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INTRODUCTION


IT was one of those spectacular days in the California desert, a December afternoon in Palm Springs when you walk around in shirtsleeves staring at the scenery and all the gorgeous houses thinking that winter could go by very quickly in a place like this. I had just finished walking 18 holes on the Dunes Course at LaQuinta Country Club with Brian Henninger during round two of the 1993 PGA Tour Qualifying School, and I was in the car racing back to the Jack Nicklaus Resort Course at PGA West to find out how several other players had fared that day.


As I waited impatiently at a light, it suddenly struck me how wrapped up I was in this whole thing. Among the seventeen players I was following over the course of a year on the PGA Tour, four—Henninger, Mike Donald, Paul Goydos, and Jeff Cook—were competing at the school for their spot on the 1994 Tour. The reason I was so impatient was that I didn’t know yet how Donald, Goydos, and Cook had done. There are no scoreboards or computers at Q-School, so the only way to find out how players have done is to check the main scoreboard next to the 18th green at the host course. There, the scores were recorded by hand, a long, tedious process, very different than the instantaneous computerized updates one grew accustomed to on tour.


But even as I focused on their efforts, I couldn’t help but wonder about some of the other players I was encountering daily. Henninger had a friend named John Kennaday who had come back from cancer and was now trying to find work playing the game he loved. Walking with Goydos, I had encountered Brad Lardon, a player who had been on the tour once, then off it for three years. His caddy was his brother Mike, a psychiatrist. How appropriate for this event. On another afternoon I walked with Glen Day, a friendly Oklahoman who had played the European tour for several years and was dying to come home. John Maginnes, who played with Mike Donald one day, had pooled his financial resources with his brother just to get to Palm Springs. Bobby Cole had won the Q-School as a phenom at age nineteen and was back, twenty-six years later, trying again, not so much a has-been as a never-was.


Everywhere I turned, there was another story.


Reporters aren’t supposed to care who wins or loses, whether they’re covering an election, a basketball game, or a golf tournament. But it would have been silly for me to pretend that I didn’t care how “my” four players were doing. You can’t spend hours and hours with people, know their life stories, know their families, know the kind of effort that goes into making a living playing golf, and not want to see them do well.


Especially at Q-School, where failure means wondering if you can continue playing a game you have played your whole life. Almost always, they go on, win or lose, because the alternatives—working as a club pro, selling golf equipment, or getting out of golf completely—aren’t nearly as attractive. They all want the chance to get to or return to the big tour, as everyone calls it. Sure, there are fallbacks—the Nike Tour, mini-tours, playing overseas—but no one turns pro dreaming about playing anyplace but the big tour. That is the major leagues. Everything else is Triple-A. Or worse.


It occurred to me as I pulled into the parking lot at the Nicklaus Course that most golf fans didn’t care very much about the fate of Henninger, Goydos, Donald, Cook, or any of the other 186 players at the Q-School. There were stories in the local paper each day about the fact that the tournament was being played in Palm Springs and still the galleries numbered only in the dozens. Friends and family and that was just about it.


“This tournament should be on television every year,” Goydos said, “because this is real pressure. All those tournaments on TV, someone misses a putt to finish second, he still makes more than $100,000. You have a putt where your livelihood is at stake, that’s pressure.”


I knew perfectly well that if I was going to write a golf book, I had better be able to tell readers about John Daly and Greg Norman; Jack Nicklaus and Arnold Palmer; Tom Watson and Tom Kite; Nick Faldo and Nick Price. And yet, there was a part of me that believed that Goydos and Henninger and Donald and Cook were more interesting.


I’ve always been that way, though, someone who thinks that the unknown fighting for his life is a better story than the millionaire fighting for his next million. I’ve always been fascinated by the struggle of sports and that was exactly what Q-School epitomized.


As I researched this book, though, what I found is that everyone in golf struggles. John and Greg; Jack and Arnie; Tom and Tom; Nick and Nick; even Mr. Laid-back, Fred Couples. All of them. Sure, the struggles are at different levels with different stakes, but what you find when you spend time with golfers is that what they do is make something that is very hard look very easy.


Of course all athletes do that to some degree. But the notion that has caught on in recent years about golfers being a bunch of faceless clones who have identical, effortless swings is untrue at best, viciously inaccurate at worst.


Golf is the least precise game in the world. More often than not, golfers are at a loss to explain exactly why they start playing well or playing poorly. And, almost without fail, it is a lot easier to lose your rhythm and your confidence than it is to find them. When you are in the so-called zone, you know it isn’t going to last; when you fall out of the zone and can’t find a fairway, you worry that it may last forever.


When Nick Faldo looked at tapes of his golf swing in 1994, he thought it was technically better than it had been in 1990 and 1992. But in those years, he was the game’s dominant player. In 1994, he failed to make a serious run in any major tournament. Nick Price tied for thirty-fifth at the Masters in 1994, then missed the cut at the U.S. Open. He wondered if he was destined to be one of those guys who won at Memphis and Hartford but had only one major title to show for an entire career. Then, in five weeks, he won the British Open and the PGA. Lee Janzen won the U.S. Open in June 1993, making three birdies in the last five holes to hold off Payne Stewart. It was an extraordinary performance. During the next eleven months he didn’t finish in the top twenty in a single tournament.


It happens to everyone who has ever picked up a golf club. One day it is there, the next day it isn’t. One week you’ve discovered the secret to the game; the next week you never want to play it again. How can Greg Norman play four rounds in 24 under par at the Players Championship and then go 26 straight holes without a single birdie two weeks later at the Masters? How can Curtis Strange win back-to-back U.S. Opens and then all but disappear for four full years? How can Davis Love shoot 60 on Friday and then not be able to break 70 on Saturday or Sunday on the same golf course under virtually the same conditions?


On the other hand, how is it that Goydos can go from being a substitute schoolteacher to a successful touring pro five years later? How can Loren Roberts and Tom Lehman struggle to make a living their entire lives and then almost win the U.S. Open and the Masters at a time when most people would have thought they would be giving lessons for a living? How can Mike Donald win a total of $70,000 in just under two years and then win $100,000 in a little more than a month?


No one has the answers. That’s why the golf magazines are full of instruction section: because everyone is looking for a secret that doesn’t exist. Hard work can make you better but it won’t always make you better. Sometimes, it will make you worse.


Golf has no guarantees. And what makes it even more difficult, there are no excuses. Sure, you can moan occasionally about a wind gust or a spike mark, but when a player goes home at night and looks in the mirror, he knows that only one person was responsible for the 75 he shot that day and he’s looking at him.


No one ever gets a bad call in golf. No one strikes you out or tackles you or blocks your shot or hits a forehand so hard you can’t get to it. The ball doesn’t move and neither does the hole. You either get the ball into the hole quickly or not quickly enough. Period. Your teammates don’t let you down, and the coach or manager doesn’t keep you on the bench or play you out of position.


Golfers fire teachers and caddies and change balls and putters and clubs, but it is all just a rationalization. In the end, they all know that they control their own fate entirely. That is a terrifying thought, one that drives a lot of golfers slightly (or more than slightly) crazy. There is no sport as solitary as golf. No sport humanizes you like golf. The greatest players in history have days when they can’t break 80. There may be no lonelier feeling in sports than shooting 78 on Sunday or three-putting the 18th on Friday to miss the cut. No one did it to you, you did it to yourself.


The sport that golf is most often compared to is tennis, since both are individual sports. But life on the tennis tour is much easier than life on the golf tour. Not only do the stars receive appearance fees almost every week, the stars and nonstars are guaranteed a free hotel room at every tournament on the men’s tour for the entire week and a paycheck just for playing in the tournament—in singles and doubles.


There are no appearance fees on the PGA Tour, although top players do sometimes get paid big money to play in an outing the Monday before or after a tournament. But they work for that money, spending the day glad-handing and playing with a bunch of amateurs who expect a lot of attention for the cash they’ve shelled out to be in the presence of the greats—and nongreats. There are no free hotel rooms and you don’t get paid a nickel until you’ve beaten half the field by making the cut on Friday. Golf is the only sport left where you pay to compete: it costs $100 to enter a PGA Tour event. No exceptions.


To win a Grand Slam tennis tournament, you have to beat only seven players. Sure, 128 players are in the field, but you have to play only seven of them. If Pete Sampras loses early because his foot hurts, you don’t have to beat him. To win any golf tournament, you have to beat the entire field. In 1994, Fuzzy Zoeller was a remarkable 20 under par at the Players Championship, shattering the tournament record. He didn’t win, though, because Greg Norman was four shots better and there wasn’t a damn thing Zoeller could do about it.


There are no second chances in golf. You can’t fall two sets behind, then rally to win and get to start all over again the next day. Every shot counts. Every mistake is recorded, in ink. Billy Andrade, who is friendly with a number of major league baseball players, likes to tell them, “You can strike out your first three times up and still be a hero by hitting a homer your fourth time up. In golf, you make three errors and you’re dead.”


Or, as Sam Snead once pointed out to Ted Williams, “In golf, you have to play your foul balls.”


Successful golfers live a wonderful life. They make a lot of money and they are pampered everywhere they go. Purses on the PGA Tour have skyrocketed in the last twenty years. Once, the only players on tour who owned their own airplanes were Palmer and Nicklaus. Now it seems as if half the players on tour have their own jets.


“I was the first golfer to buy a plane,” Palmer said. “But when I bought one, I’d already won the Masters twice. These days it seems like if you win somewhere, anywhere—you go out and buy a plane.”


But success can be fleeting. For every plane owner on tour, there are a dozen guys trying to find bargain-basement nonrefundable coach fares with a Saturday night stay-over. And there are a dozen more who are back on the Nike Tour, driving from event to event. And a dozen more after that who wish they were on the Nike Tour. Everyone has a story about a player who had it made one year and couldn’t, as the players say, “play dead” the next year.


Golfers love the life they lead and want to stay out for as long as possible. Nowadays, almost all of them want to stay out until they’re fifty so they can jump right over to the senior tour and not miss a beat. That is one area where golfers have a huge advantage over other athletes: the best and luckiest of them can still make an excellent living playing the game into their sixties. Most athletes are looking for a life by the time they are thirty-five; some golfers haven’t even peaked by then.


But they all struggle. Not just the ones at Q-School, every single one of them. They all spend hours and hours on the range searching for the feeling they had when they knew every shot was going exactly where they wanted it to go. Then they head for the putting green because they know the stroke that was knocking every putt in just a couple of weeks ago is there somewhere.


Think about this: golfers are the only athletes in the world who routinely practice, often for hours, after they are finished playing for the day. Occasionally, a tennis player will go out to practice after an easy match; the real gym rats might find a basketball hoop to shoot at after a poor game; but that’s about it. Ninety-nine point nine percent of the golfers on the PGA Tour can’t sleep at night if they don’t hit balls after a round.


“That’s when you do your work,” Nick Price said. “When you hit balls before a round, you’re just warming up. After your round is when you can fix things, change things, find out what’s gone wrong.”


So I followed these seventeen golfers, famous and not so famous, for a little over a year, on tour, from Q-School to the Masters to the Ryder Cup with plenty of Pebble Beach, Greensboro, and Williamsburg mixed in. What did I find out in those fifteen months? That golf is hard, not just for all of us who hack away and can’t really play the game, but for the very best players in the world, from the ones who fight through Q-School to the millionaires who show up on television every week. They put in long hours with less certainty they will be successful than any athletes in the world. Being a star one year means absolutely nothing the next year. Everyone starts at zero and there are very few long-term guaranteed contracts. They all worry that they’ll wake up one morning and the magic swing or putting stroke will be gone.


“Until I won the PGA [and a ten-year exemption] I started every year worrying I might end up back in Q-School,” Paul Azinger said. “That sounds crazy, but you do think about it. That’s just the way the game is.”


In the end, that’s what this book is about: the way the game is and how difficult it is to live with, day in and day out, even for those who love it, eat, drink and sleep it, and play it better than anyone else in the world.


Most people think that professional athletes are motivated by money, by the huge sums they can make nowadays if they are successful. I can honestly say that I have never met a great athlete in any sport who started out to become a millionaire. If money was all that drove them, they would lose their drive the moment they cashed their first check with six or seven numbers in it.


I found this to be especially true of golfers. They love working at the game, they cherish the pressure even if they know that they will fail at least as often—probably far more often—as they will succeed. “The failure is what makes succeeding so sweet,” Greg Norman said. “In golf, failure is a great thing—an absolutely necessary thing.”


When Norman went through his twenty-seven-month victory drought between 1990 and 1992, he didn’t miss the money or the trophies or the glory the most. “I missed the feeling on Sunday afternoon,” he said. “I missed the pressure of being there.”


They all want to be there because they know the work that goes into getting there. Shortly after Curtis Strange had come up one stroke short of making the playoff at last year’s U.S. Open, I ran into him in the empty locker room at Oakmont.


I asked him if he would sleep that night.


“Probably not,” he said. “I’ll probably go through every shot and every thought.”


He smiled. “But you know what? That’s okay. It’s disappointing, but goddamn it, I was there. I hadn’t had that feeling in a long time. This is what you play the game for—to get yourself in position on Sunday at the U.S. Open so you can throw up all over yourself.”


