
At the beginning of the week, I chose Phil Mick-
elson as my super sleeper in my experts’ picks 
for the AT&T Pebble Beach National Pro-Am 
because I felt that the hard work on his game 
would finally pay off at Pebble. The pro-am was 
his fourth tournament in a row.

Mickelson had started his 2012 season at the 
Humana Challenge in Palm Springs, Calif., where 
he tried to peel the rust off his game. A week later, 
he missed the cut at the Farmers Insurance Open 
after a first-round 77. In Phoenix, he looked great 
for three rounds before a final-round 1-over 73.

Instead of returning home to sulk with Butch 
Harmon, Mickelson continued to play. Sure, Lefty 
recently has worked with Harmon and his putting 
coach, David Stockton, but it was the competition 
that prepared him to earn his 40th career win, 
and fourth Pebble Beach pro-am win, on Sunday.

The range might give you confidence in your 
swing, but the best confidence comes with play-
ing well in competition. Mickelson proved that 
axiom in his performance this past week in 
Pebble Beach, where he started the final round 6 
shots back of third-round leader Charlie Wi.

Before Mickelson takes off the week of the Ac-
centure Match Play to spend time with his family, 
he will head to L.A. to play the Northern Trust 
Open, his fifth tournament in a row. He won’t 
carry out this dizzying schedule for the rest of the 
year, but he’ll look back on this sometimes-diffi-
cult stretch as the one that set his course.

Looking for help in all the wrong places
Mickelson was paired with Tiger Woods on Sun-
day. The two Southern Californians have never 
built the rivalry that was destined when Tiger 
joined the PGA Tour in 1996. Still, their names 
have been closely linked as the top two American 
players in the world in the past 15 years. As Tiger 
has raised the bar of excellence in the game, 
Lefty has tried to keep pace with a deepening 
passion for majors preparation, physical fitness 
and swing and mental instruction. In turn, Tiger 
has deepened his resolve to keep improving; he’s 
made a few good instructors famous by constant-
ly letting them tinker with his swing.

It’s not useful to compare the careers of Mickelson 
and Woods in terms of wins and majors. It’s un-
likely that any player in our lifetime will come close 
to Tiger’s accomplishments. But we can talk about 
where each player is at this point in his career.

At 41 years old, Mickelson is 5 years older than 
Woods, but they aren’t that far apart in golf years. 
Their biggest gap is in maturity, where Lefty out-
paces Tiger by a wide margin.

Tiger’s putting woes on Sunday were symptomat-
ic of a basic mental weakness in his game. He’s 
not missing putts because of his putting stroke or 
the condition of the greens, because at his level, 
it’s all in his head.

Mickelson understands this, and that’s why he 
began working last year with Julie Elion, a Wash-
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ington, D.C.-based mental coach. Throughout 
most of their careers, Tiger might have been a 
stronger mental player, but at this point, Lefty 
might have the superior mind.

The pro-am was just one tournament and is 
hardly an indication that Mickelson will have a 
better year than Tiger, but Tiger shouldn’t do what 
has become natural to him, which is to seek out 
some mechanical fix that might help him putt 
better. Sure, he could do some things differently, 
particularly some of those little, short putts that he 
hit too firmly on Sunday. I’m sure he has no plans 
to ask Nike to build him a belly putter, especially 
after he criticized the putter early in the week.

Meanwhile, Mickelson was emotional after the 
win because he hadn’t been getting desired 
results in competition, and Sunday’s final round 

was confirmation that his hard work was not in 
vain. In his postmatch interview, he gave us a 
glimpse of the introspective and vulnerable Phil.

“I’ve had some doubt these last couple of weeks, 
given the scores that I’ve shot, yet on the practice 
range, playing and practicing, having these great 
practice sessions, I started to wonder if I’m going 
to be able to bring it to the golf course,” Mickel-
son said. “So this gives me a lot of confidence 
and erases the doubt.”

A good mental coach could help Tiger acknowl-
edge some of the growing doubt in his game. He 
might finally realize that he’s looking for help in all 
the wrong places.


