
EAST LAKE, Ga. — Gary Woodland’s length off the 
tee is impressive, but his short drives when he is home 
in Florida perhaps go further toward explaining his fast-
track journey in golf. He gets around in a white Bentley 
Flying Spur, a car so luxurious it is akin to steering a 
cloud, which is not as comfortable as it sounds for the 
grounded Woodland. 

Presented with the opportunity to purchase the car 
for roughly the same price as a less showy four-door 
sedan, Woodland decided, why not?

“Sometimes it’s good to step outside your box, and the 
Bentley’s definitely outside my box, ” Woodland said, 
laughing. “My buddies back home in Kansas tell me 
I better never bring it home. I don’t know how long I’ll 
keep it. I’ll have it for a little bit and then I’ll replace it 
with something more up my alley.”

On the road to success, Woodland has repeatedly 
veered outside his comfort zone. He gave up baseball 
for basketball and basketball for golf. He left the co-
coon of his birthplace, Topeka, Kan., for the big city of 
Dallas, and then for the tourist sprawl of Orlando. He 
bought the Bentley and, more recently, decided to go 
exploring inside his head.

Some high-performance athletes never look under the 
hood, not wanting to know what makes them purr or 
sputter. Woodland, who was drawn to sports from the 
time he was old enough to swing a club or bat, has 
twice turned to mental coaches to help him reconcile 
his outer-directed personality with natural athletic gifts 
and inner drive.

Woodland’s background is in team sports, and he 
speaks wistfully of the fellowship that develops when 
a team works toward a common goal. Golf can be the 
loneliest of individual sports, a cage wrestling match 
between the player and the course.

To recreate the camaraderie Woodland enjoyed as a 
youth, he has recruited a team that is working toward 
maximizing his success. It includes a swing coach, 
Claude Harmon; a short-game coach, Pat Goss; his 
agent, Mark Steinberg; a physical therapist, Marc 
Wahl; and his girlfriend, Gabby Granado. Last month, 
Steinberg was instrumental in drafting a new member: 
Julie Elion, the founder of the Washington-based 
Center for Athletic Performance Enhancement.

Last month, while the world’s top golfers were at 
the Bridgestone Invitational, Woodland was prepar-
ing for the concurrent Reno-Tahoe Open. Steinberg 
told Woodland he appeared to be heaping too much 
pressure on himself. For whatever reason, Steinberg 
added, Woodland was repeating the same mental mis-
takes. Woodland did not argue.

“I was trying to get everything back with one swing,” he 
said, “and you just can’t do that.”

Steinberg recommended that Woodland talk to Elion, 
who works with several tour players, including a few 
who have won majors. Woodland spoke with Elion for 
the first time on the eve of the Reno-Tahoe tournament. 
Four days later, he won for the first time on tour since 
his maiden victory in 2011, and he jumped from 116th 
to 54th in the FedEx Cup standings. It was Woodland’s 
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first top-10 finish of the year. He followed it with a tie 
for second in the Barclays, the first FedEx Cup playoff 
event, three weeks later. He is back in this week’s Tour 
Championship after a one-year hiatus.

Elion has given him two basic thoughts to replace all 
the clutter in his mind. The first is stop hating the last 
shot and love the next shot. The other is that he does 
not need to hit every shot perfectly because he pos-
sesses the all-around game to erase mistakes that are 
part of any round.

Woodland, ranked 90th but No. 17 in the FedEx stand-
ings this week, also receives strong support from his 
family and friends back home. Joey Devine, a child-
hood friend who also grew up in Topeka, walked with 
him during his Tuesday practice round, and his parents, 
Dan and Linda, will follow him for all 72 holes of the no-
cut competition.

“Coming from where I come in Kansas, you always 
try to please other people,” Woodland said. “I still like 
to please other people, but Julie’s trying to get me to 
make sure I take care of my stuff, too.”

The first time Woodland sought psychological aid, it 
was to help him negotiate a devastating loss. When he 
was 16, his mentor, Scott Duermeier, who had coached 
Woodland in basketball, unexpectedly died. Duermeier 
was 29 — Woodland’s age now.

“It was a hard, hard deal,” Woodland said. “He was 
kind of like a role model, baby sitter. He coached me, 
and I played golf with him.”

Woodland was on his high school basketball team, and 
the court became his sanctuary.

