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Brad Daugherty: Driven man

By MARTIN KAUFMANN
Managing Editor/The Golf Life

ORLANDO, Fla. – Brad Daugherty is trapped.

At the moment, he’s pinned in the rough off the 14th fairway of the Osprey Ridge course at Walt Disney World, two trees blocking his path to the water-guarded green 214 yards away. But Daugherty, an All-American center at North Carolina and NBA All-Star with the Cleveland Cavaliers, knows how to handle this kind of double team. He pulls a 4-iron and carves a laser through a narrow gap in the trees – much the way college teammate Michael Jordan used to split trapping defenses. The shot settles 20 feet under the hole, setting up a birdie opportunity.

“You can mail it in!” Daugherty woofs excitedly, emerging from the trees. “You can mail it in!”

• • • 

There’s something – how to say this? – unnatural about seeing a 7-footer swing a golf club with buttery fluidity. You arrive at the course expecting to find an erector set with a six-piece swing, an octopus flailing at the ball with a set of Callaway irons. Instead you find Daugherty, whose swing looks as balanced and idyllic as the animated PGA Tour logo – which, ironically, he sometimes mimicked to help hone his graceful action after taking up the game near the end of his basketball career. But then, what do you expect from a guy who, after graduating from UNC, was the No. 1 pick in the 1986 NBA Draft at age 20?

A serious back injury derailed Daugherty’s career with the Cavaliers in the mid-1990s, a five-time All-Star done at age 28. The orthopedist who oversaw his rehabilitation had Daugherty practice a delicate chipping motion to help rebuild mobility.

“But he said, ‘Now don’t play golf. That will kill your back,’ ” Daugherty recalls. 

Too late. Daugherty immersed himself in the game. While his handicap hovers around 6, he often shoots near par, says Jeff Paton, director of golf at The Golf Club of Georgia, where Daugherty is a member. 

“For a guy that size to be as good as he is, is incredible,” Paton says. “Golf isn’t meant to be played by a man that size.”

Even more unlikely is the image of Daugherty’s long frame shoehorned into a 44-inch-high, open-cockpit race car, pushing it up to 145 mph. Daugherty’s racing in Thunder Roadsters is the natural evolution of his lifelong passion for racing cars – or any other motorized contraption he could get his hands on while growing up in NASCAR-crazy Black Mountain, N.C., near Asheville. A self-deprecating sort, Daugherty jokes that he hails from a family of “backward hillbillies,” though his easy, unassuming manner tells a different story.

“He’s a gentleman. That word just resonates with me,” says Cody Plott, president and COO of Pebble Beach Resorts and an occasional golf partner of Daugherty’s. 

In 1987, Daugherty co-founded a race team that competed on a regional NASCAR circuit, and two years later, after moving up to NASCAR’s Busch (now Nationwide) Series, he became the first rookie owner to win with a rookie driver. But he can’t resist getting behind the wheel himself. There’s a hilarious YouTube video from February of Daugherty slithering through the window of a stock car and taking an addled Carl Edwards, one of NASCAR’s top drivers, for a spin.

“I just love the sport,” Daugherty says of racing. “I love the smell, I love the color, I love the violence, I love everything involved.”

So when ESPN last year needed to add a studio analyst for its NASCAR coverage, Daugherty – who wore No. 43 in the NBA to honor his racing hero, Richard Petty – was “a pretty natural fit,” says Jack Obringer, ESPN’s senior coordinating producer. 

During his playing career, Daugherty was, by his own admission, a tough, cliche-filled interview. “I’d stick to, ‘We’re doing the best we can do. We’re working extremely hard. The team’s getting better,’ ” he says. 

But Daugherty, 42, has an easy, animated manner behind the microphone, probably owing in part to the fact that his childhood dream was not to play in the NBA, but “to be the next Paul Harvey.” 

“What I like is that he’s comfortably conversational,” Obringer says. “He’s at ease and he’s passionate. . . . He watches the race and calls it like a fan.”

Young race fans might initially think this 7-foot black man is miscast as a NASCAR announcer, particularly in a sport that, like golf, isn’t exactly emblematic of the Great American Melting Pot. But Daugherty says veteran racers and fans know him. He began showing up at various tracks 30 years ago with his dad, who raced dragsters, and lifelong pal Robert Pressley, whose father, Bob, won more than 500 stock-car races. 

Daugherty saw the ESPN job as, in part, a chance to “create some more awareness” for NASCAR among minorities. In that regard, he sees parallels with golf’s halting minority-outreach efforts. Just as he grew up around race tracks, he believes minorities would benefit from being immersed in golf from an early age.

“There’s got to be opportunities for these kids to be around the sport, not just thrown into it. That doesn’t work,” he said. “Let them learn the history of the sport, the traditions of the sport. The game of golf is so much more than just hitting this little ball. This is just the end result. It’s the camaraderie, it’s the traditions, it’s the respect, it’s the character, it’s the integrity. It’s unlike any other game. And if you can teach kids that, I think it’s a great life lesson.”

• • • 

Though Daugherty didn’t start playing golf until his late 20s, “He loves the history and traditions of the game,” Paton says. And Daugherty is a self-described gearhead who enjoys tinkering, maintaining a loft-lie machine in his house.

He also helps The Golf Club of Georgia put on The Georgia Cup, an annual 18-hole match before the Masters between the reigning British Amateur and U.S. Amateur champions. He plays the role of auctioneer during the event, raising money for the Georgia State Golf Foundation. (When one wag tossed him a basketball autographed by Duke coach Mike Krzyzewski, Paton says, the big Tar Heel tossed it away, saying, “I’m going to give you $3,000 to not auction this off, and I’ll get you a [UNC coach] Roy Williams Final Four autographed ball to auction off.”) 

Breaks like that are rare during the weekly grind of covering NASCAR. Though Daugherty looks like he’s still in basketball shape, he says spending 39 weeks on the road last year wore him down physically and more so mentally. But he’s not complaining. 

“You really don’t get burned out. Burnout is having to go to a factory and hump it every day,” he says. “I do enjoy it. I’ll do it as long as I enjoy it, and when I don’t enjoy it, I’ll quit. It’s that simple. . . . I feel real fortunate to have the opportunity, and I’m going to do it as well as I possibly can.”
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