He was glowing. “My God,” he said, “it felt great.”


He hadn’t won. But he had had a chance right to the very end. All the work was worth it, just to have that feeling. That’s what they all search for: the chance to be there on Sunday afternoon. They live to have the chance to choke. At the Q-School; at Hartford or Memphis; at Augusta or Oakmont.
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“THE ONLY TIME YOUR LEGS EVER SHAKE”


DON’T THROW UP.


That thought had occurred to Davis Love III on more than one occasion during his golf career. Only this time it was different. To Love, “throw up” was not a literal term, it was part of the golf vernacular as in “I was one shot off the lead with four holes left and then I threw up all over myself.”


Nerves take over. The pressure caves in on you. In other sports you choke. In golf, you throw up. Leave yourself a four-foot putt on 18 and you are in the dreaded throw-up zone. Every golfer has thrown up on himself.


Only at this instant, a cool, cloudy, English autumn Sunday afternoon in September of 1993, Love wasn’t thinking about throwing up in a golf sense. That would come later. Right now, standing in the middle of the 18th fairway at the Belfry, a golf course that looked and felt like a Florida resort but happened to be located in the English Midlands, Love was thinking about literally throwing up in front of several million people.


He wanted to bend over, put his hands on his knees, and take several deep breaths to calm himself, but he knew he couldn’t do that. He couldn’t let his teammates, standing a few yards behind him on the left side of the fairway, see that. He certainly couldn’t let anyone on the European team see even a trace of nerves. Not now. Not with his opponent, Costantino Rocca, facing an almost impossible shot out of the right rough.


No way could he let anyone know the thoughts churning through his brain. He looked at his golf ball, sitting safely in the fairway, exactly 148 yards from the pin, and then he looked back at Rocca, who was trying to figure out some way to carry his second shot over the water that protected the green both in front and to the left.


I can’t lose, he thought. Then he mentally slapped himself across the face for letting that notion slip into his head for even a split second. If there was any one lesson he had learned during the last three days it was how quickly things could change during a Ryder Cup match.


The last thirty minutes had been proof—again—of that. Walking down the 16th fairway, trying not to feel frustrated, Love had looked up and seen a welcoming committee of sorts waiting for him at the green. Tom Watson, the American captain, was there. So were a number of his teammates, their matches already over. Most of the American caddies and just about all the wives were there too.


Love had been checking the scoreboards around the golf course all day, trying to figure how his team was doing. It was confusing, though, and changed so quickly from hole to hole that he couldn’t calculate exactly what was going on. He knew a red number was good—that meant the American player was leading—and blue was bad—that meant the European player was in front. And he also knew that any roar that sounded like a tidal wave was very bad. It meant that a European had done something spectacular. Early in the afternoon, there had been a comforting calmness and quiet. Listen for the quiet, Watson had told his team, that means we’re getting the job done.


But as the afternoon stretched on, the quiet had disappeared. In the last hour there had been too many roars. Playing the seventh of eleven matches, Love knew there weren’t many points left to be decided. He had led through most of the front nine, but never by more than one hole. Then Rocca, a chunky Italian with a solid record in Europe but a complete unknown in the U.S., had won back-to-back holes at 13 and 14 and, suddenly, Love was one down.


And so, as he walked onto the 16th green and saw the American contingent, Love knew exactly where the competition stood. This match decides the whole thing, he thought. His stomach, which had seemed to be in a permanent knot since Friday morning, did the impossible. It twisted a little tighter.


He and Rocca both two-putted for par at 16, so Love was still one down with two holes to play. Watson was waiting for him on the 17th tee, hands jammed into the pockets of his windbreaker. “We really need this match,” he said, his voice as quiet as Love had ever heard it. Love didn’t answer right away because the first thought that came into his head wouldn’t have sounded very good: “No shit, Tom.”


Instead, he took a deep breath and said, “All I know is, I’m due to make a putt and he’s due to miss one.”


The 17th at the Belfry is a long par-five, the kind of hole that should give a big hitter like Love an advantage over most players. Sure enough, he was within wedge distance of the green after two shots and Rocca was way back in the fairway, hitting a five-iron. But Rocca hit the shot brilliantly, leaving himself a 25-foot birdie putt. When Love’s wedge spun to a stop 18 disappointing feet below the hole, it looked like another halve was likely. And that wasn’t good enough.


Rocca lined up his putt carefully, then trickled it down the hill toward the cup. For one terrifying second, Love thought it was going in the hole. But it slid by, inches above the cup, and rolled farther than Rocca had thought it would, leaving him a little more than three feet coming back. Love noticed that Rocca had started walking as the ball got close to the hole, thinking he had a tap-in for par. Then, when it kept on going, he stopped dead in his tracks. “He was surprised it went so far,” Love said. “He thought he was going to have an easy tap-in. For the first time all day, he looked just a tiny bit scared.”


Love couldn’t think about that though. He had to try to make his putt so Rocca’s wouldn’t matter. He hit a solid-looking putt, but inches short of the hole it died right. Rocca conceded the par and Love picked the ball up, angry for a moment, but then hopeful again. Rocca took forever looking over his putt.


Standing next to his caddy, Frank Williams, Love broke the first rule of Ryder Cup that his teammates had drilled into him all week: he made a prediction. “He may miss this,” he whispered.


With the huge crowd so quiet you could have heard a ball marker drop, Rocca finally stroked the putt that would clinch at least a tie—a one-hole lead with one to play. Only he pushed it. The putt spun right as Rocca stared in disbelief and the crowd gasped in horror. They were even.


So were their teams. At that moment, the Americans had 12½ points and were leading in one match. The Europeans had 12½ and were leading in one. This match would almost certainly decide the outcome.


Love’s first instinct was to run to the 18th tee, take out his driver, and hit the ball nine miles. But he could hear his friend, mentor, and partner Tom Kite’s voice in his head. “Take your time. Don’t rush. Let them think about what you’re doing behind them.”


And so, as the marshals cleared the way for Rocca to walk the 50 yards up the hill to the 18th, Love remained behind. The next match was a full hole behind, so there was no need to clear the green immediately. He dropped a ball on the green and said to Williams, “I just want to hit a few putts uphill.”


He hit several putts, then walked slowly through the crowd to the tee where Rocca was waiting. Everyone was shouting at the two players, but for some reason, Love heard only Bruce Edwards, Watson’s regular caddy, who had been working for Lanny Wadkins during the week, since Watson wasn’t playing. “You’re going to win, Davis,” Edwards kept saying. “You’re going to win.”


Watson was waiting on the tee again. Bernard Gallacher, the European captain, stood with Rocca. Love wondered for a split second if Gallacher was telling Rocca that his team really needed this match.


The 18th at the Belfry is a great finishing hole on what is a rather ordinary golf course. It is a slight dogleg left, with water all the way down the left side that widens out in front of the green. The fairway is narrow for about 250 yards, then widens. There are bunkers on the right side from which the green is virtually unreachable.


If you play boldly down the left side and try to carry too much water, you will end up wet, as several Americans had on the final day of the biennial matches in 1989. If you play too timidly, aiming away from the water, you will probably catch the bunkers or the rough, bringing the water into play on your second shot. Into the wind, a driver aimed right is the correct play. Downwind, a driver can be too much club unless you are willing to play way left, because the ball will run through the fairway into trouble.


The Americans had spent hours practicing this shot during the week. They had calculated yardage to different spots and had noted exactly how far the ball would carry based on the wind. Watson had stood in the middle of the fairway marking landing areas and targets while his players hit shot after shot in his direction.


Love and Watson walked to the front of the tee. The hole was playing downwind. “What have guys been hitting here?” Love asked Watson.


“I’m not certain,” Watson said. “I’ve been all over the course all day. But it isn’t a driver for you today.”


Love knew that. The question in his mind was whether to hit a three-wood or a one-iron.


Watson read his mind. “It could be a one-iron,” he said.


Love could get a one-iron safely to the fairway, he knew that. But he wanted to put as much pressure on Rocca as he possibly could. A well-struck three-wood down the left side would roll way down the fairway, leaving Love in perfect position. That would make Rocca’s tee shot that much more difficult.


Love knew that if he put his shot in the water he would be remembered as the goat of the 1993 Ryder Cup. But he couldn’t think that way. He had to think he could pull off a tough shot when it mattered most. Otherwise, why play?


He took out the three-wood and glanced at Watson. Arms folded, Watson nodded, almost imperceptibly. He wasn’t about to tell Love what to do in this situation but clearly he approved of the choice. A man who loves challenges, he appreciated Love’s not backing away from this one.


Love took his practice swing, set up to the ball, and took the club back in the long, sweeping arc that was the envy of most players on tour. As soon as he followed through, he knew he had hit a perfect shot. The ball flew down the left side, climbed over the corner of the water where Love had aimed, and bounced safely onto the wide part of the fairway, well past the bunkers.


The Americans were screaming, and Love could hear an appreciative roar coming from where the ball had landed. There were a few groans mixed in and then it was very quiet. The European fans, who had rooted ardently for their team all weekend without any of the ugliness displayed by the American fans in 1991, knew Love had hit a superb shot. They were disappointed but impressed.


Rocca’s turn. All day he had struck the ball well. The silence now was even more deafening than it had been on the 17th green. Rocca stepped up to the ball and took a deep breath. Suddenly, a huge roar, the loudest of the weekend, erupted from several holes back. It had to be Paul Azinger and Nick Faldo, the last match of the day. The last time Love had looked, the two anchors had been even. This roar made it clear that Faldo had done something remarkable. Rocca settled back over the ball, but the roar erupted again. What the hell had Faldo done? Only later would the players learn that Faldo had aced the 14th hole.


“It may have been the only time in Ryder Cup history that a hole in one actually hurt the team that made it,” Love said later, remembering how Rocca had to step back twice.


Finally, there was quiet again. Rocca went through his preshot routine a third time and swung. Love knew two things right away: the shot was safely right of the water, but it was not where Rocca wanted to be. It was right, a pop-up type of drive that landed between the bunkers, more than 200 yards from the green.


The Americans were almost delirious. Walking across the footbridge that led from the tee to the fairway, Love wondered if anyone could hear his heart pounding. “Hit one good shot and the Ryder Cup’s coming home,” he told himself. “Just one more good shot.”


As he walked to his ball, Love could see the packed grandstands behind the green and to the right. Flags were waving all over the place. The players and caddies all walked to the left side of the fairway for a better view. The wives were on the right side, over by the ropes. Love didn’t look there. He was afraid if he saw his mother, who was walking with his wife, he might start thinking about his dad and this was absolutely not the time for that.


Even so, as he stood in the fairway with Williams, waiting for Rocca to play his shot, his stomach felt as if it was upside down on a roller coaster.


Please hang on, he thought, hoping his stomach would hear him. Don’t throw up. Not now. Hang on for ten more minutes.


He took a deep breath and folded his arms, hoping to look calm. It seemed to him that it had been about ten years since he had last felt calm. It had actually been sixty hours.


The first person to warn Love about Ryder Cup nerves was Tom Kite. Before their first match as partners on Friday, Kite had pulled him aside. “Remember one thing,” he had said. “If they’ve got a sixty-foot putt, expect them to make it. If they’re in an unplayable spot, figure they’ll find a play. If you’re sure we’ve won a hole, flush the thought. Things are going to happen you’ve never seen happen before in your entire life.”


Love had tremendous respect for Kite. He knew he had been through five Ryder Cups and spoke from experience. But all week long, as the American and European teams prepared for what had become golf’s most emotional event, Love had thought everyone was making just a little bit too big a deal of the whole thing.


“I know you boys have played a lot of golf in a lot of places around the world,” Watson had said to Love and the three other first-time Ryder Cuppers on the team. “You’ve played majors, been in position to win majors, but you’ve never experienced anything like this. This is the only event in the world that will make your legs shake.”


By Thursday night, the eve of the matches, Love thought he had heard enough. He had read all about the European juggernaut that was bound and determined to take the cup back after barely losing it on American soil in 1991. He had heard all about what Ryder Cup did to Seve Ballesteros, the spiritual and emotional leader of the Europeans, who never seemed to lose a cup match. He had read reams of copy about the indomitable Nick Faldo and unshakable Bernhard Langer. He had walked the 18th hole with his teammates and heard all the stories about the disasters that had befallen the American team there in 1989.


Ryder Cup pressure. European supermen. Impossible shots becoming possible. Love enjoyed hearing it all. He didn’t doubt this was a monumental happening, the most important thing he had ever been a part of in golf.


But he still didn’t quite buy all the hype. When Watson gathered his twelve players and their wives for dinner on Thursday night, Love listened some more to the veterans as they talked about what had to be done and what had to be avoided, in order to win. The theme seemed to be this: keep the match close during the first two days of team play, when 16 points were at stake, then take advantage of the superior depth on the American side during the twelve singles matches on Sunday. The goal was 14½ points; somehow, someway. The secondary goal was 14—a tie—because as the holders the Americans would retain the cup if the twenty-eight matches did not produce a winner.


