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2008 RYDER CUP; FROM TEE TO SHINING TEE

Jody Demling

September 22, 2008
	


	Nine years of Ryder Cup frustrations vanished in a frenzied 10-minute period yesterday on the 17th green at Valhalla Golf Club.

With a raucous crowd covering every inch of the grounds around the hole, U.S. captain Paul Azinger riding down the fairway in his cart pumping up the fans and "Boooo" cheers echoing throughout the golf course, the underdog Americans pulled it off.

First Campbellsville's J.B. Holmes and then Jim Furyk closed out their matches on No.17, sending the Americans to their first Ryder Cup victory since 1999.

Holmes bombed his drive about 370 yards and had only to tap in after a sensational wedge shot from 79 yards to about 24 inches. Furyk followed with a par for the winning point, with his teammates waiting to erupt in celebration.

Furyk's conceded putt gave the Americans the 14½ points they needed to seize the Cup; the final score was 16½-11½, erasing sour memories of recent matches. The Americans had lost five of the previous six Ryder Cup competitions, including the past two by a whopping nine points.

"We poured our heart and souls out for this," Franklin's Kenny Perry said.

Then the Americans partied like it was 1999.

The celebration started on the 17th hole and kept going well into the night. Phil Mickelson — an American flag draped over his shoulders — and Holmes — dousing fans with water — led the charge down the 18th fairway.

"Whose Cup is it?" Mickelson yelled to the fans. "It's ours."

While there were some tense moments on a stellar day of golf, it ended up being the largest margin of victory for the Americans since 1981. They won seven of the day's 12 singles matches and halved another one. The Europeans won four.

"We have had so much fun in the last Ryder Cups," Mickelson said. "What is great this time is that we also played great and won.

"Now we're really going to celebrate."

Anthony Kim, the 23-year-old who started the day with a 5-and-4 rout of Sergio Garcia, was the first to pop a cork on the champagne in front of a huge American flag on the veranda on the back of the clubhouse.

"We finally got it back," Perry said. "We finally lifted U.S. golf back up to where it belongs. They can't say any more 
about us. They can't beat us down. We beat a team that was stronger than us, and we did it in style."

The 12 players and their wives, Azinger and his family, the caddies and PGA officials celebrated on the balcony.

Some 10,000 fans surrounding the area serenaded each player, while Kim, Holmes, Boo Weekley and Hunter Mahan darted down the stairs and soaked fans with champagne.

"This has been a great week," said Weekley, who was a crowd favorite all week. "It's breathtaking."

The Americans won without the best player in the world. Tiger Woods is recovering from knee surgery and was relegated to text messaging Azinger.

Azinger had put together a plan to recapture the Cup. He changed the player selection process, tried to get an advantage with the course and charged up the crowds.

Yesterday it all paid off.

"I had a plan, and I never really thought of the outcome until today," he said. "I can't say enough about this team. They're a bunch of awesome guys, and they played great. And the 13th man (the fans), we couldn't have done it without them."

While the matches were three days of heart-stopping excitement, Furyk and the two Kentuckians finished as the true heroes.

Perry, a 48-year-old former Western Kentucky University standout, delivered a 3-and-2 victory over Henrik Stenson that included seven birdies and an eagle.

"I said this was going to define my career; it actually made my career," Perry said. "It was the most magical day I have ever had in all of my life."

Holmes ended his match in grand style, bombing his drive on No.17 and then sticking his wedge shot to kick-in range. He finished off Soren Hansen 2 and 1 with the birdie, which was the sixth of his round.

The former University of Kentucky standout had a 2-0-1 record over the three days, and Perry was 2-1-1.

"I am still floating," Holmes said, champagne dripping off his goatee. "It's a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, and I am happy I had a chance to participate in this. This has been a great week. It's a dream come true."

Furyk picked up the clinching point. He was 3-up on Miguel Angel Jimenez going to No.15. He lost No.16, but on the next hole Jimenez conceded a short par putt, and the Ryder Cup was settled with a handshake.

"It's almost surprising that a Ryder Cup went our way after the last three," Stewart Cink said. "As far as I know, it's been forever coming, and it feels great."

After Kim's opening victory, Mahan added a half-point and Perry and Weekley came through with points to set the stage for Holmes and Furyk to close it out.

It was a different kind of celebration for a 12-man team that included six rookies and no winners on the PGA Tour since mid-July. The Americans have had to answer questions for nine years about their futility in the Ryder Cup — including those asking why they didn't have any fun.

But that changed in the Bluegrass. The team played loose — Weekley galloped down the first fairway like Happy Gilmore — and the freewheeling attitude of Kim and Holmes was infectious.

It added up to a victory that was a long time coming.

"We're not the greatest Ryder Cup team, but we're forever linked and we're a team that will be remembered for a long time," Perry said. "We brought the Cup back."

FUTURE RYDER CUPS

2010: Celtic Manor Resort, Newport, Wales

2012: Medinah Golf Club, Medinah, Ill.

2014: Gleneagles Hotel and Resort, Perthshire, Scotland

2016: Hazeltine National Golf Club, Chaska, Minn.

2018: TBA (in Europe)

2020: Whistling Straits, Kohler, Wis.
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