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A SHORT PRIMER



The Ryder Cup is a three-day competition pitting the best golfers from the United States against the best from Europe. It has been staged every two years since 1927, with a lapse from 1937 to 1947 for World War II. It was delayed by a year in 2001 after the September 11 attacks, putting the Cup on even years, and is now back in odd years after another one-year delay in 2020 for the COVID-19 pandemic.


Each team fields twelve players, a mixture of automatic qualifiers and captain’s picks, the balance of which has changed over time. The event uses the match play format, in which the score is kept by holes won and usually listed in reference to the winning team. As an example, if the American team wins holes one through three, they are 3-up, and if Europe wins the fourth hole, the US falls to 2-up. The match ends when one team has established a lead that is greater than the number of remaining holes. Thus, if a team wins by the score of 3&2, it means they were 3-up with two holes to play; it was no longer possible for the other team to beat or tie them.


On Friday, the first day of competition, there are four two-on-two matches of four-ball (each player plays his own ball, and the best score wins the hole for his team) and four two-on-two matches of foursomes (teammates alternate shots). Each match is worth 1 point. If a match is tied after eighteen holes, the match is “halved,” and each team receives half a point. The home captain has the right to choose which session is played in the morning and which is played in the afternoon, and it’s also up to each captain to choose which eight players compete in each session, and which four sit out. This format repeats on Saturday, and on Sunday, all twelve players from each team square off in a singles match. In total, 28 points are at stake—16 from pairs matches, 12 from singles. The team that holds the Cup needs to win half of these points, 14, to retain the trophy, while the team trying to take the Cup back must win 14.5 points.


The Ryder Cup venue rotates every two years between the United States and Europe. It is organized in the United States by the PGA of America, which is distinct from the PGA Tour, and in Europe by the European Tour. The 2021 Ryder Cup took place in late September at Whistling Straits Golf Course on the western shore of Lake Michigan, a few miles north of Sheboygan, Wisconsin.


After a blowout win in Paris in 2018, the Cup was in European hands. The Americans had to win it back.
















“You’ve probably heard this in press conferences, where losing captains and players will say, ‘Well, the other guys just played better.’ Can you imagine if someone said that in the defense world? The general has to go and explain why he lost the war, and he says, ‘Well, the other guys just fought better.’ Or in the business world, the CEO has to explain why he lost a million dollars and he says, ‘Oh, the other guy just sold more widgets.’ I got tired of hearing it. Yes, there’s variance in results. Yes, there’s unpredictability. But the Ryder Cup fundamentally is an organizational and a management challenge. It’s a collective action problem. How do you channel the talents and abilities of a large group of people into a common goal? The reality is that winning Ryder Cups is making lots and lots of right decisions enough times to increase your chances of winning.”


—Jason Aquino, founder of Scouts Consulting Group, Team USA’s strategic analysts

















PROLOGUE



The Weight of History


Kevin, Stewart, and the Big Problem


“You know, if I could put my finger on it, we would have changed this shit a long time ago.”


—Jim Furyk




On Saturday at the 2021 BMW Championship in Maryland, another merciless scorcher of a day in a long, hot August, I sat on a stone wall by the clubhouse and waited for Kevin Kisner to finish his round.


I’d alerted the PGA Tour’s media officials that I wanted to speak with him, but I was dreading it, and they weren’t thrilled about having to ask. Two weeks earlier, Kisner had won the Wyndham Championship in Greensboro, reviving his hopes of making the Ryder Cup team for the first time. The great irony of Kisner’s career is that he is one of America’s best match play golfers, but has never made a Ryder Cup team. He checks all the boxes—smart, combative, and with the kind of relentless game that wears his opponents down. He holds a 16-6-2 career match play singles record, with a win at the 2019 WGC Match Play and a second-place finish a year earlier, and a 2-0-2 mark the one time he played a Presidents Cup. His list of conquests reads like a who’s who of great match play golfers: Matt Kuchar, Francesco Molinari, Louis Oosthuizen, Tony Finau, Dustin Johnson, Patrick Reed, and Ian Poulter.


But he’s never managed to play well enough to qualify for the Ryder Cup at the right time, and though he’s seemingly in the discussion every year, he’s also failed to earn a captain’s pick. If he were European, it’s possible he’d be a Poulter-like figure, because his skill and résumé would have landed him on several European teams, and their captains tend to value match play as a distinct discipline. In America, he has been lost in the depth of talent and the inability of captains to see his value.


History seemed to be repeating itself in 2021. A few days after his win in Greensboro, I was the only media member to show up for his virtual press conference, which clearly annoyed him—“Thanks for valuing my time,” he grumbled—and almost as quickly as the Kisner Ryder Cup buzz grew, it seemed to fade. He missed the cut at The Northern Trust the next week to start the PGA Tour’s playoffs, and while I waited for him by the clubhouse at the BMW, he was on his way to finishing in a tie for dead last.


We didn’t yet know that Steve Stricker, the US captain, was focused on players that fit the profile of Whistling Straits, which rewarded length, and that Kisner, a shorter hitter, wasn’t on his radar. But the writing was on the wall, and it was another piece of sad irony—in this case, Stricker was smart in his thinking, but in 2018, when Kisner’s profile fit Le Golf National to perfection, captain Jim Furyk used his picks on long hitters who spent the week flailing around in the thick Paris rough. Always, it seemed, Kisner was on the wrong end of Ryder Cup fortune. (Later, Furyk recognized that Kisner was exactly the kind of player he’d needed in Paris.)


I liked Kisner—he was generous with his time in 2019 when I picked his brain on the art of match play, and he’s funny in an aggressive, bust-your-balls way. When we spoke at Bay Hill that year, he told me to meet him during the Wednesday pro-am, and when I caught up to him on the course, he turned and flashed an angry glare.


“What the hell are you doing here?” he hissed.


My stomach sank, and I thought of a thousand ways to explain myself and apologize, but in the end I just stared at him dumbly. He broke out laughing—this was his idea of a good joke. Later, in the middle of our interview, he spotted a friend near the ropes and shouted a greeting in his South Carolina drawl: “What’s up, pencil dick?” And when our interview entered the ninth minute, he groaned. “God, are you writing a fucking novel?”


But in the midst of that banter, he gave me the best schooling I’ve had in what makes match play so different from stroke play. He spoke of how it benefits people like him who have a cutthroat mentality when it comes to one-on-one competition, and how that mentality is underused in golf, where the vast majority of tournaments are one-man-against-the-field stroke play; how being a shorter hitter, a liability in stroke play, can become an advantage when the shorter player hits his approach first and puts pressure on the opponent (I watched Ian Poulter drive Rory McIlroy out of his mind doing this over and over in a 6&5 victory at the 2021 WGC Match Play); how the tension on every single hole rewards grinders who aren’t afraid of the heat; how a sense of momentum is critical; and how the ability to do something unexpected, like chipping in from off the green, can devastate an opponent who isn’t mentally prepared.