That was what had happened the last time the matches had been staged at the Belfry, four years earlier: a 14–14 tie. Only then, Europe had held the cup and the American team flew home feeling like losers. After all, the cup was still in Europe.


As he listened and looked around the dining room, Love was a bit awed by the talent he saw. Fred Couples, the 1992 Masters champion, perhaps the most naturally talented player in the game; Paul Azinger, the toughest competitor Love had ever met, who was coming off his first victory in a major—the PGA—a month earlier; Corey Pavin, who could hit every shot in the bag; Lanny Wadkins and Raymond Floyd, the old men who had seen and done it all in Ryder Cup and in golf; Chip Beck, the man who never seemed to have a negative thought on the golf course or in life; Payne Stewart, who had won a U.S. Open and a PGA and, of course, his buddy Kite, who was only the leading money winner of all time in the sport.


Then there were the four so-called rookies: Lee Janzen—all he had done this year was win the U.S. Open; Jim Gallagher Jr., one of the best-kept secrets in the game, a guy who could hit the ball as long as just about anyone not named John Daly; and John Cook, who had almost won two majors the year before and had won more than $1 million. Love was no slouch either. He had won seven tournaments before the age of thirty and had finished second to Couples on the U.S. money list in 1992.


How could this team possibly lose? Hell, they were so deep that Watson wasn’t even playing Janzen, the reigning U.S. Open champion, in the first four matches the next morning.


“You know what I think,” Love finally said during a lull in the conversation. “I think all this talk of staying close and getting to fourteen and a half is kind of silly. Why don’t we just go out there with the idea that we’re going to win every single match? Why don’t we make it our goal for Saturday, not to be close, but to have the cup clinched before we go to bed? There’s sixteen matches the first two days. Why can’t we think about winning all of them?”


They had all stared at him in disbelief for a split second as if someone had spiked his drink. Then they started to laugh. Love didn’t get it. “Just wait till tomorrow,” they all said. “Then you’ll understand.” Then they laughed some more.


Love shrugged. He wasn’t trying to put down the Europeans or downplay the magnitude of the event. But for goodness sake, he’d been playing golf since he was old enough to walk and he’d been in every major tournament there was, both as an amateur and as a professional. He thought about what Watson had said about Ryder Cup making your legs shake.


I’ll be nervous, I know that, he thought. But shaking? Come on, Tom, be serious. I’ve played golf my whole life. He was used to the knot in his stomach in big moments, had come to expect it. But never ever had he felt wobbly-legged on a golf course.


And then came Friday morning. The weather was awful, foggy and drizzly and cold. There was no way to play golf at the scheduled 8 A.M. starting time. Since the players on both teams were staying on-site at the Belfry Hotel, they were all downstairs, trying to kill time, first on the putting green, then on the driving range, then back inside to get out of the cold and wet. Love and Kite were playing the third match against Seve Ballesteros and José María Olazabal, the so-called Spanish Armada. Of the four American rookies, Love was the only one playing in the four morning matches. There would be four more matches that afternoon.


When he walked outside to look around, Love was amazed. Even in the awful weather, the grounds were packed by 8 o’clock. Everywhere he looked, he saw people, bundled against the cold, hands wrapped around coffee and tea containers. No one knew how long the wait would be, but they were all there, ready, excited, hoping to will the European victory they wanted so much.


Love hung around with his teammates, chipping and putting and hitting a few balls. Finally, shortly before 10, the fog began to lift. Word came down from the two captains: if the weather didn’t worsen again, play would begin at 10:30.


And that’s when Davis Love first felt his legs shake. “All of a sudden it hit me just how big a deal this really was,” he said. “It wasn’t as if I hadn’t known it before. But watching on television, just rooting for the U.S., is an entirely different thing. I mean, there were thousands of people there and, unlike at a tournament, they were going to be watching just four matches—and I was playing in one of them.”


No money—not a nickel—was at stake. The Ryder Cup is about national pride and coming through for your teammates. Love now knew that kind of pressure was a lot more intense than playing to collect a check.


The morning format was alternate shot—two-man teams playing with one ball, alternating shots until the ball was in the cup. Kite, having studied the golf course, had suggested that Love hit the tee shot on the odd-numbered holes since the two par-fives on the back nine were the 15th and the 17th, holes where Love’s length would come into play off the tee.


Love hadn’t given it much thought, but it seemed to make sense, so he had told Kite that was fine with him. Now, Love was having second thoughts. As Corey Pavin and Lanny Wadkins left the putting green and headed for the first tee for the opening match, it occurred to Love that one was an odd number. That meant he would hit the first shot of the match.


“Hey, Tom,” he said, trying to sound nonchalant, “are you sure you want me to take the odd holes?”


Kite, understanding, smiled. “I’m sure, Davis,” he said. “You’ll be just fine.”


Fifteen minutes later, match number 3 was called to the first tee. Love was shivering. Must be the cold, he told himself. Probably isn’t, he thought a few seconds later. They were walking now, escorted by several security guards, through a phalanx of people to the tee. Ballesteros and Olazabal were a few yards in front of them in matching red sweaters. The crowd grew louder with each step they took.


“Look, Tom, I really think you should take the odd holes,” Love said. His tone was almost pleading. “I just think…”


“I know exactly what you’re thinking,” Kite said, a hand on his shoulder. “Trust me, you’re going to be just fine.”


Love looked at his caddy, who always seemed to know the right thing to say when the pressure on his player was greatest. Williams was white as a sheet. “He looked worse than I felt,” Love said. “And I didn’t feel very good at all.”


Watson and Gallacher waited on the tee to greet the four players. Pictures were taken. The players were introduced. And then Love heard the dreaded words, “On the tee, representing the United States of America, Davis Love the Third!”


Love didn’t hear the polite applause. Somehow, he managed to get his ball on the tee. He took a deep breath and went through his preshot routine. Down the fairway he could see people standing eight and ten deep, straining to see where his shot would land. The first hole at the Belfry is short and rather narrow. Love had his three-metal out rather than his driver.


Everyone grew quiet. Love forced his mind to go blank. He checked his target and let twenty-five years of instinct take over. The ball flew in a high arc down the right side of the fairway. Perfect. Shakily, Love picked up his tee and smiled in response to the applause. He didn’t even hear the huge cheer that greeted the introduction of Olazabal.


Six months later, paired with Watson during the first round of the Players Championship, Love would hit a similar tee shot on the opening hole. “Just like the Ryder Cup,” Watson said as the ball landed.


Love shook his head. “Wrong, Tom,” he said. “My legs aren’t shaking.”


When the European PGA finds a Ryder Cup captain it is comfortable with, the job is his for as long as he wants. Tony Jacklin, the onetime U.S. and British Open champion who captained the Europeans three times, probably could have been captain for life if he had so desired, especially after winning the cup in 1985 and 1987 and retaining it with a tie in 1989. Bernard Gallacher, Jacklin’s successor, kept the job in spite of losing in 1991 and was asked back again after 1993—even though he had said before the matches that he intended to step down.


The PGA of America, which governs the Ryder Cup in the United States, takes the opposite approach. Although repeat Ryder Cup captains were once the norm—Walter Hagen was the American captain the first six times the matches were played—nowadays the captaincy is considered a one-shot deal. If you are asked a second time, it will undoubtedly be several years down the road from the first time. So, even though he would have liked to have kept the job, Dave Stockton knew his work was over in 1991 as soon as Bernhard Langer’s six-foot par putt on the final hole of the final match had slid past the cup, giving the U.S. a 14½ to 13½ victory and returning the cup to the U.S. for the first time since 1985.


And there was very little doubt about who would defend the title Stockton had helped win: Thomas Sturges Watson.


Until Nick Price’s recent emergence, Watson was golf’s last truly dominant player. Between 1975 and 1983 he won eight major titles—five British Opens, two Masters, and one U.S. Open. He was player of the year six times and led the PGA Tour money list five times. Three times he went head-to-head with Jack Nicklaus down the stretch in majors and beat him. When he chipped in on the 71st hole of the 1982 U.S. Open at Pebble Beach to steal that title from Nicklaus, the greatest player in the game’s history looked him in the eye and said, “You did it to me again, you little SOB.”


Nicklaus was joking, but there was a large chunk of truth in what he said. Every great athlete has a mean streak in him somewhere. You can’t consistently destroy the dreams of your competitors without it. If you pause to think what a victory will mean to the other guy, you may not be quite as willing to step on him when you need to. Especially in golf, where the margin for error is usually so razor thin, that tiny kernel of doubt often turns winners into losers.


Tom Watson never doubts. And he never backs away from a fight. He once thought he saw Nicklaus gesture at him with his putter—as if to say, “Take that”—after Nicklaus made a bomb to regain the lead during the final round of the Masters in 1977. Watson angrily took the gesture personally, birdied two of the last four holes, and won. When he learned later that Nicklaus hadn’t been gesturing at him, Watson apologized for his thoughts but certainly not for his victory.


Watson never thinks something, he knows it, whether the subject is golf or politics or wine. It is no coincidence that his nickname on tour is Carnac Junior. Nicklaus was the original Carnac, Watson his successor, because both men, like the old Johnny Carson character Carnac the Magnificent, always seem to know the answers before you ask the questions.


Nicklaus, ten years younger than Arnold Palmer, had unseated The King as the game’s best player. In 1977, Watson, ten years younger than Nicklaus, succeeded him at the top of the sport. But unlike Nicklaus, who kept winning major titles until he was forty-six, Watson lost the hunger somewhere along the way. When he won his fifth British Open in 1983 he was thirty-four, the same age Palmer had been when he won his fourth Masters and seventh major. Like Palmer, who never won another major, Watson stopped winning. He should have won another British Open in 1984, but he let it slip away to Seve Ballesteros on the back nine at St. Andrews and was never quite the same again. He was still good—very good at times—but never dominant.


“I accomplished a lot of my goals in a relatively short period of time and I made a lot of money,” Watson said ten years later. “When I was younger, before I had children and money, all I wanted to do was play golf, work at my golf, get better at my golf. But when the children came [Meg in 1979 and Michael in 1982] my time with them was very important to me.


“For a long time, I thought that was the major reason I didn’t play as well. But it wasn’t that simple. I definitely lost some edge. I didn’t work as hard at my game. It just wasn’t quite as important to me.”


No one wins year in and year out, especially in the tournaments that matter most, without being an SOB. Somewhere, some of the SOB seeped out of Watson and the winning that had occurred so regularly—thirty-nine times in twelve years—came to a sudden halt. By the time he was named Ryder Cup captain late in 1991, Watson was eight years past his last major title and four years distant from his last win on tour.


Even so, he was still one of the game’s most revered figures. He had always been popular with the fans, even as the young upstart challenger to Nicklaus. He was shy and almost obsessively private, but he had the kind of swashbuckling look and game that appealed to many. At 5-foot-9 he wasn’t eye-catching, but he had Popeye-sized arms, reddish-brown hair, and a friendly gap-toothed grin that caused writers obsessively to compare him to Huck Finn.


And, like Palmer, he made golf into an adventure. He had a long, looping swing that sent the ball great distances, not always in the right direction. A round of golf with Watson was often a whirlwind tour of trees, meadows, water, and sand. Somehow, when he emerged eighteen holes later, Watson had scrambled and chipped and putted his way into the lead or close to it.


No one could get out of trouble the way Watson could. He was a genius around the greens and the boldest putter anyone ever saw. His putts never dropped over the front lip, they banged the back of the cup, bounced in the air, and then dropped in. Watson was so good at making miraculous recoveries that the ultimate compliment you could pay another player who had found a way out of trouble to make par was to tell him, “That was a Watson par.”


Away from the golf course, Watson wasn’t much different from the kids he had grown up with outside Kansas City or the ones he had gone to Stanford with. But golf made him special. He became so good at it that he became a part of the game’s history and lore. A hundred years from now they will still talk about Nicklaus and Watson dueling down the stretch at Turnberry in 1977, and everyone who ever plays Pebble Beach will walk over to the spot on 17 where Watson hit The Chip and look at the thick grass and shake their heads and say, “How in the world did he do that?”


Great golfers are remembered forever. Watson reveled in that. He became a student of the game’s history and of its great players. Byron Nelson became his teacher, mentor, and inspiration after he blew up in the last round of the 1974 U.S. Open, shooting 79 at Winged Foot after leading for fifty-four holes.


Watson absorbed Nelson’s teachings and he read every book he could find on Vardon and Hagen and Hogan and Jones. After he won his first Masters in 1977, he sat and listened intently each year at the Champions Dinner to all the great players who had won the title before him. “It was like going to an annual seminar on the history of the game,” he said.


By dint of his hard work, he became a part of that history. His five British Open victories put him behind only Vardon’s six. That made the near miss at St. Andrews in 1984 that much more disappointing. Even so, he became an adopted son in all of Great Britain, but most of all in Scotland. Growing up in Kansas City, he had been Tommy Watson, but to the rest of the world he was Tom—except in Scotland, where he again became Tommy—or “Toom.” They cheered him as if he were one of their own. He returned the feeling. This was, after all, the ancestral home of golf and if these people felt an attachment to him, then it meant he was part of something special.


