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    This is the remarkable story of Europe’s astonishing victory in the 39th Ryder Cup at the Medinah Country Club.


    The American team had home advantage, and a golf course set up to suit its own players. Supported by tens of thousands of loud and proud fans, the USA dominated the first two days and ended the Saturday with a seemingly unassailable 10–1 advantage. No away team had ever won the Ryder Cup from such an unpromising position.


    Sunday was singles day, traditionally the forte of American teams. The situation looked bleak, yet slowly but surely the European team started to paint the scoreboard blue. With inspirational captain José María Olazábal stirring European blood with thoughts of the late Ryder Cup magician Seve Ballesteros, the tide turned and the previously dominant American players started to crumble in the face of the onslaught. Something very special was happening.


    When Martin Kaymer sank his putt on the eighteenth green it clinched the point that retained the Ryder Cup. Miracle at Medinah is the compelling narrative of those amazing three days in Illinois.
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    My thanks, first of all, go to my literary agent David Luxton for asking me to become involved in this project and to Jonathan Taylor at Headline for commissioning it and doing such a great job in bringing it all together. I also owe a debt of gratitude to Justyn Barnes and John English for all their superb editing work and for rescuing me from a number of silly errors. And to Emily Kitchin for her politely insistent reminders of deadlines to be met. The professionalism and skill of everyone at Headline was one of the reasons this book was a treat to write. It was a pleasure to walk the beautiful course at Medinah with friends and colleagues like Paul Hayward, Martin Samuel, John Dillon, Matt Dickinson, Richard Williams, Steve Howard, Marc Aspland, Owen Slot, Charlie Sale, Patrick Collins, Malcolm Folley and Michael Atherton, all journalists I admire greatly and whose company on working trips I never tire of. Neil McLeman, the Daily Mirror’s golf correspondent, is one of the best colleagues anyone could wish for and provided me with valuable help for this book. So, too, even though they didn’t know it, did fine writers on golf like Derek Lawrenson, Jamie Corrigan, David Facey, David Walsh, Peter Dixon, Kevin Garside, Ewan Murray, Lawrence Donegan (now gone surfing), Neil Squires, Bill Elliott, Paul Mahoney, Mike Dickson and John Hopkins. It is always an education being around them and reading their work. My friend Mark Simpson gave me a refresher course in Irish politics and my boss at the Daily Mirror, Dean Morse, gave me the chance to go to Medinah and cover the 39th Ryder Cup for a newspaper it is a privilege to work for. I owe him and everyone at the Mirror a debt of gratitude for that, too. It was one of the best weekends of sport I have ever witnessed.


    Oliver Holt

    November, 2012
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    The 39th Ryder Cup, which was contested not far from the western shores of Lake Michigan as the greens of summer turned to the brilliant yellows of a Midwest autumn, began in May of the previous year in a village in northern Spain called Pedreña on the coast of the Bay of Biscay.


    Many of the great names of European golf made a pilgrimage there to attend the funeral of Severiano Ballesteros, who had died following a long battle with brain cancer. The competition was still more than 16 months away but Pedreña was where the flame was lit.


    The Ryder Cup was played out at the Medinah Country Club where the players crunched acorns underfoot as they strode the fairways during three days of sunshine and drama at the end of September 2012. But the seeds for what happened there were planted as the mourners walked down a hill to the church of San Pedro de Pedreña on an overcast spring morning in 2011, trying to come to terms with their loss.


    Javier, Ballesteros’s eldest son, a young man blessed with his father’s smouldering good looks, carried the urn containing his ashes at the head of the funeral procession. Beside him walked his sister Carmen, bearing the branch of a magnolia tree that Ballesteros had planted in the garden of his house at the top of the hill as a lasting reminder of the glories he achieved at Augusta.


    There had been a sustained round of applause from the crowds gathered outside the church as the funeral cortege arrived at the end of its short journey down the dusty country road from the house on the hill. Members of the local rowing club provided a guard of honour with raised oars – his father had been a rower and trainer at the club which carried his name – and they passed houses which had Spanish flags hanging from balconies bedecked with black ribbons.


    Children from the Seve Ballesteros Foundation carried three irons aloft as a reminder of the times when he roamed the beaches with his first club, practising and practising on the sand because he was not yet allowed to play at the local club which was to become his second home, Real Golf de Pedreña.


    Inside the church, his younger son, Miguel, spoke to his father. ‘Papa,’ he said, ‘as you can see, Javier, Carmen and me are strong. Just like you asked us. For us, it’s not a day to say goodbye. We know you are by our side and we will always be by yours. We love you, Dad.’