“Basketball was my getaway,” he said. “It was outside 
of basketball that I really struggled with it.”

At his parents’ urging, Woodland began working with 
Phil Towle, a performance enhancement coach whose 
clients included N.F.L. players. They worked together 
until after Woodland qualified for the PGA Tour in 2009.

“I was working through a lot of stuff outside of sports 
when I was working with Phil, and he was unbelievable 
for me,” Woodland said. “The one thing he helped me 
realize is that it’s easier to fail than to work hard and 
succeed. Everything is small when you lose. When you 
win, everything is magnified, and it’s hard to deal with 
that sometimes.”

Woodland is an old hand when it comes to the spotlight, 
even though he is a relative neophyte to golf’s bigger 
stages, having started playing the game seriously in 
college. Before Woodland could read, though, he turned 
the pages of his father’s golf magazines, studying the 
illustrations as if he had a Dr. Seuss book in his lap, his 
mother said. At 2, he picked out golf instructional videos 
at the rental store and watched them raptly.

At 3, Woodland was practicing at the driving range be-
side his father, who had been a multisport star in high 
school. He would hit balls until blood blisters formed on 
his hand. He complained only when told it was time to 
stop.

“Sometimes I was embarrassed, because I’d have to 
drag him home, kicking and screaming, and I was sure 
someone was thinking I’m kidnapping this kid,” Don 
Woodland said.

At 6, Gary Woodland was competing against older 
boys in golf, baseball and basketball, sometimes all in 
the same day.

“People would tell us, ‘You’re going to burn that kid out 
on sports,’ ” Linda Woodland said. “And we’d tell them: 
‘You don’t understand. He’s going to burn us out.’ ”

In one of his first golf tournaments, he complained to 
his mother that he could not make his swing because 
he could hear the photographer’s camera clicking. He 
was 6 and a newsmaker because he was competing 
against boys a few years older.

“If you’re going to be a big-time athlete, you’re going to 
have to get used to that,” Linda Woodland said she told 
him. “He never complained again,” she added.
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Everybody in Topeka who saw Woodland compete in 
baseball believed his prowess as an infielder would 
carry him far from his birthplace. At 16, Woodland 
played shortstop for a youth team that won the Ameri-
can Amateur Baseball Congress national title in Geor-
gia. Also on the team was Devine, a pitcher who would 
go on to become a first-round draft pick of the Atlanta 
Braves and also play for the Oakland Athletics.

Around that time, Duermeier died, and Woodland gave 
up baseball. “We just played so much as a kid, espe-
cially that summer, I got burned out,” he said.

He has never regretted the decision. Any what-ifs he 
might have entertained were shattered like clay disks 
by the scattershot career of his sister’s husband, Jerad 
Head. An outfielder who signed with the Cleveland 
Indians as an amateur free agent in 2005, Head, also 
from Topeka, played 10 games for the Indians in 2011 
and since has spent time with the Tigers and Nationals 
organizations.

“No matter how good you are, there’s always some-
body they’re drafting ahead of you or they’re paying 
more money to, and they’re going to give those guys 
they have more invested in more of a chance,” Wood-
land said of baseball.

Before he settled on golf, Woodland played one year 
of basketball at Division II Washburn University. He 
played most of the 2002-3 season with his left hand 

taped after tearing the tendon in the pinkie two days 
before an exhibition game at Kansas. He averaged 
6 points, mostly off the bench, and shot 31.7 percent 
from 3-point range as Washburn advanced to the 
N.C.A.A. Division II national semifinals.

Woodland said the injury was probably a blessing in 
disguise. Frustrated with his progress, he shuffled his 
priorities. He transferred to Kansas his sophomore year 
on a golf scholarship, and for the first time the game 
had his undivided attention. He won four college golf 
tournaments before graduating in 2007.

After two seasons on golf’s minor league circuits, 
Woodland earned his PGA Tour playing privileges for 
the 2009 season. His biggest challenge has been stay-
ing healthy. Woodland missed most of the 2010 season 
after having surgery for a torn labrum in his right shoul-
der, and last year he was sidelined with a ruptured cyst 
in his left wrist.

 Woodland has never felt of sounder mind or body. He 
has his directions, so all he has to do is drive.

 “As I surround myself with good people,” he said, “I’ve 
got to trust what people are telling me to do.”