All those feelings led Watson to seek the Ryder Cup captaincy for 1993. As a young player he had dreamed of playing Ryder Cup. He knew all about the traditions that dated back to 1927 and loved the idea of being part of a team, something one almost never got to do in golf. Even in college, although you were on a team, you always played stroke play, meaning that it wasn’t really much different from playing in a tournament.


In Ryder Cup, though, everything was match play: head-to-head. You spent two days playing with a partner, then played one singles match on Sunday. There were twelve players on each team, and for one week every other year, golfers actually meshed into a unit, rooting for one another, living together, sometimes dying together.


Watson’s first Ryder Cup as a player had been in 1977, the last year that Great Britain took on the United States without the rest of Europe. The U.S. won easily—as it always did in those days—but Watson’s memories of the week were vivid. It was at the opening ceremony that he decided he wanted to be a Ryder Cup captain someday.


“It was a classic gray English day and the ceremony was behind the clubhouse at Royal Lytham and St. Annes,” he said. “Just as the flags were being raised, a gust of wind blew through and the flags unfurled perfectly, just stood straight up and out. Dow Finsterwald was our captain and he talked about what it meant to be part of a Ryder Cup, about all the great players who had taken part and how honored he was to follow in the footsteps of all the captains who had come before him. I just stood there with these shivers going down my back thinking, I want to do that someday.”


The Europeans were added to the British team in 1979, a change that pumped new life into the matches. The European victories in 1985 and 1987, followed by the draw in 1989, had turned the Ryder Cup from a virtually unnoticed biennial competition into an event as big as—perhaps even bigger than—any of the majors.


Watson wasn’t on the American teams that lost in 1985 or 1987 but did play in 1989, the last time the matches had been played in Europe. He knew then that he wanted to captain an American team that would go to Europe and take the cup home.


“I definitely wanted to be the captain over there,” he said. “Winning at home just wasn’t quite the same challenge. I love golf in Britain, I love the fans, and I love their knowledge of the game. They just have a feel for the game that no one else in the world has. Even people who don’t play over there understand the sport. There’s nothing like it.”


Watson had watched the 1991 matches played on Kiawah Island, in South Carolina, on television and, like a lot of people, was dismayed by what he saw. The matches had been dubbed The War by the Shore before they even began and nothing that happened during the three days dispelled that notion. The American fans were surly and ugly; the feeling between the teams bordered on bitter and sometimes spilled over beyond that border.


Watching the final day of the match at Kiawah, seeing all that tension and bitterness, had made Watson uncomfortable. He knew that the next American captain would have a lot of work to do not only trying to retain the cup on foreign soil, but also trying to put the proper feeling back into the matches.


Still, he wanted the job. A meeting was set up with Jim Awtrey, the executive director of the PGA, and when it was over, Awtrey stood up, reached his hand across the table, and said, “Well, Tom, you’re our choice.” Watson was amazed. He had walked into the meeting hoping to be a candidate and walked out of it as the captain.


As part of his preparation, Watson talked at length with Nick Faldo about the hard feelings between the two teams at Kiawah. Faldo told him he thought a lot of the problems dated back to 1989, when Raymond Floyd, that year’s American captain, had stood up at the gala dinner held before the start of the matches and had introduced his team as “The twelve best golfers in the world.” Floyd had stolen the line from Ben Hogan, who as captain in 1967 had introduced his team that way. Back then, it had been close to the truth. In 1989, it wasn’t. “We all told Tony [Jacklin] that he should get up and introduce Seve as the thirteenth best player in the world,” Faldo said. “We knew what Raymond was trying to do, but considering the fact that we had beaten them pretty soundly the previous two matches, it just wasn’t appropriate.”


The Europeans felt slighted again at the 1991 dinner when a film on the history of the Ryder Cup that the PGA had put together barely made mention of anyone who wasn’t an American. There had been angry words on the golf course between Ballesteros and Paul Azinger. Some of the Americans had even shown up wearing camouflage shirts to emphasize that this really was war.


Watson agreed with Faldo that it had all gone too far. He made a point whenever he was asked about his role as captain to talk about the need to bring good feeling back to the competition. The tradition of competing was as important to him as winning.


“This isn’t war,” he said. “This is golf. We’re going to go over there and try like hell to kick their butts. And they’re going to try like hell to kick ours. That’s as it should be. But when it’s over, we should be able to all go off together, lift a glass, and toast one another. That’s what the Ryder Cup is about.”


Anyone who took that statement to mean that Watson would be satisfied to see his team give it the old college try and go home gallant losers didn’t understand the man. For this Ryder Cup to become part of the glorious résumé he had pieced together, the U.S. had to win. Even a tie, although it would retain the cup, would not be good enough. Watson wanted to take a team into Europe and win. No American team had done that since 1981.


Watson’s preparation was exhaustive. Ten of his players would be selected for him through a points system. The other two he would choose. The most logical picks were Raymond Floyd and Lanny Wadkins, two men who had about as much Ryder Cup experience as anyone alive. Both—especially Wadkins—were friends. Both would be natural leaders on what was shaping up as a relatively inexperienced American team.


But Watson didn’t want to rule anyone out. He talked to other players about who they thought would perform well in the crucible of Ryder Cup competition. He encouraged potential team members to play money matches during their Tuesday practice rounds to get used to head-to-head match play. He studied statistics to see who drove the ball consistently, who made the most birdies, who was most adept at getting the ball up and down from tough spots.


But statistics weren’t going to choose Watson’s players for him. His gut would. There was a good deal of public clamoring for John Daly, golf’s Paul Bunyan. The thinking was that Daly, with his huge drives, would intimidate the Europeans and, in a match-play situation, his bad holes wouldn’t matter as much as they did in stroke play.


Watson liked Daly and thought the huge crowds he brought out were good for golf. But he never considered him for the team. “You can’t take someone over there who has a give-up attitude, and that’s what John has,” he said. “If things go wrong, he picks up or gives up. You can’t have that in Ryder Cup, because if he does that he doesn’t just hurt himself, he hurts the whole team. I couldn’t count on John to go out there for thirty-six holes a day and not give up.”


Other names cropped up. Larry Mize and Fuzzy Zoeller were both experienced and both were playing well as the August 16 deadline for Watson to make his picks approached. And, almost from out of nowhere, Curtis Strange, dormant for more than three years, had suddenly played himself into contention with four straight top-ten finishes. Like Floyd and Wadkins, Strange had Ryder Cup experience and, like Floyd and Wadkins, there was no questioning his heart or his toughness.


Watson knew he wanted Floyd on the team regardless of how he was playing, especially since he had been the captain at the Belfry in 1989. But if Strange had played well at the PGA—the last tournament before the deadline—he would have almost been compelled to pick him ahead of Wadkins, who had struggled for most of the summer.


That would have been an extremely difficult choice for Watson, especially since Wadkins had a better Ryder Cup record than anyone else who would be on the American team. But Strange and Wadkins both rescued Watson from his dilemma: Strange missed the cut at the PGA, and Wadkins stayed on the leader board until the back nine on Sunday. The next morning Watson surprised no one when he named Floyd and Wadkins.


By then, with the help of the PGA, Watson had put together a detailed itinerary and schedule that outlined for the players and their wives virtually everything they would be doing throughout every moment of Ryder Cup week. The thirty-page booklet included travel schedules, daily schedules for players and wives, and instructions on what to wear each day. Also included was a detailed Ryder Cup rule-book, a daily dining schedule, the match schedule, and instructions on how to prepare luggage for the Concorde.


Watson thought of everything. There were notes that said things like “Remember to send dress shirt to laundry today.” And, “Be sure to bring plug adaptors and converters. The electrical outlets are 220V.”


Watson’s biggest concern was not his ability to organize a team or to make certain that the players all wore red on the days he wanted them to wear red. He knew he could handle all that. What he worried about was the unknown: his ability to coach.


That is, after all, exactly what a Ryder Cup captain is: a coach. Watson had never coached and didn’t know much about coaching. Always a reader, he began studying successful coaches and what they said about motivation, about dealing with players who have failed, about making sure a team is getting along. He also met with Roy Williams, the basketball coach at Kansas University.


Williams is an avid golfer, a seven-handicapper, and he was more than happy to talk to Watson. A few weeks before the team was scheduled to leave for England, he and Watson met at a golf course halfway between Lawrence and Kansas City. It was late in the afternoon so, instead of playing, Watson and Williams drove a cart to the far end of the range and sat and talked while the sun set and the range emptied.


Watson had been concerned throughout the summer about the pressure of playing on the road and the advantage the Europeans would have with the backing of their crowd. He remembered how the American team had failed to respond down the stretch on the final day in 1989 and it worried him.


“You know it can work both ways,” Williams told him. “There’s always pressure on the home team because they’re supposed to win. We always tell our players that there’s nothing better than quieting the other team’s crowd. I tell them to listen for the silence, because you’ll never hear anything sweeter, and to be sure to look up at the end and watch the stands empty out when we’re ahead.”


Watson liked that. He had another question: Do you try to match players who get along or do you throw opposites in together?


“Depends,” Williams said. “But if you’ve got one guy who is always up and confident and another guy who tends to get down, they might be perfect together.”


Watson made a note of that too. He had a hundred different playing combinations in his head and he was looking for anything that might help his decision. It was almost dark when they finally returned to the clubhouse. Watson felt good as he drove away hearing Williams’s words in his head. “Listen for the silence.”
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IN THE ARENA


WHEN THE CONCORDE carrying the American Ryder Cup team set down on the tarmac at Birmingham Airport at a few minutes before 9 o’clock on a rainy Monday evening, everyone breathed a deep sigh of relief.


Not that the flight had been bumpy. In fact, it had been very fast and quite enjoyable. It was just that when the plane departed from Dulles Airport in Washington that morning, it had left behind several weeks of controversy and embarrassment.


It all started because the president of the United States, an enthusiastic golfer, wanted to meet the Ryder Cup team before it went off to do battle with Europe. There was just one small problem: most of the team had no desire to meet him.


There wasn’t a single member of the team who had voted for Bill Clinton in 1992. None of them liked the Clinton plan to tax the wealthy one bit. The politics of the team were probably best summed up by U.S. Open champion Lee Janzen, who said, “Where I grew up you were better off telling people you were a garbage man than a Democrat.”


That’s true for most of the PGA Tour, not so much because all the players grew up with Republican silver spoons in their mouths, but because most of them grew up around country clubs and business people who tended to fall on the conservative side of most political issues. If an open election for president were held on the PGA Tour, the winner would probably be Rush Limbaugh.


When the word first got out that Clinton had invited the team to come to the White House on the Monday they were scheduled to fly to England, several players were asked how they felt about such a visit.


Paul Azinger, who not only had voted for Bush but had canceled his subscription to his hometown newspaper after it endorsed Clinton, was diplomatic when he was asked about the trip. He said he would certainly go as part of the team and that a trip to the White House was an honor no matter who was president. But Azinger also told his close friend Payne Stewart, “I don’t want to shake hands with a draft dodger.”


The reference was to Clinton’s failure to serve during the Vietnam War. Azinger’s father had fought in Vietnam, and he still had memories of talking to him on the phone from there as a little boy. “I remember you always had to say ‘over’ when you were finished talking,” he said. “Once I forgot to say ‘over,’ and Dad didn’t say anything. I guess you weren’t allowed to. It scared the hell out of me. Finally, I remembered and said ‘over,’ and he started talking. The whole thing blew my mind.”


Azinger’s mind was also blown when he found that his buddy Stewart had repeated his crack about Clinton to a reporter and it had shown up in print. Later, when he was able to joke about the incident, Azinger shook his head and said, “I guess I should have told Payne that we were talking off the record.”


Others had spoken on the record. John Cook had said that Clinton’s tax plan penalized people who worked hard in order to help those who did not. Janzen, jokingly, had said he wanted to make the trip but wouldn’t be able to afford it after he paid his taxes. Others had simply said they didn’t want to go.


A public firestorm ensued. Here was a team going off to represent the United States saying it didn’t want to meet the president. Here also was a group of wealthy men complaining about having to pay taxes.


It was Watson who finally put an end to all the talk. “It doesn’t matter who the president is, if you’re invited to the White House, you go,” he said. “The president is the country’s First Golfer. We’ll be there.”


Watson’s political background was a little different from that of his players. He had grown up in a Republican household but had gone through a radical period at Stanford, taking part in antiwar marches while letting his hair grow long. He graduated in 1971 and a year later voted for George McGovern for president. When he informed his father of his intent to vote for McGovern, his father looked at him and said, “You’re an idiot.”


Twenty-two years later, after having voted twice for Ronald Reagan and twice for George Bush, Watson laughed at his father’s words. “He was right,” he said. “I was an idiot.”


Watson’s conservatism isn’t lockstep vote-your-pocketbook stuff. For one thing, he believes drugs should be legalized so that the U.S. can at least reap the tax benefits from their sale. “We can’t seem to curb their use,” he said, “so why not legalize them, collect the taxes, and say that if you break a law while on drugs you are subject to a stiffer penalty? That’s what we do with alcohol, isn’t it?”


