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Early Days

It wasn’t until I started researching my family tree that I discovered where my thirst came from. My mum Hetty’s mother Hetty – at least they couldn’t forget one another’s names – was born into a family of Newry publicans, so perhaps they are to blame for my occasional excesses. I would also like to emphasise the word ‘occasional’, because although I have a liking for the black stuff and fine red wine, tales of my drinking habits far exceed reality.

My mum’s father, Joseph McWhirter, was chief electrician in Dungannon’s leading linen factory, but I can’t accuse him of handing down anything through the genes from that particular area, because I know far more about when balls plug than three-pin plugs. Grandad Joseph and Grandma Hetty instilled a sense of family into all their offspring, and they were kept quite busy in that department because I have no end of aunts and uncles on their side. My mum was one of ten divided equally between boys and girls: Hetty, Desmond, Bobby, Samuel (deceased), Harry, David, Margaret (deceased), Mary (deceased), Joan and Linda.

On my father’s side, there was Grandad Benjamin, while Grandma Ruby and her sister, Aunt Helen, had a bakery in Coalisland, about five miles from where we lived in Dungannon, and they ran that for twenty years before retiring. My father was born in 1946 and christened Godfrey Benjamin, the middle name after his own father, and that name continues with my elder son Tyrone. The elder Benjamin died in 1982, and his wife Ruby survived him until 2010.

It might be difficult to imagine now – I would describe him as strapping and big-boned – but in his first year at senior school, Dad was not allowed to play rugby because, at a slim 4 ft 10 in, he was considered a bit of a waif. It was a look which did not continue, because he was soon an under-age member of the Under-13s. Although there was no football at school, he mixed that sport with rugby on leaving and played a couple of years for Glenavon in the Irish League. He started off as a reasonably mobile striker but ended up in defence.

After moving on to Dungannon Swifts, he also served a year as manager, but was far from enthusiastic about training, not a particularly encouraging trait for somebody in such a position. However, the team, who were in the Second Division at the time, did win the Intermediate Cup, which was then a big deal. Nevertheless, although still only in his late twenties, he decided he couldn’t go any further in management and opted out of the sport completely. These days his interest in football is confined to supporting the team that plays on the other side of the park to my beloved Liverpool, but whose name escapes me.

My parents first met in 1966 when they were both in their teens. Mum was out walking her Alsatian, Rebel, and Dad really didn’t take much notice of her at the time because he was more concerned about the snarling white teeth that were showing far too close an interest in his legs. A few days later, they met again at the local dance hall at a time when the country was going through a showband era. It must have been love at first sight, because they were married in the Presbyterian church a year later.

My father’s first job was working for two of his uncles, who ran a fruit and vegetable canning business. He collected from local farmers, took the produce back to the factory for canning and then delivered to supermarkets and shops.

Sporting influences were not restricted to my father’s side, however, because Mum’s sister Mary was an international horse rider. One day she was out riding when a car approached from behind, tooting its horn. The horse reared, she was thrown off, hit her head on a stone bridge and was tragically killed. She was just 24 when she died on 24 July 1968. I was born exactly three weeks later.

Both sides of the family had come from a council-house background and that was where I spent much of my early life. We had a three-bedroom home with a kitchen and living room, before moving to another, bigger council house just 300 yards away, which also had a dining room and a bigger garden. The rent was £27 a week. My parents eventually bought the house and were awarded a percentage reduction, having been tenants for so long.

Dad, who had just one sister, Cynthia, moved out of the family business to work in the office of a ready-mixed concrete company. In 1980, when the company relocated to Balbriggan, near Dublin, he went down south, returning home only at weekends. But in 1981 Dad’s affection for golf attracted him to the greenkeeping side of the game and over the next three years he took all the examinations needed to help look after Dungannon Golf Club, loving the work despite the early-morning starts.

