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‘Stoners in the Open

Of the 165 starters in the ‘39 
National Open, 33 represented 
Pennsylvania clubs. Notable 
‘Stoners with their first-round 
scores, were:

Matt Kowal, Philmont, 69

Ray Mangrun, Pittsburg, 70

Byron Nelson, Reading, 72

Henry Picard, Hershey, 72

Sam Parks, Pittsburgh, 73

Teri Johnson, Norristown, 73

Ted Luther, Wilkinsburg, 73

Sam Byrd, Philadelphia, 75

Max Marston (a), Phila., 75

Ed Dudley, Philadelphia, 76

Tom O’Connor, Yardley, 76

Gene Kunes, Norristown, 76

Billy Haversack (a), Lancaster, 77

Bill Francis, Altoona, 78

Felix Serafin, Clarks Summit, 80

George Fazio, Philadelphia, 81

Keystoners making the cut (152): 
Picard, Mangrum, Kowal, Nelson, 
Parks, Luther, Dudley, Kunes, 
O’Connor, Johnson and Francis.

Day 1 Notes

Ed Dudley, who played the first 
two rounds with Byron Nelson, 
was the head professional at 
Philadelphia Country Club and 
Sam Byrd was his assistant. 

Byrd, a former major leaguer for 
the Yankees and Reds, was a 
frequent late-inning replacement 
for Babe Ruth. He is the only 
person to play in the World Series 
(1932) and the Masters (top 10 
finished in 1941 and ’42). 

Sam Snead played his first two 
rounds with Ted Turner, a pro 
from Clementon, N.J., who shot 
75 in the first round.

Snead’s 68 tied Bill Melhorn, 
1926, and Tommy Armour, 1933, 
for  the lowest Open first round. 

Copyright 2017.

Snead and Nelson 
Conjure Back-9 Magic
This is the third in a Golf Chronicles series 
telling the story of Byron Nelson’s victory in 
the 1939 National Open played at 
Philadelphia Country Club’s Spring Mill 
course.

Golf tournaments are rarely won in the first 
holes, but they can be lost. Witness Sam 
Snead and Byron Nelson in the 1939 
National Open, played on Thursday, June 8. 
The early starters of the 165-player field 
enjoyed a 68-degree morning. The day’s 
high temperature topped out at 78 degrees 
with light winds. An afternoon rain storm 
challenged the late starters. 

A wire service photo shows Sam Snead on 
the 18th green after firing a 68 in the first 
round of the 1939 National Open.

Sam Snead was alone beating par with a 68. The real story is not what he shot, but how he 
shot it. The Slammer was three over par through 11 holes. He faced the challenging 12th

hole, a backbreaking 480-yard par 4 that the members played as a 5. Snead’s spoon second 
shot dropped into a green-side bunker, some 40 feet from the hole. He lifted his ball from 
the pit with a sand wedge. It rolled straight and true into the cup for an unlikely birdie 3. 
He birdied the next two holes, canning putts from 12 and seven feet. He topped off his 
back-nine comeback with a five-foot birdie putt on 16 and pars on the final two.  

Ralph Guldahl, the tournament favorite and two-time defending champion, shot a two-
over-par 71 and was tied with Lighthorse Harry Cooper. Between them stood Lawson 
Little, who made golf history by winning two U.S. and two British amateur titles in 
succession (1934-35); amateur Bud Ward, the Spokane Walker Cupper who missed a 68 
when he left a 13-foot birdie putt on the lip of the 18th hole, and Matt Kowal, a 
Pennsylvanian, with par 69s. At 70 were former Open champions Tommy Armour and Olin 
Dutra, and Craig Wood, Lloyd Mangrum, Denny Shute and Jug McSpadden. 

Byron’s brilliant back. Nelson’s three-over-par 72 was noteworthy for the back nine. Byron 
nearly took himself out of contention with five bogies in his first eight holes. He steadied 
himself with a birdie 3 on the 350-yard 9th and then played the inward nine holes with two 
birdies and one bogey. 

He set up his ninth-hole birdie with an 8-iron to six feet. He saved par from the sand on the 
454-yard par 4, 10th hole, then birdied the 11th, a 169-yard par 3, with a five-foot putt. 
Following a bogie on the par 4, 480-yard 12th hole, he played one-under par over the last 
six holes, his birdie coming with a six-footer on the 328-yard par 4, 16th hole.