Watson’s players knew nothing about his politics. Except for Floyd and Wadkins, none of them knew him very well. He was someone they all respected but couldn’t quite get a handle on. Watson was always friendly, but never very warm or open. He was not an easy person to talk to once the conversation went beyond small talk or locker room humor.


One of Davis Love’s first memories of Watson dated back to the 1988 British Open. He had been working on the putting green the day before the tournament began when Watson arrived and began putting. After a few minutes, Watson asked Love if he would mind taking a look at his stroke.


Only in golf do players who are, after all, playing against one another, routinely help one another out during practice sessions. Love was nervous though. He was twenty-four years old, in his second year on tour, and here was the great Tom Watson asking him for a putting lesson. “I didn’t want to tell him something that was going to mess him up the day before the British Open started,” he said. “I wanted to help if I could, but I also thought I better be careful.”


Love stood behind Watson and watched him stroke a few putts. Suddenly, something his father had told him many times as a boy flashed into his head. “You know, Tom, almost all the great putters keep their eyes directly over the ball or inside the ball,” he said. “Yours look to me like they might be outside the ball.”


Love was pleased with himself. “I knew what I was saying was right and it was simple. It couldn’t possibly mess him up.”


Watson didn’t even look up when Love had finished with his tip. “Nah,” he said. “I don’t buy that. You’re wrong.”


Love walked away baffled. “If he knew the answer,” he said later, “why did he ask me the question?”


It was a more open Watson who greeted the players when they began turning up on Sunday evening at the Sheraton-Carlton Hotel in Washington. At dinner that night, he spoke emotionally about the adventure they were about to embark on together and how difficult it would be. But he also told them he had no doubt they were up to the task.


The players were a bit nervous about the next morning’s White House visit. Clinton was bound to be aware of their comments about him. “So what?” Watson said. “Believe me, he’s used to people disagreeing with him. It’s his job to deal with people like that every day.”


The group arrived the next morning just as Chelsea Clinton was leaving for school and the president was returning from his run with his Secret Service/media entourage trailing in his wake. Socks the Cat was playing on the lawn. “Well,” said Azinger, who’d arrived at dinner the night before with Bill and Hillary masks, “I think I’ve seen enough.”


Watson had thought long and hard about what he should say to Clinton. A week earlier, he had bolted awake one morning with the answer. After all the players had been introduced to Clinton, he gripped a golf club and said, “You know, Mr. President, the golf grip is a lot like politics. If you hold the club too far to the right, you’re going to get in trouble on the left. If you hold it too far to the left, you’re going to have trouble from the right. But if you hold it in the middle…”


“You’ll get it just right,” Clinton said, finishing the thought for him on cue. Everyone laughed. The tension broke. Watson had said the right thing.


All the politics and pressure were forgotten when the Concorde landed in England and the players saw that every nook and cranny of the airport was filled with golf fans. Two barricades had been set up so the players could walk unimpeded through the lobby to the curb where a car and driver awaitèd each of them. As each player made his way through the crowd, a cheer went up—the loudest, of course, for Watson. This was the opposition, but it was respected and—in the case of Watson—revered.


“It made you realize once and for all,” John Cook said later, “that this was a really big deal.”


At the Belfry, a light dinner awaited them after check-in and then the players started playing their favorite board game, Pass the Pigs. Since the flight had only been about three hours and their bodies were still on East Coast time, they weren’t the least bit tired. Shortly before midnight, Watson walked in, tapped his watch and said, “It’s eleven forty-five, boys. Let’s get a good night’s sleep and an early start tomorrow.”


He turned to walk out, then stopped. “In case you were wondering, that was a subtle hint,” he said.


The game stopped. Tired or not, the players headed for bed. Their captain had spoken.


The next two days were routine. Watson assigned practice groups each day and spent some extra time on the range with John Cook and Chip Beck, both of whom were struggling with their swings. The players weren’t certain who would play with whom on Friday, but they had ideas. Love and Kite were campaigning to play together. Everyone assumed that Fred Couples and Raymond Floyd, who had been unbeatable at Kiawah, would stay together, and it seemed likely that Corey Pavin and Wadkins, both scrappers, would be paired. That would leave Azinger and his press spokesman Stewart as the likely fourth team, with the rookies Cook, Jim Gallagher Jr., and Janzen sitting out the first morning along with Beck.


The European lineup also seemed set. Ballesteros and Olazabal, as always, would be paired, and Nick Faldo and Colin Montgomerie were also a lock. Gallacher also had four rookies and he seemed to be leaning toward leaving all of them out of the morning matches. That would probably mean that two British veterans, Sam Torrance and Mark James, would play together with Bernhard Langer and Ian Woosnam—three Masters titles among them—as the fourth team.


The Americans spent a lot of time learning and relearning the Belfry’s Brabazon Course. The reason the Ryder Cup was being staged here for a third time was simple: money. The Belfry had offered the European PGA huge dollars to establish its headquarters at the resort and to play the Ryder Cup on the Brabazon Course every four years.


Everything at the Belfry was built around the Ryder Cup connection. Each wing of the hotel was named after a different Ryder Cup captain. The Americans were in the Lee Trevino wing, the Euros in the Tony Jacklin wing.


The Brabazon Course is a fairly ordinary golf course with two fabulous match-play holes: the short par-four 10th, where players had to decide whether to risk hitting a tee shot over water to a narrow green, and the long, difficult 18th. How much did the Ryder Cup connection mean to the resort? Well, if you wanted to play the other Belfry course, the Derby, the cost was £18. But if you wanted to tread the Brabazon, the same ground where Ryder Cups had been decided, you had to come up with £50.


The players who had played at the Brabazon before noticed two things: a wet summer and early fall had left the course soft and playing longer than they remembered. And there was almost no rough.


“Seve rough,” Azinger said one day walking through it. “They’ve got it set up so he can play.”


Seve Ballesteros loomed as the biggest question mark on the European team. He had been the unquestioned spiritual leader for the Europeans throughout the 1980s but he was having a miserable year. Always wild off the tee, he was now so wild that even with his unparalleled ability to manufacture shots, he couldn’t recover well enough to score. The lighter the rough the better it would be for Seve.


Everything was set up according to a very precise schedule and every desire of the players was met almost immediately. Watson did request one change in the dining room that had been set up for the team to eat in. Three tables that could sit about ten people each were in place when the team arrived. Watson wanted one long table. The team would eat together.


They ate together on Wednesday but not at the new table. Instead, they all put on their best dress clothes (PGA-supplied of course) and traveled ten miles down the road to the Metropole Hotel for the gala dinner. Eight hundred people would pay £150 apiece for the privilege of eating in the same ballroom as the two teams.


Watson dreaded the gala dinner. Tradition called for the teams to sit through not only the dinner and speeches but also the musical acts that came afterward. It would be after midnight before they returned to the Belfry, and he knew that was bound to make everyone a little cranky with barely more than twenty-four hours left before the matches began.


He also knew from experience that the gala dinner tended to turn into an autograph fest for the paying public. Inevitably, they would line up at the two team tables to have their menus signed. Watson made a decision: his players would not spend their evening signing autographs. He told them that if anyone asked, they should politely ask that menus or anything else people wanted signed be sent to the American team room with the promise that everything would be signed and returned before week’s end.


The players felt awkward about this. On the one hand, they liked the idea that Watson was willing to play bad guy for them and give them an excuse not to spend the whole night signing menus. On the other hand, they knew that saying no to a crowd that had paid big bucks (or heavy pounds) to rub shoulders with them would probably be uncomfortable.


Sure enough, shortly after the meal was served, the fans began lining up at the two tables. The Europeans dutifully signed. The Americans politely said no. The evening might have passed with only a few feelings mildly hurt if Sam Torrance had not asked Watson to sign his menu.


Torrance was the most outgoing member of the European team, a forty-two-year-old chain-smoking Scotsman with a keen, dry wit. When he leaned over Watson’s shoulder and asked him to sign a menu, Watson shook his head.


“You know what will happen if I sign, Sam,” he said. “We’ll spend the whole night signing.”


“But, Tom, it’s part of the tradition of the night to sign menus for one another.”


Watson shook his head again. “No, Sam, it’s not,” he said. “At the victory dinner on Sunday we do that. Not here.”


Insulted and hurt, Torrance stalked back to his team’s table, indicating that Watson had snubbed him. Sensing a problem, Watson followed him back to the table. “Look, Sam, I don’t want you to feel insulted,” he said. “If you send the menus to our team room, I promise we’ll sign every one of them.”


Torrance waved him off. “Forget it, Tom,” he said. “Just forget it.”


Boom! The very thing Watson wanted so desperately to avoid, controversy and tension between the teams, had just arrived full force because of a decision he had made. There was no way this would stay secret, not with eight hundred people in the room, many of them smarting from being snubbed for signatures. Watson knew the British tabloids would run wild with the story. He returned to the table shaken and upset.


“I was trying to make things easier for my team,” he said later. “I probably made a mistake, but it didn’t have to become as big a deal as it did.”


By the next morning it had become a huge deal. The tabloids were—of course—running amok. “Fork Off!” read one headline. Another said, “Tom Watson You Are A Disgrace!”


Watson walked into breakfast looking ashen. He hadn’t slept well at all, waking up from different dreams throughout the night. The players had never seen the Tom Watson they saw that morning. “I got myself into this and I’ll handle it,” he said. “You guys just go out and play and don’t worry about it.”


The words were Watson, but the tone wasn’t. His voice was soft, filled with sadness and uncertainty. Some of the players thought he sounded choked up. “It did shake me up,” he said. “I know how the tabloids are over there, but some of the things that were said by people hurt. It was exactly what I didn’t want to have happen. I just couldn’t understand why people would get upset with me for not wanting my team to have to sign eight hundred autographs during a formal dinner. I know from experience that I can sign three hundred and twenty-two autographs in an hour. That means you’re signing for two and a half hours. Asking people to do that is rude.”


Watson knew the only way to put the incident behind him was to deal with it. So when he met with the media that day for the traditional captains’ press conference, he brought the subject up. He apologized to Torrance (even though he was angry with him for not letting the issue die) and to anyone else who had been insulted by his decision.


Later, Gallacher made light of the whole thing, saying he had taken care of Torrance by forging Watson’s autograph on his menu since he was quite familiar with it. Someone asked if signing autographs had ruined his team’s evening. Gallacher grinned wickedly. “Well, Seve did struggle a bit with his fromage…”


The American players did as they were told. They went out and played and let Watson handle the situation. By now, the crowds had grown huge and the players signed autographs all day long. “Remember, we’re bad guys, we don’t sign,” Azinger said as he waded through a crowd signing everything in sight.


By the time the opening ceremony was held late Thursday afternoon, the hue and cry had quieted. Torrance, after telling reporters in the morning that he intended to show Watson and the Americans how he felt about being insulted when the matches began, had backed off—no doubt under orders from Gallacher.


Sixteen years after getting chills as the flags went up at Lytham and St. Annes, Watson led an American team into another flag-raising ceremony. When he had finished introducing his team, Watson turned to the players and said, “Gentlemen, I cannot tell you how proud I am to be your captain.”


The flags went up, the anthems were played. Finally, it was time to play golf.


Even so, the autographing incident had already had a tangible effect. At nightfall Wednesday, the British bookies had made the Americans 11–10 favorites. Twenty-four hours later, the Europeans were favored by the same odds. Menugate had replaced Clintongate as everyone’s favorite topic.


If the players had any doubts about how intense Watson was about this competition, they were erased when they saw, at the bottom of their schedules for Friday, September 26—the opening day of play—his “thought for the day.”


It was simple and direct: “Remember,” it said, “everything they invented, we perfected.”


That, they thought, is the way he really feels about this whole thing. The sportsmanship and good feeling are all well and good, but once the first ball is hit, winning was what they had come for.


“What we all liked about it,” Davis Love said, “was the message that the niceties are over; let’s go kick their butts.”


That was exactly the message Watson wanted to deliver.


By the time the matches finally began, everyone was having trouble with his nerves, even the most experienced players. The two-hour fog delay heightened the tension. As Watson stood on the first tee waiting for Pavin and Wadkins, who would lead off for his team against Torrance and James, he tried to force a smile. “Usually I don’t worry about what I can’t control,” he said. “But in this case, I have to worry.”


The Ryder Cup format is simple: On Friday and Saturday there are eight matches. The four morning matches are alternate shot, the four afternoon matches are best ball. Ironically, the Americans had done well in recent years in the alternate-shot matches even though it was a format they never played. It was in the best-ball matches—the format most Americans play week in and week out at country clubs and the pros play in their practice-round betting matches—that the Europeans had dominated.


Even so, the Americans didn’t feel too bad when the first morning ended in a 2–2 tie, for one reason: the supposedly unbeatable Spaniards, Olazabal and Ballesteros, had been beaten by Tom Kite and Davis Love.


Ballesteros had become a legendary Ryder Cup figure over the years, not only for his brilliant play, but for his gamesmanship. He was famous for coughing at the wrong (or right) moment, for creating a confrontation (like the one with Azinger in 1991) to throw off an opponent’s concentration, for somehow finding a way to get to the psyche of the opposition.