    Afterwards, some of those present paid tribute to one of the greatest, most charismatic golfers the world had ever seen. Five former European Ryder Cup captains – Nick Faldo, Colin Montgomerie, Sam Torrance, Ian Woosnam and Bernard Gallacher – all spoke with great affection of the man the sporting world knew simply as Seve.


    There were many tears, too, of course. Ballesteros was only 54 when he died. Many found it hard to accept he had been taken so young. Some of the contemporaneous reports, including a moving dispatch from the Daily Telegraph’s Ian Chadband, recorded that one of Ballesteros’s former teammates was more affected than the rest. ‘Somehow,’ Chadband wrote, ‘nobody seemed as bereft as José María Olazábal, the conjuror’s old accomplice in Ryder Cup magic, who was too upset even to speak later.’


    Olazábal, who had been named as the European captain for the 2012 Ryder Cup a few months earlier, had shared a particularly close bond with Ballesteros, who was nine years his senior, which went far beyond the fact that they were compatriots. It was first forged in 1987 when Olazábal made his Ryder Cup debut and Ballesteros gave him the confidence to excel.


    ‘I was a rookie in ’87 at Muirfield Village and Seve took me under his wing,’ Olazábal said. ‘He made it clear to Tony Jacklin [the European Ryder Cup captain] that he wanted to play with me. I will never forget that little walk from the putting green to the first tee. I was shaking like a leaf.


    ‘They were huge crowds. Very loud. So I kept my head down, and he approached me as we were walking on to the first tee. He looked at me and said, “José María, you play your game, I’ll take care of the rest.” And he did. He was a great figure, I think not just for myself but for the whole European squad, not just that year but every year that he played in that team. He was a special man.’


    Ballesteros and Olazábal were inseparable after that at Ryder Cups. They played 15 times together in foursomes and fourballs. They won a remarkable 11 times and lost only twice, halving the other two matches, making them the most successful combination in the history of the competition. Not surprisingly Olazábal regarded Ballesteros as a great inspiration. The Americans referred to their partnership as the Spanish Armada.


    There is a famous picture of the two men taken during a tournament that seems to sum up their relationship and is often used to illustrate their friendship. Ballesteros, the taller of the pair, is standing upright, gazing out over the course. Behind him, Olazábal has leapt into the air, using Ballesteros’s shoulders for leverage, to try to get a better view of the action so that for the instant captured in the shot, he actually appears taller than the bigger man. If he had seen further, Olazábal always acknowledged, it was by standing on the shoulders of a giant.


    After he had attended the funeral, Olazábal began to think deeply about honouring Ballesteros at the Ryder Cup at Medinah. Not just honouring him, really, but incorporating him into the event, using what Ballesteros stood for in golf and in particular in Ryder Cup competition to inspire his team, somehow making it seem as though he was present just as he had been at every Ryder Cup since 1979.


    Ballesteros was too ill to travel to Celtic Manor in 2010 but he did make an emotional call to the European team room the day before play began. Montgomerie, the captain that year, routed the call on to speakerphone so that Ballesteros could address the entire team. There was also a big picture of Ballesteros and Olazábal in the team room in South Wales beneath which the players took their breakfast each day.


    ‘Every one of my team learned what the Ryder Cup meant to Seve when we spoke to him on the eve of the matches,’ Montgomerie said later, ‘and they will all tell you it was one of the highlights of the week. He fired up the team and we wanted to win it for him.’


    Graeme McDowell, the hero of the final day when he sealed the crucial singles victory over Hunter Mahan, was also clear about the emotional impact of Ballesteros’s intervention. ‘Coming down the final hole,’ McDowell said, ‘I was thinking about my teammates, I was thinking about Monty and the fans and I was also thinking about Seve. This win is most definitely for him.’


    Olazábal recognized that, his own allegiance to his friend aside, Ballesteros was a pivotal figure in the history of both European golf and the Ryder Cup itself. By the mid-1970s, the competition, then contested between the USA and Great Britain and Ireland (who joined the fray in 1971), had become moribund. In the half century from 1927 to 1977, Britain had won only three of the 22 editions of the Ryder Cup. The competition was too one-sided, too predictable and too parochial.


    But in 1979, things changed. The British and the Irish players were subsumed into a team representing the European Tour, and the jewel among them was Ballesteros, the young genius who had just won The Open for the first time at Royal Lytham & St Annes at the age of 22.