On my dad’s side, the sporting connections go back at least another generation. His father Ben was a fearless and hard-tackling right-back whose potential was quickly spotted by Portadown. The Irish League side nurtured his talents until they found it impossible to turn down a bid of £2,500 from the English First Division club Sheffield United. It was a huge fee before World War II. Unfortunately, he was injured just before the 1934 FA Cup final, otherwise I might have had more sporting memorabilia from that particular quarter, although I am the proud owner of his Irish amateur international cap. His career, which included stints at Exeter and Carlisle, was eventually cut short by the outbreak of war. Grandfather Ben returned to play in the Irish League and then took a job in one of Dungannon’s textile companies. It was fitting that he chose to settle there, because it is a town with a rich sporting history.

Surprisingly, the oldest club in the town is not connected to rugby or any sport commonly associated with Northern Ireland. Dungannon Cricket Club dates back to the middle of the nineteenth century, whereas the town’s rugby club, although the sixth oldest in Ireland and a founder member of the Irish RFU, did not come into existence until 1873. And while Dungannon Swifts have excelled in the soccer arena, it is at Gaelic games that the town, which has also played host to hare coursing and greyhound racing in its time, has principally shone. I have been more than happy to add to the sporting tradition of an always proud if troubled area.

It wouldn’t be a town in Ireland if there wasn’t some interesting tale that locals love to tell about it. Dungannon’s revolves around the unique former police barracks in the market square. It is said that the slightly eccentric design is due to ‘a confusion’ over the plans in Dublin. Apparently – although how much truth there is in the story I can only guess – the town ended up with a building intended for Afghanistan’s Khyber Pass, while that current war zone got a barracks complete with a traditional Irish fireplace meant for the centre of our island.

And talking of the town’s past, it was in April 1968, a few months before I was born, that Northern Ireland’s first civil rights march took place, from Coalisland to Dungannon – the town later becoming one corner of the ‘murder triangle’ during the Troubles.



According to my mother, I was 8 lb 7 oz at birth and a very good baby. I had a shock of curly blond hair and big brown eyes and I’m told that neighbours and even strangers would stop the pram just to gaze upon this wonder of nature.

Apparently I wasn’t like other kids. Whereas most children had something like a blanket as a comforter, mine was what I referred to as a ‘dodi’; don’t ask me why. It was the teat off one of my milk bottles, and I did tricks with it, putting it on the end of a finger or even my tongue and waggling it around. It stayed with me long after proper food replaced my milk-only diet.

Although I was a relatively good sleeper, something which remains with me to this day, there was one night when I wouldn’t settle and I was brought downstairs and given a packet of crisps to keep me quiet while Mum and Dad watched a late-night movie. They certainly achieved that. In fact, they almost did far more. They very nearly killed me. I choked on a crisp and my mother panicked when I started to turn blue. We didn’t have a phone and she ran out of the house screaming, ‘What can I do?’ One of her sisters lived just down the road and she headed there, but before they got back Dad had turned me upside down, smacked my back and eventually dislodged the offending crisp. Obviously, I have no recollection, but I’m told it was a terrifying experience for my parents.

It was not my only adventure as a youngster. I was something of an explorer and one day, at just fifteen months, shoeless and dressed only in nappy and vest, I decided to find out more about the neighbourhood. I crawled and then toddled out of the house, not stopping until I’d crossed the road and gone 150 yards down the street to Aunt Joan’s house. I was totally unscathed by the experience, although Mum almost had a heart attack when she found out what I’d done. But she was smiling with pride the day I won a bonny-baby competition and then, as a three-year-old, when I again took first prize in a fancy-dress competition, wearing my grandfather’s football kit.

My mum tells me that I was always a big baby, needing clothes that were two sizes up for my age. I never liked cheap clothes either and could tell the difference, because better cut clothes always seemed to fit me better. My love of driving things was also evident at an early age. A plastic American army jeep with a big star on the front was a particular favourite, along with the almost mandatory tractor and trailer.

