizona State and Chris was at Florida. He and I are tied for the lead and clearly, he’s also having a great tournament. Although Chris and I will be competing today, our friendship and his sense of humor should ease some of the tension and pressure.

The third reason I feel good about my chances is that I’ve really prepared for this event. Last week, I walked the course with Rick Smith (my long-game coach) and Dave Pelz (my short-game coach) trying to find areas where I could shave off a shot or two from my rounds. Also, in my previous eleven Masters, I’ve become very familiar with the golf course. I know Augusta National inside and out. I’ve learned the nuances of the course through practice rounds with many of the past Masters champions. I’ve learned where you can get up and down from off the green to make par. I know which pin placements you can attack, and which ones you should be more cautious toward. I know where you can chip around the greens, and where you should putt instead. I’ve studied every single green for shot dispersion, speed, and break. This course, I believe, sets up well for me as a left-handed golfer.

Having my friends and family around makes me more determined. Steve Loy, my former college coach and current business manager, is here. So are Dave Pelz and Rick Smith, who, because they know Sunday at the Masters can put a lot of pressure on a golfer, are trying to help me to relax.
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Phil was really tuned in during his morning practice session. In fact, he didn’t make a bad swing at all. It was a teacher’s dream to see him performing so well. There just wasn’t anything technical or analytical to discuss. So I tried to make sure he was relaxed.

About a half-hour before he was due to tee off, Phil started talking about solar eclipses and spiral galaxies. At that point, I figured he was relaxed enough.

Rick Smith, Phil’s Long-Game Coach
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Rick’s wife, Tricia (who is a vegetarian and has not broken her diet for over a decade), told me that if I were to win the Masters today, she would eat meat. Maybe that kind of motivation is why Rick put in so many long hours with me. Dave Pelz also reminded me again that I often seem too serious on Sundays. So I’ve decided to take it easy today and try to have a good time.

Overall, I’m heading into the final round of this major more at ease that I ever have been in the past. I don’t feel the usual anxiety. Actually, I haven’t felt any all year. Last night, Amy and I talked at length about it. We were just very calm. We felt things were different. For some reason, we both had a belief that I was going to come through—that today was going to be one magical Sunday.
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(But Winning Isn't Everything)

PHIL MICKELSON

WITH DONALD T. PHILLIPS
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