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Thompson rules the Deere

24th first-time JDC
winner takes title

in a laugher

BY TIM CRONIN
REPORTING FROM SILVIS, ILLINOIS

Nobody ever said winning for the
first time is easy.

Davis Thompson made it look that
way Sunday.

He birdied the first two holes at TPC
Deere Run. He birdied five of the first
six. He went out in 6-under 29.

On the course he might show all the
personality of a bucket of brine, with a
look that makes Patrick Cantlay look
excited, but the lad - 25 years old, one
of the many Georgia alums that populate
the PGA Tour — has all the game in the
world, with booming drives, precision ap-
proaches and a puissant putter to surely
make his victory in the 53rd John Deere
Classic the first of many along the way.

Thompson'’s final round of 7-un-
der-par 64 for a Deere record-low
aggregate of 28-under 256 made him
the 24th first-time winner in tournament
history. And the outcome following a tie
for second last week — plus seeing wife
Holly Grace standing by the 18th green
— brought forth tears from the other-
wise-stoic Thompson.

“My goal this week was to kick the
door down and get a win,” Thompson
said. ‘I was just able to play really well;
thankfully I'm in a good spot for the rest
of the year.”

For the next two, in fact. The win
jumps him to 22nd in the PGA Tour’s
playoff standings, so he’s in that come
August. He gets an exemption into reg-
ular Tour weeks through 2026. He gets
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CHAMPION GOLFER OF THE YEAR Davis Thompson, finally smiling after an
all-business weekend, with the John Deere Classic trophy:

into next year’'s Masters, which will warm
the heart of the Atlanta native. He jumps
to 38th in the world ranking. And he’s
$1.44 million richer.

“A lot of hard work went into this,
and thankfully | was able to get the job
done,” Thompson said. “The goal | guess
in May was to make the playoffs, and
the next thing | know | finished second at
Myrtle Beach and then ninth at the U.S.
Open and second last week.”

And now on the top of the mountain
in his second year on the big tour.

“My expectation (joining the Tour)
was to win every week, and that’s just
not feasible,” Thompson said. “Through-
out my life it's taken time to get adjusted
to anything. Took me a while to get
adjusted to college. Even back to junior

golf when | started playing the back tees.

“Then once | get comfortable, | kind
of getin a groove and start to play well.”

In other words, for the next 15-20
years or so, look out.

The long hug with Holly Grac was
about more than succeeding at golf.
They moved up their marriage date last
year so her terminally-ill mother could be
at the ceremony.

“We’ve been through a lot this past
year, and just to see her, it was really
cool,” Thompson said.

Thanks to the early birdie binge,
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Thompson was never threatened. In the
threesome tying for second at 24-under
260 were pros C.T. Pan (closing 64)
and Michael Thorbjornsen (closing
63) and amateur Luke Clanton (closing
63), about whom more later. For Pan as
well as Thompson, the finish locked in a
berth in the British Open in a fortnight.

“It's going to be a great trip,” Pan
said of his fourth appearance in the
British. “It's going to be hectic but it will
be a great problem.”

Ben Griffin scored 9-under 62,
tying for the second-best final round in
Deere history, and only tied for fifth with
Carson Young. It was that kind of a
year, with 16 players at 20-under 264 or
better. The highest-finishing player not
in the 60s on Sunday was J.J. Spaun,
whose closing even-par 71 left him adrift
at 16-under 268. Scoring records fell like
dominoes.

“| don’t have the answer if it is too
easy,” said Zach Johnson, who won the
Deere in 2012, is on the tournament’s
board and has played in every Deere
since 2002. “Sometimes it’s fun to make
birdies; that's not a bad product.

“| know a lot of fans like to see -
carnage would be the extreme — but
like to see struggle. I totally get that. We
have a lot of weeks with struggle. A lot of
tournaments that aren’t even majors feel
like a major.

“So every now and again it's nice
to have, ‘All right, I've got to step on the
gas. Be aggressive.” When the greens
are this receptive and the heat is up the
ball goes further. Fairways are still pretty
wide because of the moisture (Tuesday’s
rain). It's point and shoot.”

Johnson finished at 15-under 269,
which would have won only one of the
previous tournaments at TPC Deere Run
and gotten him into a playoff for another.
In this case, he finished tied for 26th, 13
strokes behind.

Thompson'’s victory also meant the
winner came out of the Trophy House, a
rental just outside nearby Geneseo, for
the third straight year. Sepp Straka won
last year and J.T. Poston did so in 2022.
Thompson, in fact, took Straka’s room
this year, as he moved out because his
family joined him for the Deere.