At the end of our conversation, he gave me the best description I’ve ever heard of the difference between match play and stroke play.


“It’s like having a ten-footer to win on the last hole of a stroke play event six times per round,” he said. “You feel like this has to happen right now.”


If there was one player I wanted to see in the Ryder Cup, it was Kisner. But that Saturday at the BMW, as I tracked his increasingly mediocre round on my phone, I got the distinct sense that I was about to see his dark side up close. And for what? To pile on, and remind him that he wasn’t going to make the Ryder Cup team?


In a moment that contained both wisdom and cowardice, I went back to the Tour media official and called an audible: Stewart Cink was also in Kisner’s group, and if possible, I’d like to speak with him instead.


A few minutes later, Cink ambled over. He had shocked the golf world by winning the RBC Heritage at Hilton Head earlier in the spring at age forty-seven, with his son caddying, and now he was making his deepest playoff run in a very long time. More importantly for my purposes, he had played in five Ryder Cups, losing all but one of them, and though he seemed like an obvious choice for a future captaincy, he was clearly outside the clique that now dominated the US order of succession. It was almost certain that he’d never get his chance.


“You and I are both on the same part of the pipeline,” he admitted a bit ruefully. “I think if convention had stayed the same as it was fifteen or twenty years ago, I probably would have been in line. I played a lot of Ryder Cups, I won a major championship. But when the task force came about, conventions started to break down. It’s not necessarily a bad thing. But it’s a bad thing for me.”


The one Ryder Cup his team won came in 2008, when Paul Azinger instituted his famous “pod” system, taking a page from the US Navy SEALs by placing his players in smaller units of four to foster camaraderie. The philosophy turned out to be a stroke of genius, effective and empowering, and every player on that team still brims with good memories of how they crushed Nick Faldo and the Europeans that weekend in Kentucky… especially after being crushed themselves in the three preceding Ryder Cups. Cink was no different, and after he finished listing the virtues of Azinger’s approach, I asked a question that had been bothering me for a long time.


“Does it ever seem strange to you,” I asked, “that you lose three in a row coming into this, Azinger does this new thing, it works perfectly… Does it seem strange that you don’t just keep doing it?”


He paused, and I got the sense that I had asked the right question. The silence lingered, and he shook his head like someone who had thought of this question many times, but never the answer.


“It’s one of the strangest things in my whole career.”


*  *  *


A month later, in the media center before the start of the 2021 Ryder Cup in Wisconsin, a lot of very smart people were ignoring the facts on the ground. The American team assembled for Whistling Straits was superior on paper; it was already obvious that Steve Stricker was at least competent as a captain—perhaps much better than competent—and the home team had the advantage of a partisan crowd that, thanks to the pandemic, would be almost bereft of European supporters. Every factor pointed to an American win, and to analyze the problem objectively was to arrive at the inevitable conclusion that it probably wouldn’t be close.


Clear as the outcome may have seemed, it was impossible for many to believe. There was an underlying sense that Europe would find a way, for the simple fact that they always found a way, and the Americans would implode because they always implode. I predicted the US blowout on the record, but the minute that prediction was published, I was consumed with doubt—I had missed something, I was sure, and was setting myself up to look like an idiot.


Why were we all so scared? Why was Team Europe in our heads?


If you ask that question, you might as well ask a few others: In the eighteen Ryder Cups between 1983—the start of the modern competitive era—and 2018, why did Europe win twelve Ryder Cups to just six for the Americans? Why did they amass a 158.5-129.5 edge in pairs matches, while the singles were almost dead even, with America leading by a single point, 108.5-107.5?


If America routinely has the advantage in terms of talent, tournament wins, world rankings, and success in the majors, how have they only just managed to eke out a .500 record in singles, and how are they routinely pounded into submission in pairs matches?


The answer is as simple—and complicated—as history.


*  *  *


It can be hard to remember today, but for the first fifty-six years of the Ryder Cup, America dominated. By the time the United States won in 1983 at PGA National in Florida, their record was a gaudy 21-3-1. The talent deficit was massive, and so were the margins.


None of it was surprising, considering the superior state of American golf. The only remarkable fact about those early days was that the Ryder Cup survived at all. Had this relentless slaughter taken place in the modern era, when sporting events depend for their lives on ad revenue and TV viewership, and top professional golfers are loaded with lucrative opportunities that eat up their time and energy, an unpaid exhibition without a hint of competitive balance would have died a swift death.


Instead, the Ryder Cup seemed bound for a very slow death, and the fifty-year anniversary found the event in a state of near ruin. Those who saw the problem most clearly had some tricks up their sleeves, like adding Irish golfers to the British team and decreasing the number of matches to create parity, but nothing worked. Americans became increasingly indifferent, and the British governing bodies became increasingly desperate. Finally, the Great Britain and Ireland team expanded to all of Europe, incorporating nations like Spain and Germany, who were entering the global golf conversation with emerging superstars like Seve Ballesteros and Bernhard Langer.


Their high hopes sputtered out. Continental Europe didn’t have enough to offer, at least not yet, and at the start of the 1981 Cup, the British golfer Howard Clark was shocked to overhear his captain, John Jacobs, asking the Americans to “go easy on us.” Confidence was nonexistent. By the early 1980s, the British PGA lost its principal sponsor, top American players were pulling out for dubious reasons—a sure sign that whatever prestige the event retained was leaking away fast—and the Ryder Cup was on death’s door. The modern era was rearing its head, and it didn’t have space for a lopsided exhibition that couldn’t make anyone rich.


What happened next was one of the greatest turnaround stories in the history of sport. A new sponsor gave the Europeans a short lifeline, and they chose a thirty-eight-year-old English golfer named Tony Jacklin as Europe’s next captain. They needed the situation to change fast, and somehow, it did. Jacklin delivered so quickly, in fact, that the results are mind-boggling to review today. In 1983, he led his team to America, where no foreign Ryder Cup team had ever won, and lost by a single point. In 1985, at the Belfry in England, his team won for the first time in twenty-eight years. In 1987, they went back to America and accomplished the unthinkable, winning in the belly of the beast.


By 1991 in Kiawah Island, the tension was so high, and the two teams loathed each other to such a degree, that the Ryder Cup became irresistible. After a dramatic and controversial Sunday that included the first really passionate gallery of American Ryder Cup fans, the United States won back the trophy.


You might expect that an era of parity would ensue. Instead, the pattern of utter domination reasserted itself, but with the two teams flipped. Between Jacklin’s first victory in 1985 and the 2018 romp at Le Golf National in Paris, Team Europe won twelve Ryder Cups out of seventeen. How do you go from 3-22 over the first fifty-six years to 12-5 over the next thirty-three? How do you stun the world’s greatest players so thoroughly that it takes them literal decades to recover?


How do you stop history in its tracks, and then reverse it?


It’s a question that has been endlessly debated, analyzed, and picked apart. The one constant is that most Americans with any influence tend to get the answer wrong, and the ones who get it right are treated like heretics. Meanwhile, decades pass, superstars come and go, and the losses mount.