    John Jacobs, the father of the European Tour and the European captain that year at The Greenbrier in White Sulphur Springs, West Virginia, decided that Ballesteros and the only other non-British or Irish member of the team, Antonio Garrido, should play the first Friday morning fourballs match together to symbolize the competition’s new beginning.


    Ballesteros and Garrido lost to Lanny Wadkins and Larry Nelson and the US went on to win the competition again, but a revolution had begun and Ballesteros led it. He swept all before him. His arrival was as breathtaking and as intoxicating as that of Tiger Woods was to be 20 years later. In 1980 Ballesteros became the first European to win the US Masters.


    ‘Seve was never beaten,’ Olazábal told the Mail on Sunday’s respected Chief Sports Reporter, Malcolm Folley, a couple of months before Ballesteros died. ‘You learn from what you see, and I did that from the way Seve played and the way he acted on the golf course. He broke down barriers.


    ‘He took the concept of golf to a new audience and he opened a lot of doors for European players when he went to the States and won the Masters that first time. We started to believe, as young players, that we could follow in his footsteps. The way he played golf had not been seen before. In his prime, he played from places you weren’t supposed to be, yet ended up making a birdie or saving par with some huge shot.’


    In a game known for its rules, its reserve and its conventions, Ballesteros was wild and free. There was fire in his belly and the kind of talent in his hands when he wielded a golf club that only comes from above. He was not a safe player. He did not know how to win tournaments easily. He was George Best. He was John McEnroe. Vulnerable sometimes, flawed, too, but always incredibly watchable, always supremely talented.


    It would be wrong to say he was golf’s first superstar – that was probably Arnold Palmer. But he was European golf’s first superstar. That was partly due to his sublime talent, partly due to his looks and his spellbinding charisma and partly due to his unpredictability and his ability to get himself out of trouble. It was a different way of playing golf, a way that said all was not lost if you were not in the middle of the fairway. Ballesteros taught golf about the genius of recovery.


    When Phil Mickelson played the shot that won him the Masters for the third time in 2010, a shot clubbed out of the trees to within a few yards of the 13th hole, that was Ballesteros. When Sergio García played the shot for which he is still most famous, from behind a tree at the 1999 PGA Championship at Medinah, that was Ballesteros, too.


    He was the man who played The Car Park Shot, after all, one of the most celebrated shots in golf history. That came at the 1979 Open at Royal Lytham & St Annes when he hit his tee shot on the 16th into a temporary parking lot. It came to rest beneath an old Ford Cortina but Ballesteros still managed to make birdie and win his first Claret Jug.


    When Ballesteros was diagnosed with a brain tumour in 2008, The Times’ erudite golf writer John Hopkins composed a warm tribute to him. ‘Jack Nicklaus was a straighter driver and Tiger Woods a more prolific winner of major championships,’ he wrote, ‘and if I had to nominate someone to putt for my life it would be Ben Crenshaw.


    ‘But if I had to put my house on someone getting out of greenside rough, clearing a gaping bunker the other side of which was a flagstick set on a down slope and stopping the ball close enough to sink the ensuing putt, then I would unhesitatingly summon Ballesteros.’


    Ballesteros redefined golf’s boundaries and shifted its balance of power away from America. In 1985 he was a leading member of the European team that ripped the Ryder Cup out of the hands of the USA for the first time since 1957. And in 1997 he brought his own brand of captaincy to the competition when he led the European side at Valderrama.


    He was a phenomenon of manic energy and control-freakery at that Ryder Cup. He was the first coach of a sporting team to ignore the theoretical white lines that divide a manager from the players taking part. Ballesteros captained that European Ryder Cup team from the middle of the fairway, always there on his golf cart, racing from fairway to fairway, cajoling his men, playing every shot.


    Ballesteros led his team to a famous victory on the first occasion the Ryder Cup had been hosted outside of Britain or America. He was presented with the trophy by the Infanta Maria, daughter of King Juan Carlos.


    ‘This is my best win ever,’ he said. ‘I have won five Majors, six Order of Merits, many great tournaments around the world, but I have felt nothing like this. I am the happiest man in the world. This will go down in history because I am the first non-British captain to win the Ryder Cup as a captain and a player. The players in my team played with heart and that is why we won.’


    No wonder Olazábal wanted to harness some of the power and emotion that Ballesteros had unleashed on the Ryder Cup. No wonder he wanted to pay tribute to the effect he had had on the evolution of the competition and the contribution he had made to turning it into the greatest, most anticipated, most dramatic event in the golfing calendar.