By this time I had a sister, Andrea, and we are close not just by age – there are only eleven months between us – but also by nature. We got on well instantly, never fought, shared everything and were each other’s best friend. She would later become my partner in crime, acting as lookout in my early teens, so that I could sneak a quick, prohibited smoke while she checked the garden gate for Mum and Dad coming home.

Ours was a house full of love but very little money. There was rarely any change left over at the end of the working week, but if there was, it was spent on clothes and toys for Andrea and me, particularly me. But Mum and Dad always saved enough to ensure we had a big present for Christmas to go along with a black bin bag full of bits and pieces. They sacrificed a great deal so that I could chase my dreams, and now that I am in a position to look after them, that’s what I do and that’s the way it should be.

Andrea and I also had two close friends, apart from Gary and Mandy, Auntie Joan and Uncle Roy’s children, who lived just down the road. Our live-in allies were Sooty and Sweep, the glove puppets made famous by Harry Corbett. Sooty was a loveable but mischievous yellow teddy bear, while Sweep was an intellectually challenged grey Spaniel with long black ears. We carried them everywhere with us.

I owe Andrea a great deal. It must have been difficult for her growing up, because everything in the family appeared to revolve around me. I got everything and she got what was left, and that probably wasn’t a lot. All the pictures in the house were me, me and me and it was always a case of Darren’s doing this and Darren’s doing that. I think she had it pretty tough, but it obviously did her no harm. I couldn’t wish for a better sister and we are as close now as we were then. She lives nearby and looks after the boys when I am away.

I didn’t have many friends outside the family circle, but Gary and Mandy, our cousins, often came with us when we went to our ‘holiday home’ – a £100 caravan with a stove in the middle. It was a getaway based in the middle of nowhere, close to Donegal. There were no recreation facilities for children, just the beach, although there was a golf course at Dunfanaghy, not far from where future Ryder Cup player Paul McGinley’s people lived. I had no interest in golf then and didn’t know Paul at the time. But I do remember the course, because all the greens were wired off to stop sheep and cows grazing.

We would often set off on the two-hour drive to the Marble Hill caravan site on a Friday evening, spend the weekend playing ball games on the beach, then return to Dungannon on Sunday night. It was fun for a while, but by the time I was 12, the romance of this almost ritual journey was over and boredom kicked in. I started to wonder what on earth the fascination with the place was. The message must have got through to Mum and Dad, because the caravan was sold shortly afterwards.



I was four when I started at Howard Memorial Primary School in Moygashel, two miles away, where Mr Graham was headmaster. The experience was not altogether a pleasant one. I was the victim of some bullying and got a few good hidings here and there, which forced me to keep myself to myself for quite some time. I told nobody, but Andrea knew what was happening, since it was usually on the way back from school towards my mum’s parents’ house.

Although I never complained, Andrea told Mum how I was getting a hard time at school from some older boys. Mum discovered who it was and one day when she came to pick me up in the family Volkswagen Beetle she spotted one of my assailants walking home. Mum stopped the car, jumped out, got hold of the bully, picked him up and popped him against the wall. I am not sure what her exact words were, but they were along the lines of ‘You won’t be doing that again, will you?’ She told the boy that if he ever bullied me, then he had better watch out. From then on, I was never bothered by them or anybody else for that matter. Word quickly spreads in Dungannon.

My mother tells me she never had to discipline me, although I do remember getting on the wrong side of my father one Christmas after I’d been bought my first leather jacket. I wasn’t totally in love with the style, so I decided to give it a little extra something. I went upstairs, took the chain off the plug from the basin and pinned it to the jacket. It was my acknowledgement of the punk era. Dad was so enthusiastic about this fashion trend that he gave me a choice – either I took the chain off and returned it to the plug, or the jacket would be returned to the shop. My flirtation with punk lasted all of ten minutes.

I’m told that Andrea and I differed in one way. Whereas I had a near-photographic memory, she had to study hard. I was considered naturally bright and could pass exams with the minimum of revision, while Andrea went to her room for hours, surrounded by reference books. I have a good and long memory to this day, as several people who have crossed me over the years know only too well.