He also made Olazabal a better player. The younger Spaniard had also had a difficult year, but Ballesteros had spent the whole week building him up, saying he was the best player in the world. When the two of them played together, they paced the fairway shoulder-to-shoulder as if connected by an invisible cord.


Kite and Love knew all this. Just before the match began, several of the American wives had handed Love a package of cough lozenges. “First time he coughs,” they said, “take this out and give it to him.”


It never came to that. On the first hole, Kite had a putt of less than two feet to halve the hole. Ballesteros waited until he had marked the ball and started lining the putt up before he said, “That’s good.”


Kite picked the ball up without a word and walked to the tee. “Tom, you didn’t hear me say the putt was good before you put it down?” Ballesteros said.


“No, Seve, I didn’t,” Kite said, smiling. “I guess the crowd was just so loud I couldn’t hear.”


That set the tone. The Americans weren’t going to be drawn into any arguments. On a couple of occasions when Love started to charge down the fairway at the same accelerated pace as the Spaniards, Kite slowed him down. “No need to rush,” he said. “They aren’t going anywhere without us.”


Love, quaking legs and all, played extremely well in his Ryder Cup debut. The Americans took the lead on the second hole with a birdie and the Spaniards never caught them. What’s more, they won the match with the kind of bravura that Ballesteros and Olazabal were famous for.


Having reached the turn one up, the two Americans watched in amazement as Ballesteros, after what seemed like an endless discussion with Olazabal, pulled out an iron and laid up short of the water on the 10th. Seve laying up? Unthinkable. Apparently, he still lacked confidence off the tee.


Kite didn’t pause a beat before he grabbed his three-wood and took dead aim at the green. The ball rose in a high arc and several thousand people held their breath as the ball hung over the water for a split second, then landed softly on the green and rolled to a stop six feet from the pin.


“Yeah!” Kite screamed, jumping straight up into the air. Maybe he had been this excited when he won the U.S. Open. Maybe. Racing down the fairway, his wife, Christy, shook a fist herself and said, “Who says he’s conservative?”


Kite’s shot wouldn’t mean much if the Americans didn’t win the hole. Olazabal wedged the ball to within nine feet, and Ballesteros sank the birdie putt, looking at Love as if to say, “The pressure’s all on you now.”


Love calmly stroked the putt in for an eagle two. The Americans had the hole and a two-up lead. They had also given the Spaniards a large dose of their own medicine. Ballesteros and Olazabal never got any closer, and Love finished the match off with a three-foot par putt at 17.


Pavin and Wadkins had won their match to open the day, but the two American teams that should have been strongest, Azinger-Stewart and Couples-Floyd, had both been beaten soundly. Watson decided to shake things up in the afternoon. He sat Stewart and Floyd, paired Couples with Azinger, and brought two of the rookies, Janzen and Gallagher, off the bench together.


Pavin and Wadkins came through again, but Kite and Love, matched a second time with the Spaniards, didn’t have the same luck in best ball as they had in alternate shot, losing on the 15th hole. Janzen and Gallagher lost a tough match on 18 when one of the European rookies, Peter Baker, rolled in a 25-foot birdie putt. That put the Europeans up 4–3 with one match still on the course: Azinger-Couples against Faldo-Montgomerie.


Golf rarely gets any more melodramatic than this. There was no love lost in this foursome. Faldo was so obsessed and intense that he almost never spoke to anyone on the golf course, even his partner. Montgomerie wasn’t much of a talker either unless he was snapping at someone. Azinger talked all the time but was wound just as tight as Faldo. Couples, for all of his laid-back appearance, wanted badly to make up for his Sunday failure on this golf course four years before.


Birdies flew everywhere. When Azinger stuffed an eight-iron one foot from the flag at 16, the Americans went one up. It was now virtually dark and everyone on the grounds was following this match. Azinger walked off the 16th green, his face a mask of tension, and said to Watson, “I want to beat these guys so bad…”


Easier said than done. With everyone literally feeling his way, Faldo somehow knocked a five-iron to five feet at 17 and made the birdie putt. The match was even and it was pitch black. The captains agreed to finish at 8 o’clock the next morning.


“It’s gonna be a long night waiting to play one hole,” Azinger said walking up 18 in the dark. “I’m already exhausted and we’ve got two days to go.”


Dinner in the Belfry’s Stafford Room—the U.S. team room—was very quiet that night. The uncertainty surrounding the postponed match had left everyone a little bit nervous. A 4–4 tie was possible, but so was a 5–3 deficit. Everyone remembered what a Waterloo the 18th had been in 1989. The hole had come into play only once on Friday and the Europeans had won it on Baker’s birdie.


Normally a voracious eater, Davis Love had been having trouble eating all day. He knew it was just nerves, but when he noticed his wife not eating at dinner he wondered what was going on. Unlike some wives, Robin didn’t get nervous about golf.


“You okay?” he asked.


“I don’t feel great,” she said. “I think I could use some Tylenol.”


Almost seven months pregnant, Robin Love had walked the entire 18 holes that morning. During the lunch break, Davis had suggested that she take the afternoon off or just walk a few holes. Robin walked for a little while, started to feel weary, and went back to the hotel to rest. That was fine with her husband. The doctor at home had told her she could walk but should quit if she started to tire.


Love wanted to go over to the fitness trailer to get stretched before he went to bed, so he suggested Robin walk there with him to get some Tylenol. When they arrived, the trainers said they didn’t have any Tylenol but suggested that if they checked with the front desk some could surely be found.


Robin went back to find Tylenol while Davis got stretched. A little while later he walked back to the team room. Robin wasn’t there. Neither was Linda Watson.


“Where did Robin and Linda go?” he asked.


“They went to find Tylenol” was the answer.


Love wasn’t sure why Robin needed Linda’s help to find Tylenol and the tone of the answer told him that it wasn’t that simple. Something’s going on here, he said to himself and went upstairs to find out. There were security guards patrolling the floors to make sure no unwanted fans or media could get up there. Love asked one of them if he had seen his wife.


“They’re in your room,” the guard said.


They?


Love opened the door and found three people crowded into the small room. Linda Watson was sitting next to the bed. A doctor was standing over the bed, and his wife was lying flat on her back with her legs in the air.


Instinctively, Love told himself to stay calm. He knew if he started panicking that Robin would panic too. “What’s going on?” he asked quietly.


“It looks like the baby has dropped,” the doctor said. “Your wife has overdone it. I’ve checked the baby’s heartbeat and it’s fine. But she may be leaking amniotic fluid. Right now, I think she just needs to stay in bed for the next twenty-four hours. If she starts to feel any worse, there’s an OBGYN right nearby we can call.”


Love thanked the doctor and, as soon as he had left, called Robin’s doctor at home in Georgia. He explained what had happened and the local doctor’s theory. “If it was amniotic fluid, it would just keep coming,” the doctor said. “My guess is that the baby’s dropped and is pushing on her bladder. She’s probably leaking urine. If she keeps leaking, you’re going to have to take her to the hospital and she’s going to have the baby. Otherwise, she should be okay if you can convince her to stay in bed.”


That wouldn’t be easy. Within a few minutes of the doctor’s departure Robin was claiming she felt fine and wanted to get up. “I thought I might have to get straps for her,” Love said.


The other wives were put on call to keep Robin company the next morning while the matches were going on and to make certain she stayed in bed. Love slept fitfully during the night. He kept rolling over in bed thinking it must be morning only to learn that it was fifteen minutes later than the last time he had thought it was morning.


Azinger had predicted a long night. Interminable was more like it.


It was 7:55 the next morning when the carts carrying Azinger, Couples, Faldo, and Montgomerie pulled up to the 18th tee. It was overcast, but at least there was no fog. It was also freezing. The official temperature reading at 8 o’clock was 49 degrees with gusty winds. Everyone knew what was at stake, including the fans who had already turned out in force and had started jostling for position at sunrise.


Montgomerie hit first, pushing a weak but safe shot into the right rough. With his partner dry, Faldo was able to aim down the left and bite off a large chunk of the water. For a split second, it looked as if he had bitten off too much. But the ball landed safely in the left fairway and a huge cheer went up as the ball bounced into the view of the gallery.


Couples led off for the Americans. The minute his ball left the club it was dead. It started left and hooked. It splashed into the water as another cheer went up. One American down, one to go.


Azinger had not been this nervous during his PGA playoff a month earlier against Greg Norman. He had to get the ball into the fairway in position to reach the green. He couldn’t let Faldo win the hole with a par and put the Europeans two points up.


He was shaking with nerves and the cold. “My Florida bones can’t take that kind of cold,” he said. “When I saw Freddy’s ball get wet, I thought, Oh boy, it’s all on me now.”


Under the circumstances, the shot may have been as good as any Azinger has ever hit. It flew on almost the same line as Faldo’s ball, landed in the fairway, and rolled 15 yards beyond Faldo. The crowd applauded appreciatively, knowing a great shot under pressure when it saw one.


“Great tee shot,” Watson said, his hands stuffed in his pockets to ward off the cold.


They made their way up the fairway. Montgomerie was first to play. From a bad lie, he hit his ball weakly into the water. Groans. Faldo, standing behind his ball in the fairway, showed no emotion at all. Mentally though, he flinched.


God, now it’s one against one, he thought. I bloody well better hit this one well and put some pressure on Azinger.


He didn’t. His seven-iron shot reached the green well short of the pin, leaving him with a 50-foot uphill putt. Azinger was 163 yards from the pin. Watson walked up next to him. “Great tee shot,” he said again.


Azinger stood behind his ball for what seemed like forever, tossing grass into the air to check the wind over and over. He and his caddy, Mark Jiminez, finally decided on an eight-iron. The shot was almost perfect. It landed pin high, but just a tad right—about 18 feet from the flag.


Advantage, U.S.


The other twenty players, having finished their warm-ups for the matches that would begin at 8:30, were now sitting greenside. Couples and Montgomerie, both now spectators too, joined them. The green, the stage and pendulum of the match, belonged to Azinger and Faldo.


Their rivalry stretched back to 1987, when Azinger had bogeyed the last two holes of the British Open to give Faldo a one-shot victory and his first major title. Azinger had carried that wound with him for years. It had been exacerbated when Faldo was quoted as making fun of Azinger’s unorthodox grip. During the last round of the PGA when Azinger had seen Faldo’s name at the top of the leader board along with his and Norman’s, his resolve had seemed to double.


“It was nothing personal,” he claimed. “But I didn’t want to lose another major to him.”


He didn’t. Now the two men were face-to-face in a totally different situation. Each was a millionaire and there wasn’t a penny at stake. But both could feel the almost unbearable tension as they walked onto the 18th green. Their teammates were yelling encouragement, but neither man heard a word.


Faldo putted first. The 18th was probably the slowest green on the golf course, especially early in the morning. Faldo knew it was slow, but not how slow, and his putt stopped 10 feet short. No one on the American team thought for one second that he would miss the second putt, no matter how difficult it might be.


They were all hoping that Azinger would make Faldo’s putt irrelevant. He walked around the ball, lining it up from all angles. Kneeling nearby, Watson heard a TV technician’s walkie-talkie crackle.


His head snapped around. “Turn that thing down!” he demanded.


Azinger’s putt looked like it was in until it got to within a yard of the hole, when it started to slide just right. Azinger threw his head back, his eyes closed, and let out a deep sigh of frustration. He walked up and tapped the ball in for par.


The Americans could do no worse than tie. If Faldo somehow missed, the first day’s play would end 4–4 and the U.S. would start day two with a full head of steam. But Faldo’s putt was never going anywhere but dead center. The crowd screamed for joy and the Europeans surrounded him on the green. Europe was ahead, 4½–3½.


Faldo grabbed Torrance’s hand as if he was going to fall over. “What’s for breakfast?” he said. Then his knees buckled and he bent over and let out a huge sigh of relief.


The rest of the morning was a disaster for the Americans. Seemingly spurred by Faldo, the Europeans won three of four matches. The only U.S. victory came from the newly created team of Raymond Floyd and Payne Stewart. By lunchtime, Europe led 7½ to 4½ and it looked like a rout was in the offing.


Watson had to come up with something for the afternoon. He still hadn’t played Cook and Beck, and he knew they were losing their minds waiting. But who should he pair them with? He remembered what Roy Williams had said about putting a confident player with a player who tended to get down on himself. No one was more up or confident than Beck. Cook was much more mercurial. He decided to gamble and put them together.


The two men were on the driving range when a PGA official came up to them carrying a walkie-talkie. He handed the walkie to Cook and said, “Tom wants to talk to you.”


Cook heard Watson’s voice crackle at the other end. “Cookie, you ready to go?” he asked.


“Dying to,” Cook answered.


“Good. Let me talk to Chip.” He repeated his question to Beck, who repeated Cook’s answer. “Fine then,” Watson said. “You guys are going out in the first match against Faldo and Montgomerie. We could really use a boost.”


Cook looked at Beck. “Nothing like skipping the frying pan and going straight into the fire, huh?” he said.


“Don’t worry about a thing,” Beck said. “No reason why we can’t whip them.”


It may well be that there has never been a golfer with a more positive attitude than Beck. Other players say that he is the only man on tour who can knock a ball in the water and say, in all seriousness, “Boy, this is great. Now I get a chance to get up and down from there for a par!”