    ‘I think with José María, you have Seve Ballesteros in terms of a link,’ the English golfer, Justin Rose, who was to play such a crucial role at Medinah, said before the competition. ‘It’s fantastic that José María is the captain. You know that if Seve had been around, he would have been a big part of this team. So it’s nice that he is still a big part of this team.’


    When the European team got to Medinah, it was obvious Olazábal had not held back. A silhouette of Ballesteros’s most famous pose, his clenched-fist salute to the St Andrews’ crowd after he had sunk the putt that won The Open in 1984, was branded on the players’ sleeves. The inscription ‘1957–2011’ was underneath it to mark the years of his life. And underneath that were five stars, one for each of his Major triumphs.


    The clenched fist silhouette was also on each player’s golf bag. Ballesteros loved the picture, too. It was tattooed on his left arm and mounted in bronze on the front door of his house in Pedreña. Spanish golf fans refer to the instant of that victory simply as ‘El Momento’.


    ‘He always said that was the sweetest moment of his career, winning at St Andrews and making that putt to beat Tom Watson,’ Olazábal said. ‘We came up with the idea that it would be nice to have Seve’s silhouette, so that every time somebody grabs a club or something from the bag they can see it. I thought it was important to have Seve’s memory and presence during this week.


    ‘This was one way that Seve could be with us every step of the way. This is the first Ryder Cup match since he sadly passed away and a fitting tribute to a true champion and a great friend. He has meant a lot to me and the team and I wanted something to make him present for each player. His image will certainly ensure he is alongside us throughout the week.’


    But that was not all. When his team went out to play the singles on Sunday, Olazábal decided he wanted them to be wearing navy sweaters, white shirts and navy trousers, the outfit Ballesteros favoured on the final day of a Major. Davis Love III, the US captain, agreed to the plan even though he had been planning for his team to wear a similar colour scheme. It was as if Olazábal wanted to conjure the spirit of Ballesteros, to see him striding the fairways again, to have another chance to say farewell.


    And so Ballesteros came to the aid of his old friend one last time. Olazábal was not everyone’s idea of what a Ryder Cup captain should be. He was not a dominant, inspirational, charismatic leader like Ballesteros had been. Men like Sam Torrance and Colin Montgomerie had followed the Ballesteros template but Olazábal was not like that.


    There were concerns about his temperament, too, particularly whether he was equipped to deal with the fierce, fierce pressure that being Ryder Cup captain brings. He was vice-captain to Nick Faldo in 2008 when Europe lost to the US at Valhalla and he reacted to the defeat with a startling loss of both his temper and his dignity.


    At the post-competition press conference that year in Louisville, Kentucky, Paul Hayward, now the Daily Telegraph’s highly respected Chief Sports Writer, asked Faldo a courteously phrased and entirely legitimate question about how hard it would be for him, as one of the great Ryder Cup players, to be saddled with a defeat in his only shot at being Europe’s captain.


    Before Faldo had a chance to answer, Olazábal jumped in. ‘That is not a question that deserves an answer,’ he shouted. He became animated and aggressive, railing that it was an unfair question and that Hayward had no right to ask it. He then intimated that perhaps Hayward would like to continue the discussion outside and it was clear by the anger in his voice that he was ready to step up the confrontation.


    ‘I remember that very well,’ Olazábal told the Guardian’s Donald McRae in a 2011 interview. ‘At the time they were putting Nick against the ropes and I think they were being a bit unfair. Nick tried his best and that’s why I defended him the way I did. It was the right thing to do. I wasn’t really angry. I was just making a point.’


    Still, the room was stunned by his behaviour and it brought the press conference to a premature and rather awkward end. When his conduct at Valhalla and the way he had reacted under pressure was brought up two days before the start of play in Medinah, it was clear he was still bristling. Bizarrely, he aimed more criticism at Hayward’s question from four years earlier, attempting to insist again that it had somehow been underhand.


    This time, Hayward confronted Olazábal after the press conference. He told him the question may have been strongly worded but pointed out that it was by no means unfair. It was a straight question in the aftermath of a tough defeat when no questions are going to be easy. Finally, Olazábal seemed to accept he may have overreacted. The two men shook hands but the whole episode left many wondering how Olazábal would cope as the leader of the team.


    The European captain was a strange mix of the passionate and the melancholic. Sometimes, it seems as if he is filled with a great sadness and yet he also has a reputation for being capable of inspiring those around him. He is a single man, a private man. Like Ballesteros did until his death, Olazábal still lives in his birthplace, Fuenterrabia, on Spain’s north-west coast.