“Me and him may be fighting for that
room next year,” Thompson said with

SUNDAY, JULY 7, 2024 - ILLINOIS GOLFER / THE OPENING 9 -

a smile, noting that because he won,

he has to pay for everyone’s share this

year. That will be an easy bill to pay.
Next up: Luke Clanton

Proof that there’s no shortage of
players ready to play for money has
been easy to find this year. Nate
Dunlap won in Palm Springs — the Bob
Hope Desert Classic, now known as the
American Express —and then turned pro.

Luke Clanton briefly made a bid
Sunday to match Dunlap’s feat before
Davis Thompson ran away from the field.
Clanton, a junior at Florida State in the
fall, punctuated his week with a birdie on
the final hole and scored 8-under 63 to
finish tied for second at 24-under 260,
by far the best finish for an amateur in
Deere history. It had been Patrick Rod-
gers, who tied for 15th in 2013.

It's also the best finish for a sponsor
exemption since David Gossett’s victory
in 2001.

What next? He'll remain an amateur,
at least for a while.

“It just kind of proves again to me |
know | can win out here,” Clanton said.
“| don’t want to sound cocky or anything,
but | wanted to prove to myself | can do it.

“After last week, being up there and
in contention and this week in second
place, it just kind of shows me if | keep
grinding and doing my thing, I'll be all
right.”

Clanton birdied the last three holes
and four of the last five for an inward
6-under 30.

Had he been a pro, he’d have made
just under $475,000. The money will be
there when he does make the move.

For the moment, he just makes a bit of
history. With his finishes in Detroit and

at the Deere, he’s the first amateur to
record top-10 finishes in back-to-back
starts since Billy Joe Patton at the 1957
U.S. Open and 1958 Masters.

Patton had no other Tour starts in
between. It's fair to say Clanton’s top 10s
in consecutive weeks are more impres-
sive, even if they aren’t in majors.

“| didn’t know that either,” Clanton
said. “I'm pretty simple when it comes
to this. That's awesome to even realize
that. Making a little bit more history is
pretty sweet, no doubt.

“Couple more events coming up, So
hopefully we can win one.”

Leading Finishers

1 Davis Thompson 63 67 62 64-256 -28
T2 Michael Thorbjornsen

67 64 66 63-260 -24

a-Luke Clanton 63 67 67 63-260 -24

C.T. Pan 65 63 68 64-260 -24

T5 Ben Griffin 68 67 64 62-261 -23

Carson Young 67 65 66 63-261 -23

T7 Denny McCarthy

64 66 68 64-263 -21

Aaron Rai 65 63 66 69-263 -21

Hayden Springer 59 71 66 67-263 -21

Andrew Novak 67 64 68 64-263 -21

Eric Cole 62 68 64 69-263 -21
Notables
T23JasonDay 69 67 66 66-268 -16

Lucas Glover 64 68 67 69-268 -16
T26 Zach Johnson 65 67 71 66-269 -15
Jordan Spieth 69 67 63 70-269 -15
T30 J.T. Poston 66 69 67 68-270 -14
T34 Doug Ghim 66 69 71 66-272 -12
T46 Adrien Dumont de Chassart
66 68 72 68-274 -10
Kevin Streelman
68 69 69 68-274 -10

T61 Sepp Straka 66 71 69 70-276 - 8

Around the Deere

Deere Run yielded another 374
birdies on Sunday for a total of 2,055
for the tournament and 2,312 for five
days, including the pro-am. That's the
second-highest total in the Birdies for
Charity fundraising era. ... Sunday’s
scoring average of 67.950, more than
three under par and the lowest sin-
gle-day average for any round in Deere
history, contributed to the championship
record-low average of 68.660. ... All 77
players finished under par, including Lee
Hodges, last among those making the
cut at 4-under 280 and last seen playing
his third shot on the par-5 10th from
the hay close to the entrance road. ...
That early morning storm the PGA Tour
adjusted tee times to avoid never came
through, turning north toward Dubuque.
There was very light rain with the leaders
on the back side. ... Michael Kim, the
winner six years ago, had the old record
of 27-under-par at Deere Run via a 20-
foot birdie on the 70th hole. Thompson
matched that with a 6 foot, 7 inch putt on
the 63rd hole, then surpassed it with an
8 foot, 6 inch putt on the 64th, Deere’s
par-5 10th. He bogeyed the 12th but got
it back on the par-4 14th with a 30-inch
tap-in. ... Thompson is the ninth first-

time winner on the PGA Tour this year.
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