junior citrus open

Late Birdie Lifts Fleeman While Gibson Gets Repeat

Fleeman Gets Birdie on Final Hole to Take the Title
By Del Milligan
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LAKELAND | Evan Fleeman watched Case Gard and Cody Elms miss par putts on the 18th hole, then canned his 7-footer for birdie to win the Junior Citrus Open by a stroke over both players Tuesday at Cleveland Heights Golf Course.
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Kelsey Gibson lines up a putt during the Junior Citrus Open at Cleveland Heights Golf Course in Lakeland Tuesday. Gibson finished first in the Girls 16-18 age division. Gibson also finished first last year. July 21, 2008. July 17, 2009. The Ledger/Michael Wilson 

“I knew it was for the win. I hit it right where I wanted to,'' Fleeman said. The 18-year-old golfer from Auburndale carded a 2-over-par 74, coming from behind with the dramatic bogeys-birdie swing after having bogeyed the 17th hole to fall a shot behind Gard and Elms.  Gard's 15-footer for par lipped out of the cup, then Elms' attempt from 10 feet missed to the left.  "I put a real good roll on it, but the greens were a little bumpy,'' said Gard, the 2008 champion and 2009 George Jenkins graduate. "It just didn't go in my favor.''  Gard and Elms shot 75, and Elms, a Lake Gibson golfer, was awarded second on a match of cards. Justin Inclema of Lakeland High School posted a 77 for fourth place. 

While Fleeman won his first Junior Citrus title, Kelsey Gibson of Thonotosassa won the girls' 16-18 title for the second year in a row.  Gibson, like Fleeman a left-hander, carded a 74 to finish 11 shots ahead of Jake Horne of Bartow.

In the boys' 13-15 age group, Trevor Bates shot 75 to edge Bryan Allen by a shot. Belinda George won the girls' 13-15 age group with an 85, one stroke better than Natalie Benetti and Kerrie Reinhardt. The 35th annual golf tournament, which concludes the Junior Citrus Summer Program at Cleveland Heights, was shortened to 18 holes after early morning thunderstorms canceled Monday's first round. Fleeman, whose father Jeff Fleeman has won three 4-Ball Invitational titles at Cleveland Heights with partner Tim Keeney, said the victory was the biggest of his young career. He also won the 13-15 age group in the Youth Villa Junior Tournament when he was 15. But he didn't know if he would be able to play until Sunday, because his family was on vacation in North Carolina.  "I wanted to win bad, because it's the last year I can play in it,'' said Fleeman, a 2009 Sonrise Christian School graduate who will play for Southeastern University in Lakeland this fall.  With three holes to play, Fleeman, Gard, Elms and Inclema, all in the same foursome, were tied for the lead at 2-over par. "It was a dog fight the whole day, really,'' Fleeman said. Inclema double-bogeyed No. 7C to fall out of contention. On No. 8C, the 17th hole, Elms and Gard made two-putt pars, while Fleeman's sand shot from the greenside bunker just cleared the trap and was short of the putting surface. Fleeman chipped past the cup but converted the bogey putt to fall a shot behind. "I knew if I could make the 5-footer for bogey, I could birdie No. 9 and maybe get into a playoff,'' Fleeman said. But he stuck a pitching wedge from the middle of the fairway to within 7 feet to set up the closing birdie putt. "Evan played real good, solid and steady,'' Gard said.
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