    ‘Obviously he’s made a lot of money, but he leads a simple life,’ his one-time caddie Dave Renwick said. ‘When I worked for him, he just lived for golf. His only other hobby seemed to be hunting. He enjoys going shooting in the hills with his dogs. That was his life: golf and hunting. He was the most determined player I ever saw.’


    Olazábal is also widely respected by his peers. When the time came to choose Europe’s 2012 Ryder Cup captain, there was barely a discussion. Everyone knew Olazábal was a candidate and that meant automatically there would be no viable challenger. Thomas Bjørn, the chairman of the European Tour’s tournament committee, called the other members to ask their opinions. ‘It was unanimous,’ he said. Olazábal was the only captain chosen without the need for a meeting.


    Some of that respect was earned through Olazábal’s courageous fight against rheumatoid arthritis, which has afflicted him through much of his career. There was a time when he feared he would spend the rest of his life in a wheelchair. One of his darkest memories is of being in so much pain that he had to crawl across the floor of his house to get to the toilet.


    But Olazábal is a fighter, too. That’s what most golfers see in him. Someone with a vital inner strength and a core of determination. That, in turn, was what Olazábal revered about Ballesteros. ‘Every Ryder Cup with Seve was special,’ Olazábal told McRae. ‘I am fortunate to have lived those moments with him. Certain shots he played, the way he always fought. It sticks in my mind because it’s so impressive to see a man giving his best with every shot. I never saw that in any other player.’


    As Europe’s attempt to retain the Ryder Cup in 2008 slipped away under Faldo’s failing leadership, it was Olazábal who stepped up to provide a rousing speech on the Saturday night. Graeme McDowell remembered it as one of the highlights of the competition.


    Paul Casey, who played with Olazábal in the 2006 Ryder Cup at The K Club and was in the 2008 team at Valhalla, was equally impressed with the Spaniard’s motivational qualities. ‘Ollie’s the only man who’s ever made me cry in the Ryder Cup. He made speeches at both matches, and I cried both times,’ Casey said.


    Olazábal was, of course, involved in one of the great controversies of the Ryder Cup when his match with Justin Leonard at Brookline in 1999 was disrupted by members of the American team. When Leonard sank a crucial long putt at the 17th, American players and support staff rushed the green and cavorted in celebration on it, ignoring the fact that Olazábal was still waiting to putt.


    It prompted Sam Torrance to deliver his famously scathing line: ‘And Tom Lehman calls himself a man of God.’ Olazábal did not try to inflame the issue and largely kept his own counsel but it made him think more deeply about the ethics of the competition. He recalled the last time things threatened to get out of hand.


    ‘I think the worst atmosphere that doesn’t go with the spirit of the Ryder Cup was at Kiawah [Island, South Carolina] in 1991,’ Olazábal said. ‘That was the turning point. Tom Watson, the US captain the next time, settled things down. He brought the right spirit back to the match. I don’t need to talk to Davis about spirit. He has a lot of respect for the game of golf.’


    Olazábal had that going for him, too: he was not Faldo. Faldo had set the bar low when it came to someone for Olazábal to emulate as the last visiting European captain to take on America. Faldo’s opening ceremony speech at Valhalla was a festival of cringe, a mixture of dad-at-a-disco comments about one of his players – ‘he’s single, girls, but only until Sunday’ – and embarrassingly inappropriate, desperately unfunny attempted gags such as suggesting Padraig Harrington had ‘hit more golf balls than potatoes grown in Ireland’. He also seemed to become confused over whether McDowell was from Ireland or Northern Ireland and then suggested, what the hell, it didn’t really matter.


    Faldo had rambled on about his daughter’s career in fashion and managed to mix up Denmark’s Søren Hansen, one of three Scandinavians in his twelve-man team, with Sweden’s Henrik Stenson to produce the Nordic composite golfer Søren Stenson. Still, at least he remembered Hansen was there. At Celtic Manor two years later, Corey Pavin introduced his team and forgot about Stewart Cink altogether. At Oakland Hills in 2004, American captain Hal Sutton thanked his wife Ashley for giving him three children whereupon she held up the fingers on her right hand to remind him that, actually, she had given him four.


    Say it is nothing to do with the action if you want, but each of those captains seemed to lose the psychological struggle with their opponents early. Olazábal was desperately keen not to make any similar mistakes. He stayed at home in Spain the week before he was to fly to Chicago to work on his speech and check the details of the team arrangements.


    ‘You know me,’ he had told McRae the year before. ‘I’m a quiet person. But I understand that being Ryder Cup captain is a new scenario. I’ll fulfil my duties the best I can but don’t expect me to be talking too much. That’s the way that I am. I’m not going to try and change it.’