All of it, inevitably, leads to another question that every American captain must face. It’s a question that becomes more urgent with time, and one that landed with particular force on the narrow shoulders of Steve Stricker:


How do you reverse history again?


Welcome to the mystery of the Ryder Cup. Welcome to the forty-year story that culminates on the western shores of Lake Michigan, and a course called Whistling Straits.















CHAPTER ONE



December 2019, Melbourne, Australia


Fires down under… the great escape… the end of the legend of Patrick Reed


We knew Australia was burning. We could smell it in the air.


As omens go, it was almost too good, and certainly better than we deserved—the unseen fires, closer all the time, heralded by the faint odor of smoke… the vapors of the coming wrath. A better thinker, one more in tune with the apocalyptic thunderclaps arriving by the minute, might have seen the shape of what was hurtling toward us down the doomsday pipeline. Not me. I had just survived the miserable cramped plane ride from Los Angeles, fifteen godforsaken hours, and the only selfish concern in my head was that they’d hold off the flames long enough to stage the Presidents Cup.


In Sydney, the capital, where the Australian Open golf tournament had been played a week earlier, the effect from the bushfires was so bad that just breathing the city air for a day was the equivalent of smoking two packs of cigarettes. On the course, the players coughed through the smoke, eyes burning, and couldn’t see where their balls landed through the haze. Farther south, in Melbourne, there was talk that the more famous Australian Open, the tennis tournament, would have to be canceled in January as the fires raged toward the coast.


In those days of ignorance, we still thought that the Ryder Cup would be played in ten months in Wisconsin, and that Australia would be a preview. We’d learn a little about the team, the captains, and whether their collective psyche had recovered from the drubbing handed to them by the Europeans in Paris at the 2018 Ryder Cup—a loss so bad that it called into question every bit of progress they were supposed to have made since 2014, through the “task force” that emerged in the aftermath of the previous drubbing in Scotland.


You often hear that Ryder Cup season begins at the Presidents Cup, and it’s probably true. First off, everything that comes before—the choice of captain, the one-year-to-go pressers—is interesting but still vague. It’s impossible to tell what kind of leader Steve Stricker or Pádraig Harrington will become based on a few remarks made at a presser in gray Wisconsin a year before anyone hits an actual shot. And if you could tell, it would mean one of them had said something remarkably stupid, which even the really legendary flops manage to avoid.


The Presidents Cup, though, gives us the first chance to see the Americans in action at a team match play event that’s almost identical in format to the Ryder Cup. It’s where they take on the International Team, the long-suffering kid brother that includes the entire rest of the world minus Europe. Many of the American players are the same, the US Ryder Cup captain is usually on site, and whether they admit it or not, many see it as a tune-up for the big show.


Tiger Woods would serve as playing captain for the Americans in Melbourne, but my eyes were on his assistant, Stricker, the man set to take center stage in Wisconsin. We knew that Stricker was “nice”—so nice that he had never won a major, which made him the first American captain in that category—but in terms of his leadership style, and whether he was the right man for the job, we were clueless. All you could say, back then, was that the choice wasn’t exactly inspiring, at least if masculine charisma and career accomplishments are your criteria. Was there anything to the man, so slight, so nervous? We didn’t know.


And there was something else we didn’t know. Five thousand miles to the northwest, in a Chinese provincial capital called Wuhan, a handful of otherwise healthy people were coming down with pneumonia, and nobody knew why. By the time they figured it out, it was already too late—the entire world was about to be shattered, and the effects would trickle down everywhere. Even to golf, and even to the Ryder Cup.


That week in Melbourne, we were living in the last days of the pre-COVID era, when all we had to worry about were jet lag, an inscrutable captain, and the ominous fires just out of sight, forecasting our grim future.


*  *  *


“He doesn’t know it’s a damn show! He thinks it’s a damn fight!”


—Duke the trainer, just as Rocky begins to beat the hell out of Apollo Creed


The one near guarantee in Melbourne was that the Americans would win. Prior to 2019, in twelve Presidents Cups, the US won ten and tied another. The Americans hadn’t lost in twenty-one years, and on paper they were miles better than the International Team captained by Ernie Els, who would arrive at Royal Melbourne Golf Club with a motley crew that included seven rookies.


There was no reason to suspect trouble, and history made the Americans oblivious. They had no clue what Els had planned for them: that for the first time, an International Team captain was taking the Presidents Cup very seriously, and thinking not just of victory in Australia, but of the future—of turning the International Team into an institution that could actually compete. Els and his unlikely team were on the verge of making the 2019 Presidents Cup a shocking, unqualified success, and seriously rattling the cages of the complacent Americans.


Unaware of the trap awaiting them, the Americans came in woefully unprepared. On Monday night, on the banks of the Yarra River in Melbourne’s business district, I watched Tiger Woods, Justin Thomas, and Xander Schauffele take the stage at a promotional event just hours after emerging from the charter plane that had taken all twelve of them from Tiger’s Hero World Challenge in the Bahamas. Exhaustion painted their faces, and a bleary-eyed Thomas barely had the energy to crack a joke about his fatigue. Their travel experience was more luxurious than mine by a factor of about a thousand, but I recognized my own raw mental state in them. Call it Trans-Pacific Travel Dread—a mixture of confusion, anxiety, and comprehensive weariness that comes from spending a full day in the air and landing in a strange land where winter has become summer and you’ve skipped ahead a full day.


Not an auspicious start. And amid the fatigue, the ugly specter of American dysfunction was already raising its head. This was the week when Patrick Reed managed to finally, and emphatically, kill his viability as a captain’s pick.


*  *  *


Reed and I were old friends, dating back to 2015, when I wrote about his college career, and the bad news is that we have to revisit that history now. He’d been kicked out of Georgia after a year for two alcohol violations, the second of which he tried to hide from his coach, and before that he’d been accused by his teammates of cheating during a qualifying event. Then he went to Augusta State, where he turned the entire team against him almost immediately, and once again he was accused of cheating, this time by shaving strokes in two straight qualifying events. His teammates held a meeting and voted to kick him off the team, but Augusta State coach Josh Gregory reduced it to a two-match suspension. Reed went on to lead them to two national titles, the second in a championship showdown against Georgia. In the final match of his career, against Georgia’s Harris English, Reed’s Augusta State teammates approached English before the match to wish him luck. He had none—Reed won in a match that one onlooker called “the death of karma.”


When the ugly details came out, Reed set to work blundering his way into deeper trouble, which was the start of a PR strategy that he’s doggedly stuck to ever since. He went on the Golf Channel, produced a couple of vague statements from his coaches, and generally took the path of full denial. The end result was that Reed’s teammates who had previously been silent came out of the woodwork to crucify him further, confirming the old details and adding new ones. Deadspin summed it up in a headline: “Patrick Reed Takes a Swing at Defending Himself, Slices into the Woods.”