My next educational port of call was the Royal School – a non-fee-paying day school in Dungannon. It is one of the oldest seats of learning in Ireland, among seven chartered by James I in 1608 to provide an English-style education to the sons of landed settlers, who were mostly from England and Scotland. Mr Forsythe was the headmaster and I received excellent reports, not because I was a swot or an egghead, but because of my ability to take in information and then regurgitate it on to paper when required.

Although my reports were usually pretty good, there was one aspect of me that caused a few problems with the teachers. From a fairly young age I was very much into experimenting with different hair colours, which did not go down particularly well with Mr Forsythe. I beat a regular path to the headmaster’s office whenever I sported a different hue, and my backside also changed colour thanks to the administration of corporal punishment.

Normally if I knew I was in for it, I would take preventative action, or at least make sure it didn’t sting as much, by pushing some extra layers of clothing or paper down the back of my trousers. The form of discipline employed by Ronnie Irvine, the chemistry teacher, was not so easy to nullify. I used to do all right in his class but messed about a bit, and his chosen punishment was to use a metal ruler on the hand. He’d turn it on its side so that the narrow edge was leading, purposely miss your outstretched fingers on the way down and then quickly come back up to rap you on the knuckles. I had to endure that quite a bit, but I don’t think he ever hit me too hard, even though he had to be seen to be punishing me as much as everyone else in the class. The reason was that by this time I had already taken up golf, and Mr Irvine looked after all the golfers in the school and appreciated just how important their hands were.

Of the other teachers, I remember Mr Kirk – not so much for teaching us Latin as for possessing the bushiest set of eyebrows I had ever seen. He was a nice old man, but I doubt that I was his favourite pupil as I didn’t like his subject. I was simply shocking. I never used to do any homework and always had to call somebody up when it was due, to copy from them.

If I didn’t get Latin, I was equally dismissive of music and it landed me in trouble one week. Mrs Tully, I think it was, tried to get pupils to sing in the choir, but that kind of music has never been my thing, even though today I have a very eclectic mix on my iTunes collection. She’d get people up two at a time and try to figure out who could sing and who couldn’t. I was to do a duet with classmate Eric Williams, but I don’t have a note in my head and apparently neither did Eric, because when she instructed us to sing we didn’t say a word and just kept our mouths shut. Her response was to put us in detention, but she never asked us again.

In general, I enjoyed school and although I’m sure Mum and Dad wouldn’t have let me skive off anyway, I was never tempted to try. I did my best to balance schoolwork with golf and didn’t take too many days away to play in tournaments, and when I did I always got permission. All in all, my school days were good ones.

I got eight O levels and two A levels. On the O list I got an A in English Language and an E in English Literature. Consequently, my command of English was pretty good, but I wasn’t a great one for reading. I went into the sixth form to do geography, physics and chemistry – missing out on the pass mark for physics.

If I hated some subjects, I adored other things. My love of rugby union comes from my time at the Royal School, which had a rich tradition in that particular sporting discipline. The legendary lock forward Paddy Johns was a year ahead of me, so you can see the calibre of those attending. I shared Paddy’s passion, if not his ability, for the game and played it all the way through school, captaining all the sides through the age groups. I was a No 8 or open-side flanker and also kicked – but despite being right-handed, hoofed the ball with my left foot, which was quite unusual. After captaining the Under-14s I was promoted to the second XV – a 15-year-old among boys mainly two years older. I was a tad slow getting off the mark, but once I was in my stride I took quite a bit of stopping.

I loved the game and couldn’t get enough of it. My teacher, Mr Keith Patton, whose brother Fergie is still my solicitor back home, was not in the least bit pleased when I opted to drop the sport in the sixth form. Thankfully, there was an older head of sport there, Mr Ken Armstrong, who appreciated that however much I loved rugby, I was far more likely to be a success at chasing a much smaller ball around a field. He had played for Ulster, I think, and the game was also his passion. He’d cover for me if I ever had to play in tournaments. He could see that I had potential and wanted to help in any way he could, and if that meant watching my back when I had to opt out of school, then he did.