Beck had been subjected to severe criticism from the media and other players when he had laid up from the 15th fairway at Augusta during the last round of the Masters earlier in the year. He had trailed Langer by three shots at the time, and a lot of people felt that by not going for the green and a possible eagle, he had been protecting second place rather than going all out for first. Beck had said a million times that he just didn’t think he could get the ball over the water from where he was and thought laying up was the best way to make birdie. A lot of people didn’t buy it, and Beck had literally had his manhood questioned for months.


Here was a chance to make everyone forget all that. The Americans’ situation could not have been much worse. A split of the afternoon matches simply wasn’t going to be good enough because a three-point deficit going into the twelve singles matches would probably be too much to overcome.


When Faldo knocked in a birdie putt at the first hole it looked as if the afternoon would be a continuation of the morning. Cook didn’t blink. He rolled his birdie putt in right on top of Faldo.


That set the tone for the match. Every time it seemed the Europeans might grab an advantage, Cook or Beck came up with a shot. On the fourth hole, Cook was lining up another birdie putt. He asked Beck if he wanted to take a look at it for him.


“Heck no,” Beck answered. “I don’t need to look at that putt, you know what it will do. You’re going to knock it dead center.” He pointed across the green where Faldo and Montgomerie and their caddies were lining up a putt from a hundred different angles, circling the ball and the hole over and over again. “Look at those guys. They got everyone in the world trying to figure out what to do over there. John, we got ’em confused! They’re shaking over there! We got ’em!”


Cook cracked up. He also made his putt after both Europeans had missed. The Americans were one-up. The rest of the afternoon was fraught with peril, but Cook and Beck never gave up their slender lead. When Cook went cold on the back nine, Beck kept the team in the match. He got up and down at 12, 13, and 14 for pars, then blasted out of a bunker to five feet for a birdie at 15 that matched Faldo. The Americans were still one-up when they arrived at the 18th. It had been ten hours since Faldo and Azinger had confronted one another on this hole.


The scoreboards tracking the other three matches showed that Pavin and Gallagher were easily beating Mark James and Costantino Rocca, but Ian Woosnam and Peter Baker were doing the same to Couples and Azinger. Stewart and Floyd had a slim lead on Olazabal and Joakim Haeggman. Ballesteros had asked Gallacher for the afternoon off to work on his swing for the Sunday singles. With a three-point lead, Gallacher had felt comfortable granting the request.


If Cook and Beck could hang on at 18, the Americans would have a shot at a 3–1 afternoon margin, which would bring them within one. If both remaining matches were halved, the Europeans would have a two-point lead going into Sunday.


Beck had carried the team for most of the back nine. Now, though, Cook stepped up again. He hit a perfect drive and crushed his second shot to almost the same spot where Azinger had hit his second shot in the morning. Montgomerie was out of the hole again, but Faldo being Faldo stuck his shot 10 feet below the hole. If he made the putt, Cook would have to make his to win the match.


This time, though, Faldo turned human. The putt slid right at the last second. Cook now only needed to two-putt. Faldo didn’t even ask him to go through the exercise. He walked over and shook hands, conceding the match. Cook and Beck had turned the entire match around. When Stewart rolled in a birdie putt at 17 a few minutes later to give the U.S. its third victory of the afternoon, you never would have known that the Europeans were still leading 8½ to 7½. The Americans were jubilant—and relieved.


“If I were a betting man,” Azinger said, “I’d have bet all I had on us right then. John and Chip just turned the whole thing around.”


One other thing that had picked up the Americans’ spirits immeasurably was the near-miraculous recovery of Robin Love. After staying in bed all morning, she had announced at lunchtime that she felt 100 percent better and wanted to get up and walk around a little. Okay, everyone said, but just a little.


When Davis Love found out that Watson was going to sit him out in the afternoon, he suggested to Robin that they rest together and then walk out to the ninth green to watch the afternoon matches come through. Robin said that was fine. She was going to walk out to the first tee with Tracy Stewart and then she would come right back to the room. Exhausted and drained, Love went upstairs and promptly fell asleep. When he awoke almost two hours later, Robin was nowhere in sight.


He walked to the ninth green. Robin wasn’t there either. The first two matches had already gone through, and Couples and Azinger were standing on the green trailing Woosnam and Baker by three holes. Watson was there watching. He told Love that Robin was fine and, he thought, with Linda.


At that moment, Watson was more concerned with Couples than anything else. Except for the epic Friday night/Saturday morning match, Couples had played poorly. After the morning matches, he had asked Watson to let him sit out the afternoon so he could practice and try to get his game in shape for Sunday. Unlike Gallacher, Watson didn’t have the luxury of a three-point lead. Couples had to play.


But Couples hadn’t come around. He and Azinger were getting waxed by the red-hot Baker and Woosnam. As the players came off the ninth green, Watson tried to give Couples a pep talk. “You’re only three down, Fred. There’s plenty of time to come back,” he said. “Don’t get down on yourself.”


Couples had been hearing pep talks and encouragement for two days now. Everyone meant well. But there’s nothing a golfer hates more than being told everything is just fine when he knows it isn’t. As languid as he may look on the golf course with his long, easy swing and ambling gait, Couples gets down on himself as quickly as anyone. The difference has always been his ability to bounce back.


“Freddie can go out and have a good dinner or watch a good ball game and get in a good mood just from that after a bad round,” Love said. “The rest of us have to go figure out what’s wrong. Freddie can just show up the next day and turn wrong into right.”


It wasn’t happening this weekend, though, and Couples was aggravated. When Watson added his voice to the chorus of “everything’s all right, don’t worry about a thing,” Couples snapped. “Just leave me alone, Tom,” he said angrily. “I don’t need any pep talks right now.”


He stalked to the 10th tee. Love turned to Watson. “You think I should try to talk to him?” Watson wasn’t sure. Love found Couples’s caddy, Joe LaCava, and pulled him aside. “Do you think I should talk to Freddie?” he asked. LaCava shook his head emphatically.


“He told me a couple holes ago that he was sick and tired of pep talks and the next person who said something to him he would probably kill.”


That person had been Watson. Love decided to follow the match. Couples and Azinger didn’t get any better, and Baker and Woosnam closed them out on the 13th hole, winning 7 and 5. Cook and Beck had just won, and Pavin and Gallagher had won too. The only match left on the course was Floyd and Stewart against Olazabal and Haeggman. One of the caddies suggested that everyone should race over to 16 to watch that match. Couples shook his head. “I’ve had enough golf,” he said. “I’m going in.”


He began walking over to a cart that would take him back to the clubhouse. Love took a deep breath and followed him. “Look, Freddie, I know you’re pissed off, but I really think you should come out and watch Payne and Raymond. You’re very important to this team, especially to the young guys like me, and if you go around with a bad attitude, especially tonight, it’s going to affect everybody. You’re one of the leaders of this team.”


“I got you,” Couples said, and he nodded to the driver that he was ready to go.


Love put a hand on his arm. “No, Fred, I’m not sure you do get me. You are important to this team. Your attitude the rest of today and tomorrow will affect how the other guys feel.”


Couples didn’t say anything. The driver started the cart. Love followed the others to the 16th green. As the players approached the green, he noticed a familiar figure walking with the wives: Robin.


“What in the world?” he demanded.


She put a hand up. “I know, I know. I started out to walk one hole, but it was just too exciting. I had to keep going. I still feel great, so don’t worry.”


Love didn’t know whether to worry, to feel angry, or to feel happy. His wife had never in her life found golf exciting. “I’ve never wanted her life to go up or down based on me making or missing four-footers,” he said. “But it was kind of nice that she was so into this. Payne told me later that seeing her out there really gave him a lift.”


Love got a lift of his own a few minutes later. As he and Robin walked up 17, he noticed Couples and his girlfriend, Tawnya Dodd. “Thanks for coming out,” he said to Couples.


“I did get your message,” Couples said.


Love didn’t say another word. He had been disappointed when Watson had told him he wasn’t playing in the afternoon. Now he felt like it had been worth it.


The mood in the American team room that night was 180 degrees different than the night before. One point down with twelve matches left, having taken back the momentum in the afternoon, confidence was soaring. Cook and Beck, the forgotten men of Friday and Saturday morning, were now heroes.


“You know, positive thinking can overcome a mechanical breakdown,” Beck kept saying. “And I was having a mechanical breakdown out there.”


With his North Carolina accent, Beck is easy to imitate. That became the rallying cry for the evening: “Positive thinking can overcome a mechanical breakdown!”


The only down note of the evening came when Watson returned from the captains’ meeting. Gallacher had informed him that Sam Torrance had an infection of his big toe that had flared up on him. There was a good chance he might not play on Sunday.


Under Ryder Cup rules, if one player cannot play in the singles, the other team removes one player from its lineup and each team is credited with half a point for the match not played. The U.S. had benefitted from this rule in 1991 when Steve Pate, who had been injured in an automobile accident en route to the gala dinner, sat out the singles. Since Pate had played on Saturday, the Europeans had wondered if the Americans weren’t trying to steal half a point. Now, since Torrance had played Friday—and played poorly—the same thought occurred to some of the Americans. What, they wondered, would have happened if Faldo had an infected toe? Would he sit out? Not likely. More likely he would play on a broken leg if necessary.


This wasn’t Faldo, though, it was Torrance, and given his toe injury, the possibility that he would sit out was quite real. When Watson walked into the team room with the news, the first two people he told were John Cook and Lee Janzen. They looked at one another. Each man had the same thought: I’m going to be the one who sits out.


Under the rules, Watson had to place the name of one player in an envelope. The next morning, if Gallacher announced that Torrance couldn’t play, Watson would hand over the envelope. Before Watson had a chance to give much thought to who should go into the envelope, Wadkins came into the room. He had just heard about Torrance. He grabbed Watson, took him aside, and said, “Put me into the envelope.”


That was unthinkable. Wadkins was as accomplished a Ryder Cup singles player as the team had and he was scheduled to play Sunday against Ballesteros. The Americans were convinced that if anyone on the team was certain to beat Ballesteros, it was Wadkins.


But as Wadkins talked, Watson realized his argument made sense. The player in the envelope, Wadkins said, should be either him or Floyd because the other ten players had earned their spots on the team while he and Floyd had been selected by Watson. Floyd had played superbly on Saturday, Wadkins not so well. Watson thought about it briefly and decided Wadkins was right.


“Lanny made a very difficult situation a lot easier for me,” Watson said later. “The more he talked, the more I realized it was absolutely the right thing to do. I think the other guys understood the sacrifice he was making, because no one wanted to play more than Lanny. It was one of the great gestures I’ve ever seen anyone make.”


Wadkins knew he was making the right gesture, but at the time, he was thinking that was all it was—a gesture. “I went to bed that night convinced Sam would play and I would be playing Seve,” he said. “It wasn’t until Tom came back the next morning and said Sam was out that it really hit me that I wasn’t going to play.”


The Europeans had a potentially far more serious problem than Torrance’s toe to deal with that night. Peter Baker’s eleven-month-old daughter had been rushed to a hospital with what appeared to be spinal meningitis. Under the rules, if two players from one team could not play, the opposition was entitled to claim a forfeit of the second match. When they heard about Baker’s daughter, the Americans discussed that possibility.


“It wouldn’t be right to do that,” Floyd said. “That’s not in the spirit of the Ryder Cup. If Peter can’t play because his child is sick, I’ll sit out too.”


While that was being bounced around, Love asked Watson if it would be appropriate to send a note to Gallacher asking him to let Baker and his wife know that they were in the thoughts of the American players. Having dealt with a crisis involving an unborn child the night before, Love had an idea of the anguish and fear Baker had to be feeling.


Watson liked the idea. Love wrote the note, walked it across the hall, and asked a security guard to deliver it to Gallacher. The next morning he received a thank-you note from Gallacher with the news that all was well. Baker’s daughter had an ear infection, nothing more, and was doing just fine.


With that settled and with Torrance definitely out, there were eleven singles matches to play and the day would begin with the Europeans now leading 9–8, each team having picked up half a point for the unplayed match. The U.S. needed 6 points to create a 14–14 tie, 6½ to win the cup again outright.


The day was cool, overcast, and windy. Watson’s final thoughts were brief: If you start to feel down do two things: think about Lanny and how much he wanted to play and don’t stop smiling whether you’re four up or four down.


If the Americans were smiling early in the day it was only because they were remembering Watson’s words. At one point, early in the afternoon, the Europeans were leading in the first five matches. But the last day of a Ryder Cup is a roller coaster. At 1 o’clock, Europe looked like a winner; at 2 o’clock the Americans were in control. By three, Europe was in command again. An hour later, it was anybody’s ball game. The day was exhausting and exhilarating with eleven matches on the golf course at once and roars and shouts coming from everywhere. This was golf at its simplest: mano-a-mano, low score wins the hole, add up the holes at the finish.


Couples, playing in the leadoff match, started the American turn-around (the first one) by coming from two down with six holes left to halve his match with Woosnam. Right behind him came Beck, fighting another mechanical breakdown.