And life moved on. Just as in 2014, Reed was a Ryder Cup hero in 2016, going 3-1-1 and winning an electric match against Rory McIlroy in Sunday singles. McIlroy had never lost a Ryder Cup singles match before, and he had plenty of fireworks for Reed on the front nine, but the American had all the answers. After a legendary exchange of long birdie putts on the eighth hole that sent the Minnesota crowd into hysterics, Reed spent the back nine handing McIlroy his first loss.


That win was the height of his match play reputation—he was Captain America, and whatever his history, nobody could deny his greatness.


Things got better from there, and then a whole lot worse. He achieved golf immortality in 2018 by winning the Masters, but every time his Ryder Cup and Masters performances threatened to swing the narrative in his favor, he’d backslide. The stories never stopped: he’d carp to a rules official, saying, “I guess my name needs to be Jordan Spieth,” after an unfavorable ruling, or huff off after a bad round and snub the media, or yell at a cameraman for jingling change in his pockets, or publicly complain to the PGA Tour because the seats they got him at Fenway Park weren’t good enough. As Joel Beall at Golf Digest reported, someone on his team even seemed to be using a burner Twitter account to attack his fellow pros. By the end of 2018, the general feeling of the golf world reflected an old quote by Kisner about Reed: “I don’t know that they’d piss on him if he was on fire.”


Then came Paris and the 2018 Ryder Cup, where Reed was a walking disaster, hacking his way to two losses on the first two days and putting the first dent in his Captain America image. After the team loss, he made the bizarre choice to unleash on Jim Furyk in a phone call to his anointed media confessor, the New York Times’ Karen Crouse. He said he felt “blindsided” when Furyk didn’t pair him with Spieth, his old reliable partner. “The issue’s obviously with Jordan not wanting to play with me,” he said, and went on to decry the “buddy system” that left him out in the cold. (On this, sources have told me he was right—Spieth called Furyk before the Ryder Cup and asked not to be paired with Reed.) He concluded with great irony by blaming the American failure on the fact that they couldn’t leave their egos at the door.


It was a shocking attempt at mutiny. Reed seemed to believe that going to the media would earn him sympathy from teammates or fans. “I was looking at him [Furyk] like I was about to light the room up like Phil in ’14,” he said, a reference to Mickelson’s rebellion against Tom Watson that led to the task force and radically changed the way the Americans approach the Ryder Cup. The difference is that Mickelson had the stature to make a bold move, and he picked the perfect moment to obliterate Watson in public… and even then, he did so with reluctance. Reed, in contrast, lacked any social capital, and the fact that he expected a positive outcome from attacking a respected figure like Furyk showed a level of delusion that was almost unbelievable.


Which is a lot of backstory to get to this: it was a shock when Tiger Woods selected Reed as a captain’s pick for Melbourne. Reed had apparently “cleared the air” with Tiger and his American teammates, but to take someone like Reed for a team event is to take a big risk—to balance his incredible skill at match play with the decent chance that he could become a fully malignant clubhouse cancer.


If nothing else, it was clear that Reed had one more chance to ingratiate himself with his team and to behave like someone who could be trusted. Tiger’s confidence gave him a new lease on life as a captain’s pick, and all he had to do was make sure he didn’t do something stupid. He needed only a temporary pause in the ongoing debacle that is the Patrick Reed Show, just long enough to get the hell out of Australia.


And then came the Incident.


*  *  *


It happened the week before, while Reed and everyone else on the US team except Dustin Johnson were playing in the invite-only Hero World Classic hosted by Tiger in the Bahamas. Reed found himself in a waste area that looked indistinguishable from a sand trap. The rules, though, are different: in the waste area, a player is allowed to ground his club. Which is exactly what Reed did, but then he proceeded to drag the club backward, sweeping away the sand in front of his ball. Then he resettled the club and did it again.


This is blatantly illegal, and nothing about it was ambiguous. Reed had improved his lie by clearing the path to his ball, and when the first effort wasn’t satisfactory, he did it again. The TV cameras caught him red-handed, and Golf.com’s Dylan Dethier, on the scene, heard Rickie Fowler say, “I don’t even know what you have to review.” On the telecast, Paul Azinger was similarly unimpressed. “If that’s not improving your lie, I don’t know what is,” he said. “He knows better.”


Reed was assessed a two-stroke penalty when the round was over, but the bigger problem was the hit to his reputation. Before long, someone dug up a clip of him doing the same exact thing at a 2015 tournament, and for a guy whose credibility was already in the mud, who had been accused of cheating in the past, it was like throwing gas on the flames. He was skewered.


At the Golf Channel, Brandel Chamblee came out firing on Monday. “Deep down in the marrow of this team, they will be affected by this controversy,” he said. “Their DNA as a team has been altered. There’s just no two ways about it. To defend what Patrick Reed did is to defend cheating.”


Chamblee went so far as to say that when Tiger added Reed to the team, he “made a deal with the devil.” By forcing the Americans to defend him, Reed put them in an impossible situation and forced them to greet an obvious violation—one that would have horrified most of them to commit, in a sport where players frequently call penalties on themselves even when the cameras aren’t running—with silence, putting their own integrity on the line.


On that front, the only player on the International Team who spoke out unapologetically was Cameron Smith, the twenty-six-year-old Aussie. While everyone else was giving the standard “We’ve moved on” quotes, Smith unloaded both barrels. “To give a bit of a bullshit response like the camera angle,” he said, “that’s pretty up there… I don’t have any sympathy for anyone that cheats. I hope the crowd absolutely gives it to not only him, but everyone [on the US team] next week.”


When Reed went out for his practice round in Australia, he was greeted on the first tee by a fan taking on the role of volunteer PA announcer: “On the first tee, from the United States… the excavator!”


Coupled with the exhausting travel, it would further burden a team that was already in trouble. This was the definition of the dreaded distraction, but it put the most pressure on Reed. Making a deal with the devil is useful only if the devil can give you something important in exchange, and everyone was watching… especially Steve Stricker.


*  *  *


Royal Melbourne is the kind of golf club that gets the diehards salivating, and with good reason: in the baked summer climate of southern Australia, it stands out as a beautiful, temperamental piece of architecture, a true product of its geography. Clusters of low, gnarled tea trees with peeling bark crowd the fairways, sharing space with the flowering gums and the purple blooms of the jacaranda. Monterey cypress trees like those found on Pebble Beach are one of the few nonnative species on the course, but they work exceptionally well in the arid climate, their high, jagged crowns framing most holes—and the course itself—in a stark and imposing tableau. The Bermuda grass fairways remain a resplendent green with the aid of sulfate fertilizer and perhaps a bit of transnatural art, but when it gives way to the dry heathland, the wallaby grass, stipa, and sword sedge take over.