    He was keenly aware that, as Lawrence Donegan, the former golf correspondent of the Guardian had opined, ‘there are no second acts in the life of a Ryder Cup captain these days’. He had one shot at it. He knew the pitfalls. He knew that there would not be a moment where he was not under scrutiny. He knew he had to be on his guard the whole time.


    Once again, he had Faldo as a reference point. In the practice rounds at Valhalla, Faldo was photographed with a sheet of paper bearing initials, which looked like his Friday morning foursomes pairings. His attempts to cover up his mistake made him a laughing stock. He said the initials were to remind him about the players’ sandwich requests. ‘I was simply making sure who wants the tuna, who wants the beef,’ Faldo explained to barely suppressed laughter.


    It was hardly surprising then that Olazábal chose to adopt a low profile at Medinah, or as low a profile as a team captain can adopt. He chose to take the ego out of the post and leave the headlines to the players. He did not attempt to impose his own personality on the team. He had won two US Masters titles, of course, but he did not talk about that. When he wanted to inspire his players, he turned to the spectre of Ballesteros.


    His approach harked back to another time, a time of greater innocence, a time when players were less concerned with their own celebrity, a time which Hayward had referred to when he wrote about the funeral of Ballesteros. ‘Much of the woe expressed yesterday,’ he said, ‘stemmed from people re-connecting with those more innocent times.’ In that respect, Olazábal had kept the flame burning with great honour.


    There were times as the competition unfolded at Medinah when people began to ask where Olazábal was. He was not the highly visible, hyperactive presence that Montgomerie had been at Celtic Manor. The television cameras did not find him crouching by every tee or sitting on his golf buggy near every green. That was not his style.


    Olazábal preferred a low-key approach. He did not want to be up front and centre. He wanted to patrol the margins instead and leave the players to do their work and make their shots. He trusted them. He did not feel the need to micro-manage each of the foursomes and fourballs, morning and afternoon. He stood back and watched. He worked on his pairings.


    In many ways, he was the opposite of Montgomerie and Ballesteros as captain. He chose the shadows, not the limelight. Some felt disconcerted by the contrast. That included plenty of members of the press and Montgomerie himself, who, as part of Sky’s commentary team at Medinah, amused viewers by referring repeatedly to his status as a winning Ryder Cup captain and generally glorifying his role.


    Olazábal would never have done that. There were times over the weekend when his captaincy was described as ‘flat’ and ‘invisible’. There were times when people doubted him. There were times when they wondered if maybe Europe had made the wrong choice. Olazábal did not change. He did not panic. He remained steady and true. The images of Ballesteros were all around him. He knew that, even in death, his old friend could still make the difference.
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    The first time Davis Love III played in the Ryder Cup, in 1993, he found himself standing on the 18th fairway at The Belfry near the end of his singles match with Costantino Rocca so racked with nerves that he thought he was going to be sick. As he waited for Rocca to play, he wanted to bend over, put his hands on his knees and take breath after deep breath to try to avoid throwing up.


    Love had been one hole down with two to play in a match that it had become obvious the US had to win if they were to retain the trophy. All afternoon, Love had studied the leaderboards around the course in one of the rites the competition brings, hoping for more numbers in US red to start replacing European blue.


    But now he realized it was all down to him. He had levelled the match at the 17th and then Rocca had carved his tee shot at the 18th deep into the rough to the right of the fairway. Love, a man who has always exuded the easy confidence of a comfortable, loving upbringing, a man full of grace and dignity, a man who nobody dislikes, was suddenly a mess of emotions.


    He told himself not to search for his wife, Robin, or his mother, among the galleries. He was worried it might make him start to think about his father, Davis Love Jr, who had been killed in a plane crash near Jacksonville five years earlier. The last time the two men had seen each other, a few hours before his death, his father had talked about how best his son might be able to fulfil his potential. It was a memory that drove Love on in his career. His book, Every Shot I Take, was dedicated to his father.


    His father had been a fine golfer, too, and an even better coach. Love’s younger brother, Mark, was the more talented of the two sons but he was also the more impatient. Davis had a more even temperament. When he could not master a shot, Mark gave up after 15 swings. When the same thing happened to Davis, he persevered until he got it right.


    ‘Dad always told both of us that if he had had our natural talent, he would have been a star,’ Love told John Feinstein for his brilliant book A Good Walk Spoiled. ‘His talent was for work. He always talked about hitting balls until his hands bled when he was a kid. Some days, I would go out and hit all these balls and I’d say “Dad, when will my hands start to bleed?” And he would just look at me and say, “Not for a long time yet.”’


