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ANGLING 
FOR AN EDGE

There is a challenging Donald Steel golf course 

that Darren Clarke can view from his house atop a hill 

at the stylish Abaco Club, but on the occasion of his 

48th birthday last month, Europe’s Ryder Cup captain 

was more interested in bright blue waters than green 

paspalum fairways. Down below, glassy Winding Bay 

and the tranquil island life greet him each morning, 

and Clarke is prone to bypass the clubs to grab a rod, 

join a guide and fly-cast for hours chasing a highly 

elusive fish: the permit. 

Clarke is obsessed with the fish. Early this year 

in the Bahamas, he caught a massive permit that 

weighed 38 pounds, just shy of a bluewater fly-caught 

world record. Despite dozens more attempts, he hasn’t 

caught another. As summer waned, every time the 

fly hit the water, his mind churned on hauling in 

a different catch: that little 17-inch Ryder Cup that 

lately has spent an inordinate amount of time in 

Europe’s boat. 

The upcoming Ryder Cup at Hazeltine National 

Golf Club marks the eighth time that Clarke has been 

involved with the match: He has been a player (five), 

vice captain (two) and now captain. Clarke has been 

part of only one losing side (1999, Brookline), and the 

event has shaped a significant part of the Northern 

Irishman’s life. 

“For a European, we all want to win majors, but the 

Ryder Cup is right there alongside it,” said Clarke, who 

finally collected his long-awaited major at the 2011 

British Open at Royal St. George’s. “Maybe that may 

be a little bit different to the way the American guys 

perceive it. They want to play Ryder Cups, but majors 

may be their No. 1 call . . . the Europeans rank Ryder 

Cup very, very highly. 

“It means a lot to me.” 

During the 2006 Ryder Cup at The K Club (in 

Ireland’s County Kildare), Clarke had his most 

emotional and impactful experience as a player. 

Weeks after losing his wife, Heather, to cancer (she 

was 39), Clarke was added to the European side as 

a captain’s selection by Ian Woosnam. Tears filled 

Clarke’s eyes as he walked out that first morning 

to play four-balls alongside longtime friend Lee 

Westwood. Opponents Phil Mickelson and Chris 

Darren Clarke seeks to reel in another Ryder Cup for Europe, 
which casts itself as a little fi sh in a big American pond
By Jeff Babineau // Abaco, Bahamas 

DARREN CLARKE
AGE: 48 

RESIDENCE: Portrush, Northern Ireland 

FAMILY: Wife, Alison (2012); sons, Tyrone and 
Conor (Tyrone, 17, plans to play golf at Lynn 
University next fall). 

RECORD: 14 European Tour victories, including 
the 2011 British Open and two WGC titles (2000 
Match Play, ’03 NEC Invitational). 

RYDER CUP: Competed fi ve times, with an 
overall record of 10-7-3. Went 3-0 at the K Club in 
2006 as a captain’s pick six weeks after the death 
of his fi rst wife, Heather. Vice captain 
on winning Europe teams in 2010 and ’12. 

QUOTE: “People forget how good he was. 
In the late ’90s, without Tiger (Woods) around, 
he would have been nearly the best.” 
           – Chubby Chandler, Clarke’s manager of 26 years
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IREClarke reacts to his emotional singles victory in the 2006 Ryder Cup.
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DiMarco didn’t know what to do. They hugged Clarke. 

Finally, the massive crowd hushed. Clarke had to hit a 

tee shot.

“I didn’t know if I was going to duff it, top it . . . I had 

no idea,” he said. “I’m not making that up. I honestly 

had no idea what I was going to do. It was one of those 

things, the professional inside me came to the fore. 

I teed it up, went through my pre-shot routine, and 

it went 310, 320 yards, straight down the middle.” 

Clarke tugs on a cigarette and shrugs. “Lucky,” 

he says in his thick brogue.

Two days later, Clarke defeated Zach Johnson in 

singles to cap a 3-0 week as hero of Europe’s romp. 

The image of him standing on the 16th green, his arms 

thrust triumphantly into the air, tears welled in his eyes, 

is one of the Ryder Cup’s indelible moments. The week 

will live in his heart forever.