A northerly wind blew on Monday, picking up heat from the Outback, driving temperatures into triple digits and bringing the dreaded musca vetustissima, the “bush fly” that is attracted to human bodily fluids and wreaks havoc on anyone deranged enough to step outside. By Tuesday, the wind had changed, coming from the south and leading to far cooler temperatures and fewer flies. It stayed that way for the remainder of the week, a small blessing for Americans journeying from winter conditions.


The matches for the first four-ball session were announced on Wednesday night, and the most interesting pick of the session came almost immediately, when Tiger selected himself and Justin Thomas to face Marc Leishman and Joaquín Niemann. It’s no surprise that Tiger chose Thomas as his partner. With his friend Jordan Spieth out of the action after a tough year, Thomas was the man everyone wanted on his team. The twenty-six-year-old from Louisville had already emerged as one of the great team match play golfers on the American side—in one Presidents Cup and one Ryder Cup, he’d amassed a 7-2-1 record—and depending on how things went in Melbourne, he’d have a chance to stake his claim as the “real” Captain America. He was popular among his teammates and well liked generally, which made him an irresistible choice for Tiger.


He and Tiger won that opening match, 4&3, but it would be the only match the Americans won on Thursday. Elsewhere, it was a shocking call to arms for the Internationals, who took a 4-1 lead on the strength of Els’s master plan. Mixing veterans with rookies and relying on statistics to find the best pairings within that framework, Els dialed the right numbers up and down the board.


I followed Patrick Reed that morning to see how the Australian fans would treat him in his match with Webb Simpson against C. T. Pan and Hideki Matsuyama. Under gray skies and a mist so light it barely deserved the name, Reed emerged from the crowd and strode onto the first tee. When the music died, the time had come to unleash hell on the American.


“Are you going to make your caddie carry fourteen clubs and a shovel?” shouted one.


“Improve your lie off the tee!” screamed another.


The insults got less clever from there, with a few cries of “Sand wedge!” and “Tell me where the bunkers are!” and the extremely blunt, unfriendly “Cheater!”


Reed, impassive in the face of the barrage, stepped up to hit his first drive, and because life has a sense of humor, it rolled into the greenside bunker. When it disappeared over the ledge on the big screen, the crowd roared its appreciation, and one of the Aussies sent him off with a warning: “Patrick, there’s cameras out there too!”


So it began. He marched on in that hostile land, finding the sand on each of the first three holes. Reed and Simpson could have staved off the broader American disaster with even a half point, but instead they lost 1-up, and it gave the Internationals a 4-1 lead—not just the first lead they’d had after the first session since 2005, but the best lead they’d ever had at that point.


*  *  *


Friday brought with it the first alternate shot session, and late in the afternoon, things were proceeding so badly for the Americans that an 8-2 score felt downright realistic. With a margin like that, and only 15.5 points needed to secure the Cup, it’s no exaggeration to say that the event would have been effectively over before the weekend.


Instead, still tired and confused, the Americans managed to shake off their fatigue to produce some very late magic. Call it a rearguard action, highlighted by Patrick Cantlay and Xander Schauffele making a critical birdie on hole eighteen to beat Joaquín Niemann and Adam Hadwin. In the most iconic moment of the day, Justin Thomas rose to the occasion yet again for the Americans, burying a fifteen footer for the win on the eighteenth hole. When the ball went down, he turned to his partner Tiger, stomped his feet dramatically on the green, and shouted, “I love me some me!” (Long story, but Thomas borrowed the line from an old Terrell Owens video that had been making the rounds among the team.)


Miraculously, the Americans were trailing by just 3 points overall.


On Saturday, after Reed and Simpson suffered another loss, an incredible bit of news began to circulate in the media center: Kessler Karain, Reed’s caddie, had apparently fought a fan. Barstool Sports came out with the first statement from Karain, who wrote, “I had had enough… riding on the cart, guy was about 3 feet from Patrick and said, ‘You fucking suck.’ I got off the cart and shoved him, said a couple things, probably a few expletives. Security came and I got back in the cart and left… unless his bones break like Mr. Glass, the most harm done was a little spilled beer, which I’m more than happy to reimburse him for.”


It figured that the first time anyone on Reed’s team had been honest and open with the media, it would be a caddie admitting he’d shoved a fan. PGA Tour commissioner Jay Monahan set up a meeting with Karain and quickly did the only thing he could do, which was to ban him from Sunday singles.


At that point, the American embarrassment felt well and truly complete. All that remained was to complete the disaster on the course, slink back to America, and ponder what it all meant for the next year.


Justin Thomas simply refused. He kept them alive again on Saturday, dragging the Internationals back to earth over and over in a lonely and stubborn act until reinforcements could arrive. The score by day’s end was just 10-8 to the Internationals. The American team was finally awake, and their superior talent was about to become decisive.


*  *  *


Sunday singles is where narratives go to die. For three days, Els had taken a lesser team and dominated. Despite the fact that he was facing an opponent with players from the same country who all spoke the same language, he’d somehow built a more cohesive unit. In terms of tactics, he’d run circles around Tiger Woods, and it was only due to bad luck that his team wasn’t leading by an insurmountable margin.


Once the players hit the course on Sunday, though, the captain’s influence dwindles to almost nothing. It was time for the players to take over, and the Americans shone brighter from the start.


The story that sticks with me most from that final session came at the fifth hole, with Xander Schauffele 1-up on Adam Scott. This was an incredibly important match for Scott—not only was Presidents Cup pride at stake, but he was playing in front of his home crowd, and his team was relying on him to deliver a point. Els, his captain, was standing on the tee at the par-3 fifth, and though Scott wanted to hit a 9-iron, Els advised him to use an 8-iron instead to cut through the wind. Scott eventually relented, and his 8-iron went directly at the flag… and over the green. His lie was so bad that he had to take a drop, and by the time it was over, he had handed Schauffele the hole and a 2-up lead.


The walk to the fourth tee was a long one, and while observing Scott, Schauffele realized exactly how angry he was at Els’s intervention. He turned to his caddie, Austin Kaiser, and conveyed a simple message: he’s pissed off, and it’s time to take advantage. The attitude was aggressive—press when you sense weakness—but later, Schauffele explained that there was a more practical side too. On the back nine, he was sure Scott would make a run, propelled by the crowd, and a slim lead wasn’t going to be enough. Now was the time to run up the score and prepare for the onslaught.


With Scott mired in frustration, Schauffele won the next two holes to go 4-up, and by the time Scott recovered and made his predicted late charge, he couldn’t get closer than 2-up and wound up losing 2&1. With that win against one of the game’s great veterans, Schauffele showed a remarkable sense of match play psychology—a surprising trait in someone so young, and one that would show up again at Whistling Straits.


The International dream ended slowly but inexorably. Tiger exchanged blows with Ancer in the first match, but he never trailed, and on the back he hit the gas and put him away on the sixteenth. Haotong Li, the black sheep of the International Team, was eaten alive by Dustin Johnson. Cantlay throttled Niemann, Schauffele took down the ice-cold Adam Scott in front of his home crowd, and both young Americans finished 3-2 in their first major Cup competition.