Although I felt I was always going to be a golfer, I did appreciate that a few subjects in the bank might be useful insurance. I wouldn’t claim to be that intelligent, but I wasn’t bad either. I never got into much trouble, but I once finished in a bit of a mess outside the gates.

I loved bikes and it was on them, after growing out of my jeep and tractor, that I discovered my need for speed. Unfortunately one day I was aboard my Raleigh Chopper coming down a steep hill when I realised I was going too fast, braked too fiercely and flew straight over the handlebars. I was kept in hospital overnight and released with no more than several bumps, scrapes and a bruised ego.

I took part in everything connected to sport at school and was actually allotted the very same house that my father had been in – Mountjoy. I must have had a strong arm even then, because I won the javelin competition, just like my father had done in his time there, but by this stage golf had gained my attention and I was never going to follow Steve Backley.

The likes of Greg Norman and Seve Ballesteros were more on my radar.
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The Ryder Cup

Playing in the Ryder Cup was always high up on my must-do list. There is nothing to compare with it in a golfing representative sense. I’d played a lot of team golf as an amateur and I really enjoyed the competition and camaraderie, so I was keen to test myself in this ultimate golfing arena. Man against man, team against team: since continental Europe was added to the initial Great Britain and Ireland representation, Sam Ryder’s pot of gold has become the most coveted prize.

1997, Valderrama: Europe 14½ – 13½ United States

My first opportunity to play came in 1997, although the bookmakers did not give much for my chances or those of my good friend and ISM stablemate Lee Westwood. We were quite highly priced and we both took the opportunity to pit our skills against those of the oddsmakers.

It also challenged Chubby’s management skills, and he would ultimately emerge victorious. Chubby had noticed that in previous qualification processes those players who were in with a shout of making the team, particularly rookies, often suffered a loss of form because they were trying too hard and thinking about it too much. So, at the start of the build-up, he urged Lee and me not to think about the Ryder Cup, but to let it be a by-product of our goal for the season, which was to make the world’s top fifty. He reasoned that if we achieved that, we were almost certain to make the team.

Consequently, we didn’t treat the Ryder Cup as the be-all and end-all, but something that we might play in if we progressed and improved as players. Sure enough, we both made it, and it wasn’t even a close thing. I finished second at Wentworth to Ian Woosnam in the Volvo PGA and that was me in the team from a very early stage. Lee was also over the line long before the scheduled finish. I headed for Spain having qualified second overall.

Our captain Seve Ballesteros spoke to the prospective team members at the Lancome Trophy in Paris and he also had a few, brief words with me individually, but that was all the contact I had with the great Spaniard before Europe and America’s finest gathered on the Costa del Sol (ironically we hardly saw the sun all week).

Having the five-time major champion as captain when the match was in Spain for the first time was a huge deal. He was wired all week – hyper doesn’t really do his demeanour justice. As American team member Tom Lehman commented afterwards, ‘Every time I stepped on a tee, it seemed like Seve vaporised alongside. He was everywhere.’

It soon became clear that my high qualification counted for nothing. I arrived in Valderrama full of hope, expectation and excitement, but that was quickly knocked out of me by captain Seve when the first-day pairings were announced. At the time, I was not experienced enough to deal with the decision to leave me out of both series of matches. I was disappointed, to say the least, and Chubby had to convince me that it wouldn’t be right to disappear to my room or even leave the course altogether. This was a team event, he stressed.

I was able to vent some of my frustration on the captain himself. As luck would have it, my locker was right next to Seve’s and at the first opportunity while we were changing, I made my feelings known to him. I have never been one to shy away from anything, so I wanted to get it off my chest.