Through thirteen holes, Beck was three down to Barry Lane. Watson, bouncing from match to match, showed up on the 14th tee, hoping to give Beck a boost. As Watson approached, he heard Beck yelling at him: “Hey, Tom, where’s your smile?” As instructed, Beck was grinning as if he were three up, rather than three down. Watson hadn’t followed his own orders. “Keep smiling, Tom. I’m gonna get him for you, don’t you worry about a thing.”


Clearly, Beck didn’t need any cheering up. Watson got back in his cart and went to look for someone who did. Beck was as good as his word. He won the 14th hole, eagled the 15th, won the 16th to get even, and then won the 18th to win the match.


That victory was huge for the Americans. Instead of trailing by two points, they were now even at 9½. Around the golf course, checking the scoreboards constantly, the other players shook their heads in wonder thinking about Beck and his unshakable attitude.


“And people questioned the man’s toughness,” Azinger said later. “They ought to look in the mirror.”


The joy over Beck’s comeback was short-lived however. The Europeans won the next three matches, Montgomerie beating Janzen; Baker, completing a remarkable week, beating Pavin; and Haeggman beating Cook. The last result was particularly tough to take. Haeggman and Cook had been even on the 18th tee, and Haeggman’s tee shot looked to be dead in the water the second it left the club. Somehow, he just cleared the corner and reached the fairway. Cook put his drive in the right bunker and, with Haeggman way down the fairway, had to try to reach the green from there. His ball hit the bank on the edge of the water, popped in the air, and then rolled back into the water. Cook stood staring at the spot in disbelief.


At that moment, Europe led 12½ to 9½. But the Americans had comfortable leads in three matches: Payne Stewart was on the verge of closing out Mark James; Tom Kite, playing the best golf of the day, was hammering Bernhard Langer; and Jim Gallagher, playing in Wadkins’s slot, was easily beating Ballesteros.


Without Olazabal around to dig him out of trouble, Ballesteros was almost helpless. He couldn’t have found a fairway with a compass on the front nine, and he shot an embarrassing 42—six over par. Gallagher took the lead on the first hole and never looked back.


With those three matches in hand, the U.S. also had 12½ points. In the remaining matches, Floyd was leading Olazabal and Faldo was leading Azinger. If those two leads held up, each team would have 13½ points. Which explains why all eyes were on Love and Rocca as they walked up 18 with their match even: Love in the fairway, Rocca in the rough.


Standing in back of his ball, arms folded, trying to look as nonchalant as possible, Love couldn’t help but drink in the scene: the packed stands, his friends and teammates standing a few yards away trying to will him to victory. He remembered what his mother had said on the first practice day: “I can’t believe that my little boy is actually playing in the Ryder Cup.”


Now her little boy was probably going to decide the Ryder Cup. Love took a deep breath. He knew now what this was all about. I’ve waited my whole life for this, he thought, and took one more deep breath.


Rocca had finally decided on a club. It was getting close to 5 o’clock and the temperature, which had climbed at midday, was dropping quickly. He had a long shot from a sidehill lie in the rough and, like John Cook an hour earlier, he had no choice but to try and clear the water.


The ball came out of the rough low and stayed low. It looked for a second like it would drop into the water, but it held its height just long enough to clear the bank and bounce on the hill in front of the green. It stopped there, short of the putting surface, but visible. The crowd screamed with relief. Rocca still had a chance.


Not a very good one, Love was thinking. From where Rocca was, he would have to make a great chip to get close and have a chance at par. Of course the way to take all the suspense out of the matter was to stick this shot close and make a birdie.


He had a nine-iron in his hands but wasn’t entirely sure that was the right club. All week long, he had been hitting long irons into this green. But having crushed the ball downwind, he had only 148 yards to the pin and wondered if perhaps he should hit a pitching wedge.


He decided on the nine. “What I should have done was aimed it left and let it drift back into the flag,” he said. “I didn’t think enough about the slope in front of the pin and the fact that with a short iron, the ball wasn’t going to bounce very much at all.”


Love liked the shot when it came off the club, but when it landed he could see that it was well short of the pin. It began rolling backward off the slope as the cheers got louder and louder. By the time it stopped rolling, the ball was barely on the green, 50 feet short of the pin.


Love stared as the ball rolled in the wrong direction, thinking, whoa, that’s way down there. Then he remembered something. “On Thursday afternoon, we had spent a lot of time practicing long putts from all over the green,” he said. “I knew the putt would be slow, but that if I remembered to hit it I should be able to get it close. And I still thought he was going to have trouble making par.”


Even so, what had been a huge advantage for Love off the tee was now a decidedly smaller one. The noise was deafening as the players walked to the green. Love walked up to the top tier so he would have a good view of Rocca’s chip from below. Cries of “Come on, Rocky, you can do it!” were coming from everywhere.


Love had another thought: In the movie, Rocky came close, but he lost.


Rocca’s chip skittered up the hill and, for a moment, the crowd thought he had knocked it stiff. “Yes!” came the shouts. Standing behind the hole, Love could see that the ball wasn’t going to stop. It rolled 18 feet past the cup.


Love’s turn. He looked the putt over carefully and reminded himself how slow the green was. But he didn’t want to go crazy, knock the putt six feet past, and have to putt downhill coming back. So, at the last second, he eased up just a little. He heard the groans from his teammates as the putt rolled dead, six feet short of the pin.


“Dammit,” he said under his breath. “You knew it was slow and you didn’t hit it.”


Rocca had life again. In fact, if he could somehow curl his putt in, the pressure on Love to make his just to get a halve would be brutal. Rocca’s putt trickled toward the hole but veered left and went 18 inches past. Love thought briefly about making him mark the ball; after all, under this kind of pressure, no putt was an absolute gimme. Then he changed his mind.


I’m going to give him this and knock mine in and this thing’s going to be over, he told himself.


He reached down, picked Rocca’s ball up, and flipped it to him. Then he re-marked his ball and he and Williams took a long look at it. Williams thought the putt would break only slightly, that it should be aimed at the right edge of the hole. Love saw more break in it than that. “It’s just outside right,” he told Williams.


He stepped up to the ball and went through the routine he had developed through the years working with sports psychologist Bob Rotella: Pick a spot, take aim, take a practice putt, line up, and putt. Don’t overthink.


But just as he was about to draw the putter back, Love felt himself starting to shake. Something in his brain said, “Don’t putt it!”


He stood up and stepped back. By now, no one was breathing. The Americans, seeing Love step back, fidgeted. A player backing off a putt is usually a sign of doubt. Love looked at it differently. Rotella had told him that if you weren’t ready to make a putt, you should always back off. He had backed off a putt in 1990 that he needed to make to win a tournament and, watching on television, his younger brother Mark had panicked. Love made the putt. Later, he told Mark, “If you ever see me back off a big putt, it means I’m thinking clearly about what I’m doing and I’m going to make the putt.”


As he started his routine again, Love thought about Mark. “I knew he was thinking, now Davis is going to make this.”


He picked his spot and took his practice stroke. Now he felt ready. He stroked the ball, and it rolled dead center. “Sometimes, when you make a putt like that, you think later, boy that was easy,” Love said. “Rotella says it’s like driving a car when you let instinct take over and you start thinking about something else. The next thing you know, you’ve driven fifty miles and you didn’t even notice. I let instinct take over on that putt.”


He did the same thing after the putt hit the hole. His arms went straight up into the air and he stood frozen on the spot as his teammates mobbed him. In the midst of the pandemonium he heard Lanny Wadkins’s voice above all the others: “The cup is on the Concorde!” Wadkins kept saying. “The cup’s coming home!”


It was. Floyd had just gone three up on Olazabal with three holes to play. Love’s victory gave the U.S. 13½ points, and since Floyd could now do no worse than halve his match, the Americans had clinched the 14 points that would tie the match and retain the cup.


Love was still listening to Wadkins when it occurred to him that he had never had a chance to shake hands with Rocca. “Where’s Costantino?” he asked. Rocca had waited to shake hands, but when Love was mobbed he had given up and started walking toward the clubhouse.


Love broke away from the revelers and ran after Rocca. He was walking with his arm around his wife and had just reached the gate next to the stands leading back to the locker room when Love caught him. Love grabbed his shoulder. When Rocca turned around, Love could see tears in his eyes.


For a split second, Love felt his despair. After all, he easily could have been in Rocca’s shoes. “I hope you’re proud of the way you played,” he said. “And I hope your country’s proud of you. It should be.”


The two men shook hands and then Rocca hugged Love. He walked away slowly. Love watched him briefly, then was engulfed again.


The cup was on the Concorde, but Floyd still needed to halve one more hole to clinch the victory. Faldo was still one up on Azinger thanks to his hole in one at 14.


The Americans headed out to 17. Floyd was now two up with two holes left. Olazabal birdied 17. Floyd was one up. Could the Europeans still pull out a tie?


No. Olazabal hooked his tee shot on the 18th into the water. A moment later, when Floyd put his second shot safely on the green, he conceded the hole and the match.


As the Americans celebrated, Love walked up to Tom Watson. “Can you hear it?” he asked.


“Hear what?” Watson asked.


Love pointed at the rapidly emptying stands. “The silence,” he said.


Watson grinned. He could hear it. “That,” he said, “is as sweet a sound as I think I’ve ever heard.”


Watson had known for weeks exactly what he was going to say during the closing ceremony—win, lose, or draw. He had read an excerpt from Theodore Roosevelt’s famous “Man in the Arena” speech several years earlier in, of all things, a letter for parents sent home from one of his children’s school. He had been so impressed by the words that he had taped them to the mirror in his bathroom.


Watson often tapes things to his mirror: newspaper columns that he likes, sayings he wants to remember, letters from friends. His wife does the same thing on the kitchen refrigerator. When he started thinking about what he would say at the closing ceremony, Watson thought almost immediately about the speech taped to his mirror.


“It hit exactly the right note for both teams,” he said. “It said exactly what I wanted to say about the competition. The world had seen a great show, but most people were going to forget about it, except for who won and who lost. But for the players, it was different. They were in the arena and they would always remember what they had felt, right to their dying day.


“Golf is such a solitary sport and the Ryder Cup is so much about being a part of a team. The feelings you have for one another because of what you go through together will never go away.”


And so, after he had been presented with the Ryder Cup as the winning captain, Watson read Roosevelt’s words.




It is not the critic who counts, not the one who points out how the strong man stumbled or how the doer of deeds might have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena; whose face is marred with sweat and dust and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs and comes short again and again: who knows the great enthusiasms, the great devotions and spends himself in a worthy cause and who, if he fails, at least fails while bearing greatly so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who know neither victory nor defeat.





When he was finished, Watson turned to his team and repeated what he had said at the opening ceremony on Thursday: “Gentlemen, I cannot tell you how proud I am to be your captain.”


In the end, it had turned out almost exactly the way Watson had wanted it to turn out. The menu flap had hurt, but it had been buried by the dramatics of the golf and by the fellowship that had grown between the competitors as the weekend wore on.


There had been only one incident of any seriousness and it had been brief. On Saturday, Maria Floyd had heard Ballesteros speaking to Olazabal in Spanish during the afternoon match that Ballesteros didn’t play in. Coaching by anyone but the captain is against the rules.


“I know what you’re doing,” Maria Floyd said to Ballesteros. “I speak Spanish and you’re coaching him.”


Ballesteros hotly denied the accusation and walked away. Nothing more came of it. On Sunday, watching the Azinger-Faldo match—which was by then meaningless—come up 18, Ballesteros had said to Love, “I enjoyed competing against you and Tom [Kite]. It was the way competition should be.”


Love agreed. So did everyone else. The Europeans could not have been more gracious in defeat. They were disappointed to lose, but thrilled with the way all the players had conducted themselves.


“The whole thing was brilliant,” Faldo said later. “I give a lot of credit to Tom Watson. He listened to what we all told him about what was wrong at Kiawah. Everyone on both sides tried like hell and in the end they were a little bit better. Even so, it was a great week of golf.”


Greatest of all, perhaps, for Watson. He called it his biggest thrill in golf, bigger even than the eight major titles. “I couldn’t control a lot of what happened and that’s what made it so tough,” he said. “To be honest, the week stopped being fun for me after the menu flap and didn’t start being fun again until Davis made his putt on Sunday. Everything in between was pressure and nerves and hoping to make the right decisions. I really didn’t have a chance to enjoy myself again until Sunday night. Then I didn’t want to go to sleep.”


He was the only one. Everyone else was exhausted. The victory dinner—during which all menus on both sides were signed—was raucous and even got a little bit rowdy near the end. But by 1 A.M. everyone on the American side was ready for a good night’s sleep. Payne Stewart was the last to leave and Linda Watson told her husband she was going to bed.


A couple of hours later, Lee Janzen woke up from a sound sleep to hear a television set blasting away in the hospitality room that was across the hall from the Watsons’ suite. He walked down the hall to see what was going on and found one person in the room: Tom Watson. A cigar in one hand, a glass of wine in the other, his feet up on a chair in front of him, Watson was watching the BBC replay of the last few minutes of the match with the sound turned all the way up.


“I couldn’t enjoy it the first time,” Watson said when Janzen walked in. “Now I don’t want it to end.”
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