    As he stood over his ball on the 18th fairway, Love reasoned that allowing his mind to wander on to his lost relationship with his father now might destroy his ability to play the next shot altogether. In the end, he managed to find the edge of the green with his approach and some minutes later, found himself standing on the 18th green with a six-foot putt to retain the Ryder Cup. He could sense that his teammates could barely breathe by this stage. He backed off the putt once, which made the tension even worse. Then he stepped up again and drilled it into the middle of the hole.


    He was submerged in a mass of celebrating teammates and it was only after the initial surge of emotion had subsided that he realized he had not shaken hands with Rocca. The Italian had waited for him for a while before giving up and wandering back towards the clubhouse with his wife. Love sprinted after him and when Rocca turned round, Love could see tears in his eyes. ‘I hope you’re proud of the way you played,’ Love told him. ‘And I hope your country’s proud of you. It should be.’ The two men shook hands and hugged each other.


    When Love recalled these scenes, he admitted that until he had played in the Ryder Cup, he felt sceptical about the aura that had grown up around it. He had doubted those who told him that the competition was like nothing else in golf. He had not believed them when they said he would be more nervous at the Ryder Cup than he had ever been playing a Major. He had not thought it would be anything special.


    ‘Remember one thing,’ Tom Kite had told him about the magic that grips the competition. ‘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.’


    Tom Watson, the US captain that year, told Love it was the only event in the world that would make his legs shake when he was trying to take a shot. Love didn’t believe him, either. Until, that is, he was making his way to the first tee on Friday morning to play with Kite against Olazábal and Ballesteros in the foursomes. He started to try to persuade Kite to change the plan that Love should be the one to drive off the first tee. Kite smiled and told him they were sticking with the plan. That was when Love felt his legs begin to shake.


    ‘All of a sudden,’ Love said, ‘it hit me just how big a deal this really was. It wasn’t as if I hadn’t known it before. But watching on television, just rooting for the US, 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 going to be playing in one of them.’


    Love also recalled that Ballesteros was notorious for his gamesmanship among the American players. By the time Medinah came around, Ballesteros had practically been beatified by Olazábal but Love told an anecdote about how he had been presented with a box of lozenges before that first foursomes match in 1993. He was urged to offer one to Ballesteros the first time Seve coughed just as Love or Kite was about to take an important shot.


    It never got to that point but when Love arrived at Medinah with his team, he had just as fierce an appreciation as Olazábal of what makes the Ryder Cup unique in golf. He knew that the pressure of delivering a victory for a group of teammates you respect and admire, the pressure of delivering a victory for your country, is a lot more intense that playing to collect a cheque.


    He knew that that particularly applied to men in his team like Bubba Watson and Keegan Bradley, who were nationalistic to the point of going misty-eyed when there was even a mention of the military. And he knew that they were about to find out, just as he had done back at The Belfry, why there is something about the Ryder Cup that makes it stand alone in golf.


    The debate about the place the heroes of the competition command in the golfing pantheon rages every time it is played. Is excelling at the Ryder Cup the equivalent of winning a Major? Is it better than winning a Major because you have done it for your team and your country not just yourself? Or is success in the Ryder Cup coupled with failure in Majors – the Colin Montgomerie Syndrome – an indictment of a player, a tacit acknowledgement he has the talent to beat the best, just not the courage and the will to do it on his own?


    In almost every other week of the two years that follow every Ryder Cup, golf will return to being a particularly individual, solitary sport. It’s not about the team. It’s about being selfish. It’s about relying on yourself, on your own mental strength. It’s about holding your nerve when you know there’s no one there to help you, no one else to rely on, nobody who is going to rescue you if you make a mistake, nobody who is going to play a better ball if you stick your approach in the water.


    It is true that when history judges great golfers, it looks at their stroke play record first. It judges them on Majors won rather than how they have performed playing for the USA or Europe. It judges them not on whether they have inspired teammates at Valhalla or Celtic Manor but whether they had the guts to get the job done at Augusta or St Andrews. Woods is judged primarily on the fact that he has won 14 Majors. The fact he has a poor Ryder Cup record is a footnote.


    So Woods feels on safe ground when he praises Montgomerie and Ian Poulter, who was the star of the British team at Valhalla, for being great Ryder Cup players. Because there is a subtext there, too. The insinuation is that they might be able to thrive in a team environment but they are not mentally strong enough to excel on their own. It is easy to detect in Woods’ words a disdain for those who reach their career highlights in the Ryder Cup.