“I don’t think I would have won the Open without 

having done that,” Clarke said. “After The K Club, I look 

back on it, and obviously it was a very, very difficult 

time. But in terms of my professional career, my day 

job, there hadn’t been anything prior to that, nor will 

there be anything past it, that will be as difficult as 

what I faced that day.”

What are the ingredients that will make Clarke 

a quality captain? His longtime manager, ISM’s     

Darren Clarke holds 
another trophy, 
a 38-pound permit.
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Chubby Chandler, says that Clarke is an astute learner 

and can be a good communicator when he wishes  

to be. He is impeccably organized and detailed. 

Clarke assembled five vice captains who have 

played 24 Ryder Cups among them. Admittedly, Clarke 

has obsessive-compulsive-disorder tendencies, which 

means he can’t stand surprises. He always is prepared. 

Clarke carries a reputation as a rounder who loves  

a pint and enjoys a good time. Behind that, he’s  

a hard worker, leading to his 14 European Tour titles 

(among them, a WGC-Match Play over Tiger Woods  

in his prime). 

“Everything he gets,” Chandler says, “he’s deserved.”

Clarke also has seen about all there is to see at 

the Ryder Cup. He played on a team that was shocked 

at Brookline after leading 10-6 into the singles, and 

assisted on a team that turned around the same 

Sunday deficit four years ago at Medinah. 

In Spain in 1997, his first Ryder Cup, Clarke ranked 

behind only Colin Montgomerie in qualifying but 

watched captain Seve Ballesteros, his hero, sit him  

for both sessions on opening day. 

“He wanted to go home,” Chandler said. “He said, 

‘I qualified second. How can I not be good enough 

to play the first day?’ The way he found out (that he 

wasn’t playing) was on Sky TV. That’s why he knows 

he’ll never do that.” 

Clarke also thought he did all that was asked 

(winning twice) to make Europe’s 2008 Ryder Cup 

squad but was passed over by Nick Faldo. That 

memory inspires him to communicate better  

with his players, making sure they know their roles.  

He will follow the blueprint of Europe’s successful 

2014 captain, Irishman Paul McGinley – seriously, 

why would Europe change anything? – but he also 

needs to shape it to fit his personality. 

“McGinley was great,” said Europe’s top player, 

Rory McIlroy. “He left no stone unturned, and I feel 

like he left a blueprint for other European captains 

to follow. I feel like Darren has followed that pretty 

closely.”

McIlroy was 10 when he first met Clarke. He can’t 

wait to play for him. “He’s a fun-loving guy. I think he 

really wants to make it as enjoyable as possible for all 

the guys.” 

Europe is 10-4-1 in the last 15 Ryder Cups. Why? 

The simplest analysis is that Europe has had the run 

of the greens. But listen to Clarke long enough, and 

there’s far more to the team’s inner workings and the 

underdog mentality that Europe’s players continue  

to embrace. 

“We’re European players going up against the 

might of America, and it’s almost as if we try to prove 

a point and prove ourselves,” Clarke said. “For the 

most part, the guys have done that, especially in 

recent Ryder Cups. It’s hard to put your finger on,  

but the guys just seem to raise their game and play  

to a level that’s even higher when it comes to the 

Ryder Cup.”

Seemingly there is little pressure on the European 

side – amid this great run, surely the team could 

absorb a loss at Hazeltine – but conversely, there  

is substantial pressure on the captain asked to keep 

Europe rolling. Clarke – who returned to Portrush to 

raise his two boys, Tyrone and Conor, after Heather’s 

death, and remarried in 2012, to Alison Campbell – 

already has handled so much in his 

life. This assignment isn’t one he 

cannot shoulder. 

“If you win, you’re a good 

captain; if you lose, you’re a bad 

captain,” Clarke said. “That is the 

way the media portray it. If praise 

comes my way, it won’t be because 

of me but because the team played 

well. And if we get a little bit of  

a hammering because we’ve lost, 

then so be it. 

“The best team is going to win 

. . . you’ve got to ride the train 

and go with it. On the Monday, I’ll 

look in the mirror and say, Did I 

do everything I possibly could? If I 

say yes, then I couldn’t possibly do 

anything more.”  Gwk

Clarke (far left), with Rory McIlroy, 
gets a taste of the leadership  
role as a vice captain at the  
2012 matches at Medinah.
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