I followed Reed again, and that day on the course, it was run-of-the-mill savagery, delivered in the piercing native twang. Armed police followed him around the course, confronting the fans whose voices stood out against the crowd, entering the stands when necessary, and threatening to throw them off the course. The hecklers were incredulous and not very cowed—they didn’t seem to accept a world in which yelling at an athlete had become a crime.


“I didn’t even say anything personal!” one Aussie complained after calling Reed a “cheater” and a “disgrace.”


Overall, Reed looked muted, perhaps even tired. The screeching crows, the warbling magpies, the jeering fans—these were the sounds of the match. But the American wanted only to put his head down and plow toward the mercy of the finish line.


He won, as he almost always does in singles, and it was a critical point—for a little while, it looked like the Internationals might still force at least a tie. Cam Smith came away with a late win against Justin Thomas, who had run completely out of steam. That left Oosthuizen and Leishman, Els’s two most reliable veterans, facing Kuchar and Fowler, respectively. Both would have to win, but despite holding a 2-up lead after thirteen, Oosthuizen let it slip. When Kuchar drilled his approach on seventeen to five feet and knocked in for a birdie to go 1-up, the Cup was over—the Americans had won 16-14.


*  *  *


During the celebrations, I found Steve Stricker standing by himself. He looked thoughtful and, as always, a little lonely, a little isolated. I asked him whether he felt more joy or relief, and his answer was both. We spoke for a few minutes as the team walked back to the clubhouse. He told me about taking notes all week for Ryder Cup purposes, but he wasn’t giving much away. In fact, I couldn’t tell if he was happy or sad, worried or ecstatic. If anything, I thought, he was already deep into his Ryder Cup captaincy, obsessed and burdened by the task that lay before him.


What we would find out, though it would take a year longer than expected, is that Steve Stricker was a different kind of American captain. He was the kind who learned from everything, especially the mistakes, and Royal Melbourne had a few lessons for him. First, the importance of planning, an element that was almost entirely absent in that US side. Second, the importance of using advanced statistics to form a team and plan pairings. Els used them, Tiger didn’t, and it started the Americans out at a massive deficit. Finally, he learned what it might mean to spend a captain’s pick on Patrick Reed. None of those lessons escaped him.


Nor was he suffering from any illusions on the big topic, and this, I guessed, was what was on Stricker’s mind that day—if the Americans prepared this way, behaved this way, and played this way in Whistling Straits, the Europeans would beat them like a drum.


Yet even in the aftermath of that near disaster, there was a flip side to that equation. What would happen if this team, which managed to win on foreign soil by force of sheer talent and willpower, had a good leader? What if they had a great one? It was a question that hadn’t been answered in forty years, but Stricker was about to put it to the test.















CHAPTER TWO



1977–1983, the United Kingdom


The four meetings… Jack’s vision… the great Jacklin… the birth of a new Ryder Cup


“For months I went door to door like a brush salesman, trying to sell someone—anyone—the Ryder Cup… eventually we had a meeting of the Ryder Cup committee, and I had to report that in six months the only offer I’d had was £80,000 in cigarette coupons which could be redeemed for cash.”


—Colin Snape, executive director of the British PGA, in Robin McMillan’s Us Against Them


The First Meeting: Fall 1977, Royal Lytham and St. Anne’s: Jack Nicklaus and Lord Derby


In the fall of 1977, American Tom Weiskopf made the decision to skip the Ryder Cup because he wanted to hunt for bighorn sheep in Canada. Viewed from the present day, this seems like the smallest possible footnote in golf history. So does the fact that on the Thursday of that Ryder Cup, at Royal Lytham and St. Anne’s, Jack Nicklaus became annoyed during a foursomes match against Thomas Horton and Mark James. It wasn’t because of the outcome—he and Tom Watson won in a typical blowout, 5&4—but because of how slow their opponents played on a cold day. That frustration, combined with Weiskopf’s abandonment, irritated Nicklaus so much that he decided to have a conversation with a man named Edward John Stanley, 18th Earl of Derby. Lord Derby was cousin to Queen Elizabeth and—more importantly—head of the British PGA. Nicklaus was on a first-name basis with him, and true to form, he wasn’t afraid to speak his mind.


“I said, ‘John, you know that for everyone on the American Team it’s a great honor to make the team and it’s a great honor to play in these matches,’” Nicklaus later told the Boston Globe. “But frankly, when the matches start, there isn’t much competition. We win every year. And I don’t think that’s right.”


Nicklaus knew the British PGA had close ties with the fledgling European Tour, and he had a vision of a Ryder Cup that pitted the Americans against all of Europe. Lord Derby agreed with him, and though Nicklaus’s push was crucial, it was no secret that something had to be done. Far from a footnote, Weiskopf’s choice to go hunting was seen around the golf world as a seriously bad sign of things to come and perhaps just the tip of the iceberg in a story that could end with the demise of the Ryder Cup. Nicklaus loved the event enough to want to save it, and though there were some traditionalists who opposed the expansion—Peter Aliss on the British side, Dow Finsterwald on the American side—and other radicals who thought it should be expanded to America versus the entire world, in general the proposal was widely popular.


As for the British, they were smart enough to recognize that buried in Nicklaus’s “proposal” was a threat—not a direct threat from Nicklaus himself, necessarily, but a threat about the future of the event. If they didn’t change things fast, and if they ignored a figure as esteemed as the Golden Bear, it wouldn’t be long before they had a dozen Weiskopfs on their hands. The British PGA’s finances were always a little dicey, and even though they weren’t making a ton of money from the Ryder Cup, they envisioned a future where the event was far more competitive and yielded enormous profits. If it ceased to exist, where would they be? (This question, by the way, remains pertinent today—the Ryder Cup is by far the greatest moneymaker for the European Tour, and essentially props up the rest of their calendar. Unlike the PGA Tour in the United States, which attracts far more revenue in sponsorships and TV rights, the European Tour actually loses money in years when the Ryder Cup isn’t played.)


There was another incentive for Lord Derby and the Brits. A young, charismatic Spanish golfer named Seve Ballesteros had become a huge star in Europe. He led Spain to World Cup titles in 1976 and 1977, captured a handful of European Tour wins, and even won a PGA Tour event in Greensboro in 1978—at that time, a rare feat for a European golfer. Within two years, he’d capture his first Open Championship. They wanted him on the team.


Lord Derby asked Nicklaus to send him a formal letter with his arguments, Nicklaus obliged, and by May 1978, Lord Derby had pushed it through the British PGA. Starting in 1979, the Americans would no longer be taking on a collection of the best golfers from Great Britain and Ireland—they’d be facing the whole continent of Europe.


*  *  *


The Second Meeting: December 1982, Perth, Scotland


The addition of Team Europe, which people like Derby and Nicklaus hoped would be a cure-all for the sorry competitive state of the Ryder Cup, did nothing to alter the status quo—at least at first.