    But Woods is missing something. There is a magical quality to the Ryder Cup that his singularly calculating, ruthlessly selfish mind is unable to process. Anyone who has attended The Open or the US Masters multiple times knows that the Majors can produce fantastic drama and compelling storylines. They are the framework over which a golfer builds his greatness.


    But anyone who has also attended multiple Ryder Cups knows that the drama that the competition produces time after time after time beats everything else in golf and most other things in sport. It succeeds spectacularly as a team event in an individual sport in a way that the Davis Cup in tennis, for example, does not. If the Majors are the gauge of individual greatness, the Ryder Cup is the measure of sustained drama at a sporting event.


    Why? Because it is so intense. Because it brings 24 of the world’s best players together and asks them to play up to five matches in three days. Because it forces fierce rivals like Woods and Mickelson to call a truce and play nice for 72 hours. Because it plays on the best of the old sporting enmity between Europe and the US, the old world and the new.


    Because it is increasingly evenly matched and unremittingly tense. Because it is about personalities as well as talent. Because it has the same feel the FA Cup used to have when everyone valued playing in the final as much as or more than winning the league title. Because it allows magnetic personalities like Poulter to have their day against masters of the universe like Woods. Because underdogs can shine in a way they rarely do at a Major. Because Phillip Price can beat Mickelson in the singles at The Belfry in 2002.


    And because it is about the team. Because it is about more than an individual, like it is at the Majors. Because the team ethic excites something primitive in sports fans. It allows them to unite in favour of a group and, just as importantly, unite against a group. It plays on American nationalism but one of its greatest triumphs has been to graft mainland Europe on to a Great Britain and Ireland team without diluting the partisan nature of the event.


    Ballesteros had plenty to do with that as well. When Europe first became part of the format, it was Ballesteros who led the way. And Ballesteros was so universally popular that his presence sluiced away any misgivings there may have been about widening the talent pool to turn the Ryder Cup into a competitive event again.


    His passion was important, too. The manic competitiveness that the intensely combative Ballesteros carried into the event made sure that the new format caught fire and captured the imagination of golf fans on both sides of the Atlantic. As golf grew and grew in popularity in the 1990s, the Ryder Cup was perfectly placed to ride the wave.


    The competition seemed to be more keenly anticipated every time it came around. Fuelled by the fervour that surrounded the nail-bitingly close finish at Celtic Manor, the build-up to Medinah was a case in point. In Britain, the Ryder Cup was billed as the perfect ending to the best summer of sport the nation had ever had. It might have been taking place in autumn but, spiritually, it belonged to the epic happenings at the Champions League final, the Tour de France, the Olympics, the Paralympics and the US Open tennis.


    English newspapers sent their own teams over in force. The Daily Telegraph sent four reporters, the Daily Mail sent four. The Times had five reporters there. Even in this year of years, there was an expectation that the Ryder Cup would produce something special, something memorable, something momentous, something to match everything that had gone before. Why? Because it always did.


    No one thought that it could throw up an individual whose feats could match the rest of the heroes of the summer like Jessica Ennis, Mo Farah, David Weir, Ellie Simmonds, Bradley Wiggins and Andy Murray. But as Tom Kite had said to Love, it does not pay to underestimate the melodrama that the Ryder Cup routinely produces.


    With Love as captain – he was referred to as Captain Love by the American players and TV networks at Medinah – there was little chance of the competition descending into the ugliness that had disfigured it at Brookline in 1999 and Kiawah Island eight years before when Corey Pavin had worn military fatigues and the US had done its best to turn a golf tournament into an analogy for war.


    Love had a kinder, gentler view of the competition. He was a fierce competitor, of course. No one gets to the very top of professional sport without being that and Love had joined the select band of golfers who have won a Major with his victory in the US PGA tournament at Winged Foot in 1997. But he had a sense of perspective that helped him put sport in its place.


    ‘Ryder Cup golf really is about bringing people together,’ Love said. ‘I played on my first team in 1993, and my wife, Robin, remembers when a Ryder Cup team was much smaller than it is today, with fewer assistants and fewer PGA officials. This year at Medinah, she had the inspired idea to have one giant table in the team room for our first night so that the entire team – the players, assistants, officials and wives – would all be in the same place, doing the same thing.


    ‘Robin did the seating and I sat with Keegan Bradley’s girlfriend, Jillian Stacey. I had never really spent any time with her. She’s a smart young woman who was suddenly thrust into the middle of golf’s most intense week, and she was enjoying it. It was a pleasure getting to know her.’
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