My problem wasn’t so much to do with not playing as the way I discovered that I wasn’t. It was my opinion that the guys being left out should be told face to face. I actually discovered my lot through watching television and, to put it diplomatically, I took a little bit of exception to it. The media knew my fate before I did and that annoyed me. I told Seve what I thought. I didn’t get much of a response, although to be honest I’m not sure what it was at all, because no sooner had I finished than he lapsed from English into Spanish, and my command of his language does not extend much beyond hola and rioja.

Of course, Seve did what he thought was best for the team and only now can I admit that he was perfectly correct. I would have liked to play and at the time I was very disappointed, but looking back on it now, and with the prospect of me being captain at some stage in the future, I can see just how difficult a job it is to balance everything. As a young guy, very keen to get out there, I couldn’t see the full picture.


My first match was not until the Saturday, when I was paired with the team’s talisman, Colin Montgomerie, to play against Davis Love III and Freddie Couples in the fourballs. I had no say in the matter whatsoever, but it was great to be paired with somebody like Monty. I was also delighted to be playing against people I was familiar with. Davis and Freddie are both fantastic guys who went on to become very good friends.

Anybody who is not nervous at the Ryder Cup is not human. When it was my turn to hit on the first tee, all I wanted to do was make contact, so I teed it a little higher than normal just to ensure some part of the club caught the ball. To my relief, and probably Monty’s, I did not have a fresh-air, but I tugged the ball a tad and it finished behind a lone tree in the left rough.

As the senior member of the partnership, Monty came over to see everything was all right and to weigh up what I was considering. My options were either to go under and around the tree’s branches or through a ‘V’ in the tree. That was a bit of a dodgy shot, but I thought I could do it.

I said to him, ‘I’m going to try to hit it through that “V”. What do you think?’

His reply brooked no debate. ‘For heaven’s sake, it’s the Ryder Cup,’ he said. ‘Just punch it low somewhere up around the green and see what develops.’ That’s what I did.

The match was always in the balance and apart from stiffing it on the 14th, I can’t remember too much about what happened until we arrived on the 17th tee all square. There is trouble everywhere on this hole – off the tee, with your second shot and around and on the green. Five is not a bad score on this Seve creation, and that was what one of us would have to get to avoid going behind.

I found the rough with my tee shot and had a dodgy lie, but with his own ball safely on the fairway (in those days he rarely missed them), Monty encouraged me to have a go for it. I actually hit a decent shot, but it didn’t carry quite far enough and the ball rolled back into the water. The pressure was firmly on Monty, but after laying up, he played an absolutely wonderful pitch – it was a little soft lobber to about five feet. It was just sheer class and really impressed me, and it was fitting that he went on to hole the putt for a hole-winning birdie.

The 18th at Valderrama is another very tough hole, particularly off the tee, and it does not offer up many birdies. We were determined to give ourselves two chances to make par at worst. Monty pulled his tee shot into the left rough and I hit a really good one down the middle. Freddie drove right and had no approach, while Davis was a little further down the fairway than me.

I was in a good place both physically with my ball and mentally in my head, but Seve came over just as I was preparing to play. He was almost in the bag, pulling out the clubs to see what we were going to hit, when my caddie Billy said, ‘Seve, get the **** out of the way. Go away.’

While I might have been thinking it, Billy was actually saying it, which wasn’t too surprising, because the pair had been very good friends and fairway colleagues for a long time. But I doubt that any other player or caddie would have felt confident enough to speak to him like that.

Seve did as asked and I hit a lovely shot straight down the flag, 15 feet short of the hole. Under those circumstances it was a really good effort and I was delighted that I would have a chance of getting the half that would secure the full point.

Monty had hit a good shot out of the rough to about 30 feet right of the pin. They went first and missed, so we had two putts from either of us to win. I had 15 feet up the hill and a little bit right to left and I wanted to hit the putt, but Monty called seniority, lagged his 30-footer down alongside the hole and they conceded the match. My ball was not needed, but I’d certainly take those two shots any time I play that hole.


I did not participate again until the Sunday singles, when I would take on Phil Mickelson, one of America’s finest.