In 1979, at the Greenbrier in West Virginia, Seve Ballesteros and Antonio Garrido of Spain became the first players from continental Europe to play in a Ryder Cup match. They played all four pairs matches together, including the first match out on Friday morning, and had the bad fortune to face Lanny Wadkins and Larry Nelson in three of them. They lost all three. Ballesteros met Nelson once more in singles, and lost again. (Nelson went 5-0 that week, a feat that wouldn’t be repeated in the Ryder Cup until Francesco Molinari pulled it off in 2018.)


Just like that, the reigning Open Champion was off to a 1-4 start to his Ryder Cup career. There was no indication, when that weekend came to a close with a 17-11 American victory, that the Spaniard who had been obliterated in almost every match would go on to become the driving heart of the European team, and one of the greatest Ryder Cup golfers ever.


Nor would anyone have a reason to suspect that another player on that losing team, the thirty-five-year-old Englishman Tony Jacklin—past his prime and playing poorly in his final Ryder Cup—would emerge in four short years to take the captaincy and change everything. There were wolves within Team Europe that weekend at the Greenbrier, but they were very much in sheep’s clothing.


Today, 1979 is best remembered not for Seve’s debut, but for the behavior of two of Europe’s players, Ken Brown and Mark James. From the start, they seemed hell-bent on playing the role of passive rebels. They wouldn’t wear the team uniform, chatted during the national anthem, covered their faces for team photos, and generally ignored their teammates—even during competition. When James was asked to sign a program for a priest, he wrote his name and then the words son of a bitch underneath. He had to be yelled at to attend the opening ceremonies because he preferred to stay in his room and eat cheeseburgers, and after one match, he claimed a suspect injury and didn’t play again. When the team returned to Europe, they were fined—£2,000, according to Tony Jacklin, a massive figure at the time—and Ken Brown was banned for a year from international play.


It’s an interesting Ryder Cup footnote, because the two of them would go on to become reliable stalwarts of European teams, and James would even be awarded the captaincy in 1999. Whatever the reason for their conduct in West Virginia that year—Jacklin said they behaved “abominably” and “like felons”—it can be seen as another symptom of the endless losing that plagued the British. If the American response to the routine blowouts was real indifference, this was one of the manifestations of wounded British pride—a show of rebellion designed to take the sting out of the inevitable outcome. It was the dark side of an inferiority complex, prevalent among the British and European teams, that Jacklin called “bravado.”


“It wasn’t real confidence,” he said. “You wouldn’t be confident. It was more, ‘We can do it!’ But nothing really happened to make you believe it was true. It was superficial bravado, like, ‘We can beat these buggers.’ But when you’ve got the real confidence required, it comes from inside. It’s not something you brag about, it’s something you do. We stood on the first tee, and we were 2-down before we ever hit a bloody ball.”


Though it was hard to imagine, things were about to get worse in 1981 at Walton Heath Golf Club in England. There, Jacklin finished thirteenth in the order of merit, and he expected to be one of two captain’s picks selected for the team. He had good reason—eleventh on the list was Mark James, who had let down the entire team in West Virginia. Not only that, but John Jacobs, the captain in 1979, was back for his second turn and would keenly remember what happened in West Virginia. Amazingly, though, Jacobs picked James over Jacklin. When he offered Jacklin a vice captaincy, Jacklin told Jacobs and the rest of the establishment to “stick it in their ear.”


Leaving Jacklin off the team was one thing—he was past his best days and hadn’t qualified automatically. But the Europeans made an even bigger mistake by leaving off Seve Ballesteros.


Since West Virginia, Ballesteros’s profile had only grown. He captured five European Tour titles in two years, and in 1980, he became the first European ever to win the Masters. Around that time, he first requested appearance fees of around £50,000 per event, and for good reason—Jacklin estimates that an appearance by someone with Seve’s skill and charisma would increase the gate by up to 50 percent. In some places, he got those fees, but then the European Tour decided they wanted to put a complete and permanent stop to the practice. One problem: they kept paying Americans. That enraged Seve further, who responded by playing most of the summer of 1981 in America. When it came time to decide whether or not to make him a captain’s pick, Jacobs wanted him on the team. Neil Coles, the chairman of the European Tour’s board of directors, disagreed, so the two of them went to Bernhard Langer for a tiebreaking vote. He said no, and Seve was out.


Into this cauldron of dysfunction, add the fact that America came to England with one of its best teams ever, and the result was predictable: the US went 15-5 over the last two days, and in the end, it was a worse blowout than the Greenbrier.


All of which left the Ryder Cup in a sorry state. Following the nightmare of 1981, the Sun Alliance Insurance Company pulled out as a sponsor, which sent Colin Snape, the executive director of the British PGA, on a desperate hunt for new money. Not since World War II had the Cup faced such an existential threat, and though it was a spirit of restoration that kept it alive then, in 1982 very few parties seemed interested in playing savior. More than a year after the 1981 Ryder Cup, Snape had nothing on the sponsorship side beyond an offer for redeemable cigarette coupons. At a meeting with the PGA of America in the summer of 1982, the British PGA had been forced to admit to their American counterpart that if the search continued to bear no fruit, they wouldn’t be able to send a team.


Months passed. On a tip from a friend, Snape met with Raymond Miquel of Bell’s Scotch Whisky in Perth in December 1982. Miraculously, Miquel didn’t just want to sponsor the home Ryder Cup, but was hoping to expand his business into America and saw the 1983 Cup in Florida as a great marketing opportunity. He convinced his board of directors to sponsor the 1983 and 1985 Cups for £300,000 pounds, a total that was beyond Snape’s wildest dreams. His last obstacle was to convince the PGA of America to allow the Bell’s Scotch Whisky name to be affiliated with the Ryder Cup, but his position was somewhat strengthened by the fact that if they said no, the entire event would go bust.


They said yes.


*  *  *



The Third Meeting: May 1983, the Driving Range at Sand Moor Golf Club, Leeds


Tony Jacklin is one of the most underrated players in the history of professional golf, and emphasis here goes on the word player. Before he ever thought of becoming a Ryder Cup captain, he was a pioneer on the course.


The early history of major championship golf was dominated by the British, and that’s no surprise—the game was invented there. The Open Championship, sometimes called the British Open in America (to the great consternation of the Brits) began in 1860, and for thirty-five years it stood alone among the tournaments we consider majors today. As you’d guess, there are no Americans on the winner’s list in those early years. The US Open began in 1895, and for seventeen years, it too was won exclusively by English and Scottish golfers. Things began to change slowly in the 1910s with the emergence of American champions like John McDermott, Francis Ouimet, and Walter Hagen, but when World War I hit, it was like a switch had been flipped. After the war, the Americans were everywhere. Hagen became the first American-born player to win the Open Championship in 1922, Gene Sarazen and Bobby Jones began collecting professional and amateur titles, and in 1926, for the first time ever, the five biggest events of the year—the Open Championship, US Open, PGA Championship, British Amateur, and US Amateur—were all won by Americans.


Once the tide shifted, it only got worse for the British. World War II wasn’t any kinder, and though players like Bobby Locke, Peter Thomson, and Gary Player emerged from Australia and South Africa to challenge American hegemony, soon the British were being completely shut out. By the late 1960s, no British golfer had won the Open Championship for almost twenty years, much less a US Open or PGA Championship. As for the Masters, which began in 1934, it would be fifty-four years before a British golfer, Sandy Lyle, won a green jacket. For decades, players from the “home of golf” were nowhere to be found.


Tony Jacklin is the man who changed all that. He was the pioneer who replanted the British flag in global golf, and proved it was possible to compete with the Americans. His influence wasn’t limited to his home nation, either; the effect was felt all over Europe.


Jacklin was an only child, born at the tail end of the war in 1944 in Scunthorpe, England. Scunthorpe was an industrial town, and his father was very much a product of the place—a truck driver and a factory worker in the steelworks. His mother worked weekends at the local market, and when he was young, Jacklin helped her load vans and ran his own paper route. Money was a constant problem for the Jacklins, and in his story we see something that is far more common overseas than it is in America: a poor kid taking up golf and becoming a great professional.


His father began playing when Tony was eight, and he allowed his son to tag along. By age thirteen, the boy was winning local championships against older teenagers, and doing it with a certain amount of flair. Jacklin was good-looking, self-taught, and brazenly confident, verging on cocky—he was so sure he would become famous that he’d often practice his autograph.


He quit school at age fifteen and spent a year at the steelworks, but he never stopped playing golf, and he never stopped seeing the sport as his ticket out of the working-class life. He continued on the local circuits and turned professional at eighteen. Success was almost immediate—he made the cut at the 1963 Open Championship at Royal Lytham and St. Anne’s, and by 1964 and 1965, he was winning small events like the Coombe Hill Assistants’ Tournament and the Gor-Ray Cup, which were affiliated with the British PGA or the fledgling precursor to the European Tour. He had a taste for the finer things—he’d often be seen wearing gold lamé pants and lavender cashmere sweaters—and he knew early on that the staid life of British golf wasn’t big enough for him. He met his wife, Vivien, in Northern Ireland in 1965, and for the next three years, they traveled across the world, with Jacklin playing events in Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, and Asia, and winning plenty.


At that point, Jacklin made what might have been one of the most consequential decisions of his life, which was to play in America. That wasn’t easy at the time. For one thing, the competition was far stiffer than anything in Europe. For another, the rules made it tough to go full-time on the PGA Tour. (As late as 1986, Dean Beman and Seve Ballesteros were locked in a bitter feud over eligibility rules for European players.) Finally, the reception wasn’t very warm—early in Jacklin’s career, a player named Dave Hill stood a few feet away from him and opined loudly that foreign players shouldn’t be allowed on the American tour.


But Jacklin’s ambition was so great that nothing short of competing against and beating the best players in the world would gratify him. Those ambitions were personal, but also national—British golf had been so far behind, for so long, that any attempt to crack the spell of US dominance was almost patriotic by default.


Jacklin knew that to become the best, he had to beat Jack Nicklaus, Arnold Palmer, and Lee Trevino. And to do that, he had to be in America. He got his PGA Tour card in 1967, and soon discovered that part of the secret of American success was their more complete technical knowledge.


“I had played with all the best players we had in Britain,” he told Golf.com, “but they didn’t know as much about the golf swing, particularly the importance of the lower body, the legs. We were compromised by the weather and the links courses; it wasn’t about making swings, it was about playing shots, you know? But in America, I had the opportunity to work on technique.”


It’s a stunning admission—British golf lagged so far behind that they were literally not swinging the club correctly—but Jacklin rose to the occasion. In 1968, he won the Jacksonville Open Invitational. That might seem like a pretty pedestrian accomplishment today, but when you look at the history, it stands out as spectacular. Since the 1920s, when the PGA Tour looked far different than it did decades later, no European player had won a Tour event. Jacklin was the first ever, and he did it paired in the final round with Arnold Palmer.


“Playing in front of Arnie’s Army was like playing with Jesus Christ,” he said. “I mean, they didn’t give a damn about what you were doing. And despite that, I got it done. I had to be tough playing over here, because there were a bunch of guys who resented any foreign player in those days. Fifty years is a long time ago—the attitudes were a bit different then. It was a battle to survive. When I stepped on the golf course, the softest thing about me was my teeth.”


He was twenty-four years old, and he had already planted his flag as a pioneer. In the near future, things only got better. Bolstered by the confidence of his American breakthrough, he won the Open Championship in 1969, breaking the eighteen-year British drought, and then, in 1970, he won perhaps the greatest title of his life when he was the only player to post a score under par at the US Open. The runner-up in that event, in a bit of poetic justice, was Dave Hill.


It was the first victory for a British player at the US Open since 1924, and it’s impossible to overstate what it did for the British and European game. Like a defibrillator, it revived an entire continent, and everyone who came next, from Ballesteros to Langer to England’s greatest champion, Nick Faldo, owed him a debt. As late as 2013, when Justin Rose won the US Open, he made sure to thank Tony Jacklin. It might have been the most historically resonant win in the history of British golf.


Throughout this period, Jacklin was also playing in Ryder Cups. The most memorable came in 1969 at Royal Birkdale, when Jacklin led his team with 3.5 points over the pairs sessions. Heading into singles, the score was knotted at 8-8, which was remarkable all on its own for a British team that hadn’t even sniffed victory in a decade. It was also a strange Ryder Cup for the sheer tension. The British captain, Eric Brown, went so far as to tell his players not to help the Americans find missing balls, and the American team was loaded with players like Dave Hill and Dan Sikes—a “miserable bastard,” to quote Jacklin—who had extremely provincial attitudes. On Saturday, things got so bad that a fistfight nearly broke out. It was a toxic combination of American exceptionalism and British defensiveness, made worse by the fact that the Brits actually had a chance to win.


There were two singles sessions on the final day that year, and in the first, Jacklin anchored his team by defeating the American rookie Jack Nicklaus 4&3. Britain held a 13-11 advantage heading into afternoon singles, but then, as so often happened in this era, the Americans began to exert control. Hill, Sikes, Miller Barber, and Gene Littler all won, and by the time Brian Huggett and Billy Casper halved the second-to-last match, it was tied at 15 points with just a single match left on the course. Yet again, it was down to Nicklaus and Jacklin.


It was an unlikely setting for what would become one of the legendary moments of sportsmanship, not just in golf, but in any sport, and even more so because Jacklin found himself 1-down on the seventeenth. He needed a miracle—halving the match for a 16-16 tie would allow the Americans to retain the Cup, which is essentially a victory—and he got it when he buried a fifty-foot eagle to win the hole. They went to the eighteenth all square, and despite Jacklin’s efforts to dash away after his tee shot, Nicklaus caught up and threw an arm around him.
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