There were outside forces driving me to do as much as I possibly could to win. Chubby, as he frequently does, had one of his wonderful bonus schemes going for me, which meant that I would collect if I won every game I played at the Ryder Cup, as long as I played at least two. So here I was with a 100 per cent record after one match, knowing that, if I completed a double against Phil, I would drive away from Valderrama in a Ferrari F40, courtesy of my then clubmakers, MacGregor.

I actually wasn’t thinking about that when we went out to play – well, not much. It was somewhere in the back of my mind, I suppose. But Phil, as Phil can so often do, chipped in a couple of times, played very nicely and beat me on the 17th. MacGregor were spared their bonus, although I don’t think they would have minded handing over the keys, and not just for the coverage they would have received.

All in all, it was a fantastic experience to be part of a successful team. Winning is everything in the Ryder Cup and I think it was very fitting, although it was a magnificent team effort, that Monty was the man who sealed the success that Seve demanded. Seve’s passion for the game shone through; he really was not going to lose that week. Whatever it took, Seve was going to find it, give it, do it. He did. The relief was very evident to see, not only the joy of winning, but the release. He never wanted to lose anywhere, but under no circumstances did he want to go down in Spain.

The celebrations were long and typical, but it marked the end of an old ritual – the post-match joint dinner with our opponents. They stopped it afterwards, determining that the vanquished should not be subjected to seeing the unbridled joy of their opponents as well as listening to endless speeches. Dinners and speeches have their places, but after the Ryder Cup these days is not one of them.


1999, Brookline: United States 14½ – 13½ Europe

From the rain in Spain to the breezes of Boston in 1999, where America under Ben Crenshaw would host a European team led by Mark ‘Jesse’ James.

Despite having some of the most ironic television shows to be found anywhere on the planet, Americans can have a problem coping with English sarcasm and Jesse is capable of ladling it out in copious quantities. I get his dry sense of humour but, more often than not, it gets halfway across the Atlantic and then the jet stream brings it straight back home. Some of his funniest lines during the week at Brookline seemed to fly higher over their heads than the Concorde on which we had arrived.

Throughout the week, the team never missed a Jesse press conference and we would be in stitches as his deadpan delivery seemed to amuse some but confuse others. Asked what his most difficult decision in one session had been, he replied, ‘Whether to have the burger or chicken sandwich for lunch.’ The irony of that particular retort was that he was being absolutely truthful, but try telling that to the Americans.

To me, Jesse was Captain Fantastic – the way he conducted himself, ran the team and represented our continent. It was a great pity that it didn’t work out for him, but unfortunately that would be his destiny after a great week.


Memories of my first morning foursomes match with Lee Westwood against Hal Sutton and Jeff Maggert are few and far between – not surprising since we lost 3&2. But I can remember just about every shot in the afternoon fourballs, when we paired up again to face the number one and number two in the world at the time, Tiger Woods and David Duval. It was just a fantastic opportunity to be pitted against golf’s top two. Despite our morning setback, we were both playing fairly nicely at the time and relished the prospect of a great match.

Lee made a few birdies and I weighed in here and there with some of my own, but we knew they’d give as good as they got, and by the time we stood on the 17th tee we were exactly as we started – with everything to play for and just two holes to claim very notable scalps.

Lee had equalled the fours of Tiger and David and after a decent tee shot and a better wedge, I had 12 feet left for what would be a winning birdie to ensure that we could not lose the match. As soon as the putter made contact with the ball, I knew where it was going and I wasn’t disappointed when it disappeared bang in the centre of the hole.

One up with one to go and two chances to equal the best they could do for an outright win that we knew would give a huge boost to the team in the final match of the afternoon.

My ball drifted right off the 18th tee, but Lee was in prime position in the fairway on what isn’t really a birdie hole, so we weren’t in bad shape. Then neither Tiger nor David could get close, but I was off the right edge of the green and Lee came up short and was in some rough. At that stage of his career, Lee wasn’t the short-game wizard he is these days. It was his turn to go first and the light was fading, so I think we both had our fingers crossed, because I wasn’t certain of getting up and down either.

Anyway, Lee hit a career recovery and the ball snuggled up cosily to the hole for what would be a match-deciding half. I’m not really into man hugs, but we gave each other the biggest we had ever had. In match-play fourballs, somebody tends to come in more than their partner, but we’d been perfect foils for one another and our reward was to have taken down the top two players in the world. It was an unbelievable feeling.

Any lead at the end of the first day would have been more than acceptable, but our win meant that over supper that night we would be staring at a four-point supremacy – unprecedented for a European team on American soil.


I can usually remember something about winning matches, but just to show that my memory can betray me sometimes, on Saturday Lee and I defeated Mark O’Meara and Jim Furyk in the morning foursomes 3&2 and I do not remember one shot that either side hit.

There was plenty to recall from the afternoon fourball encounter against Phil Mickelson and Tom Lehman – a match which had plenty of edge and went all the way to the wire. At the time, I didn’t know either of the Americans as well as I do now, and there was a bit of niggle which centred on them thinking that we were slow-playing them, practice-putting for too long after the holes had been finished. Nothing could have been further from the truth, but they obviously felt we were.

They were both playing great, while we were struggling to get anything going, but we had a good chance to get back into the game when I left myself a short uphill birdie putt on the par-five 10th. It was looking good for us, because Tom was the best placed of their side and he had a 30-footer across the green with a massive amount of swing on it. Unbelievably, he holed it and immediately set off on a celebration around the green – before I had taken my putt.

Now, you can celebrate any way you want if you have won the hole and your opponents don’t have anything to finish off, but I still had my four-footer, which was now for a half rather than a win, and he should have waited.

I did hole my putt, but I gave Tom the biggest stare I have ever given anybody on a course after it dropped in.

The niggle between the two sides did not end there. A few holes later, we’d hit a couple of practice putts after a hole was finished and we got to the next tee and Tom teed off.

Nobody moved and then Lee turned to Phil and said, ‘Are you not going to hit?’

Phil replied, ‘I already have.’

Phil had taken his shot before we were anywhere near the tee, and although he had not broken any rules, etiquette should have dictated that he wait until we had got there. He was within his rights, but that was not the proper etiquette in my book.

I’ve grown close to both players since then and appreciate they were just doing what they felt they had to. No matter what had happened, they were deserving winners and we shook hands on the 17th green.

It was still an enthusiastic team room that Saturday night because we knew we were going into the final series of singles with a bigger lead than any previous visiting team in America in the history of the entire competition. We were 4 points ahead, needing another 4½ from the 12 available on that fateful Sunday.


On the day, everybody was looking forward to it, knowing we’d built up such a good lead, and our hope was to improve it as soon as possible. Jesse sent Lee and me out one and two, and I’m sure he was thinking that we’d get at least one point from the two matches to consolidate and give us impetus. It didn’t go according to plan, as we lost to Tom and Hal respectively. And behind us were three players who were playing their first matches of the week – Jarmo Sandelin, Jean Van de Velde and Andrew Coltart, who had all sat out the first two days of fourball and foursomes matches.

All of a sudden, from a commanding position we were on the back foot and America were coming at us with very heavy artillery. By the time Padraig Harrington secured Europe’s first point of the afternoon, from the seventh match, America were ahead and not about to surrender their lead.

Much of what was said and written afterwards centred on events on the 17th green when Justin Leonard holed a monster putt and many Americans invaded the green and ran across José María Olazábal’s line in premature victory celebration – again before the Spaniard had taken his putt. It goes back to what I was saying earlier, that you can celebrate as much as you like afterwards, but you should have respect for your opponent if he still has to go.

The Americans came in for a lot of criticism, but what was lost in the condemnation of their actions was just how well our hosts played that day. To employ one of their overused words, they were awesome. Their play was sensational and that should have been recognised.

We lost 14½–13½ and Jesse came in for a lot of flak. It is my contention
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