Here are Snead’s and Nelson’s first-round score cards:

Par Out 434  444  344—34
Snead out 434  454  344—35
Nelson Out 544  545 353—38

Par In    434  344  445—35—69
Snead In 543 234  345—33—68
Nelson In  425 344  345—34—72

That the course took its toll is further revealed by the fact that Paul Runyan, the PGA 
champion, and Dick Metz, the 1938 Open runner-up, shot 76, as did Willie Turnesa, the 
reigning U.S. amateur champion. Johnny Goodman, who won the Open as an amateur in 
1933, a feat that has not been repeated, shot a first-round 78. 

Other scores: Jimmy Demaret, 72; Vic Ghezzi, 73; Gene Sarazen, 74; Ed “Porky” Oliver, 75; 
Ben Horgan, 76; Tony Penna, 79. The highest score was 87 by Wilfred Reid. 

https://www.facebook.com/ReadingCountryClubGolfCourse?fref=ts
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In His Own Words

From How I Played the Game, by 
Byron Nelson, page 90.

“The Open that year was played 
at Philadelphia Country Club. I 
felt I was playing rather well, 
hitting my irons great, and in the 
practice rounds, I scored close to 
par. It was normally a par-71 
course, but the USGA wanted to 
make it more difficult, and 
changed two of the short par 
fives into par fours, which made it 
a par 69—about the only time 
such a “short” course has been an 
Open site. One of the redesigned 
holes was the eighth, and the 
other was the twelfth. This was in 
the days before clubs would 
spend money to change a course 
just for a specific tournament.

“Despite a par of 69, those par 
fours were far from easy. They 
were 480, 454, 453, 449, 447 425 
and 421 yards, so you know we 
were using those long irons a lot.

“I was very nervous in the first 
round and played poorly for the 
first seven holes. The eighth was 
a long par 4, slightly uphill. I hit a 
good drive and a 2-iron on the 
green and almost birdied it. On 
the 9th I hit a long iron to within 
eight feet and made it, which 
encouraged me. I really did hit 
my irons well, though I never 
holed a chip or pitch the entire 
time. In the four regulation and 
two playoff rounds, I hit the pin 
six times with my irons, from 1-
iron to 8-iron.” 

Byron may have misremembered 
the round. His card printed in the 
paper shows that he bogied the 
8th hole; his commentary implies 
a par. The news accounts credit 
the second shot on 9 to an 8-iron, 
not the long-iron Nelson wrote 
about. The 8-iron makes more 
sense for a 350-yard hole. A 
golfer of Nelson's ability was not 
likely to have a long-iron second 
shot to a hole of that length. 
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The International News Service article, printed in the Reading Eagle, Friday, June 9, 
added color to the first-round reporting: 

“The pre-tournament battle cry was slightly altered today, as the National Open went 
into the second round, and it is no longer simply Ralph Guldahl against the field, but 
rather Guldahl against the field and Sam Snead as the nation’s pre-eminent golfers 
progressed toward wholesale slashing of their ranks by nightfall. The less fortunate of 
the 165 starters will be summarily dismissed; the low 60 scorers and ties on the basis 
of yesterday’s and today’s aggregates will move into tomorrow’s two 18s that will 
settle everything.

“Seemingly what they are about to settle is whether Guldahl, the strapping Texas 
Norwegian, will wear the crown for the third straight time or whether Snead, the 
West Virginia hillbilly, finally will win it for the first time.”

Most observers dismissed all challengers to Guldahl and Snead, save Nelson and 
Picard. Guldahl was described as a bulldog of a competitor. Snead’s backers cited his 
strong all-around game and the fact that he was overdue in the Open.

Guldahl was described as a bulldog of a competitor. Snead’s backers cited his strong 
all-around game and the fact that he was overdue in the Open.

Tom Boland, Reading Eagle sports columnist, wrote about the Open in his Tee to 
Green column on Friday, June 9, 1939.

“The hot weather and drouth are having a very serious effect upon all golf courses ion 
this section and I wonder if it wouldn’t be a sensible idea for all courses to establish 
winter rules until some rain comes along to ease the sunbaked fairways. Tons of 
water have been poured on tees and greens, and so far they have been able to 
withstand the terrific heat. 

“Hundreds of Reading golf fans are journeying to Philadelphia to look in on the 
National Open. Harry Markel stopped down at the driving range in Mt. Penn and 
picked up his wife to spend tow days down there. Sammy and Abe Goodman are 
looking after things until she gets back. 

These grainy photos are 
screen shots from a newsreel 
of Byron Nelson playing from 
the first tee in the first round 
of the 1939 National Open. 
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The Open’s Opening Day
Lawson Little got off to a rough 
first-round start. He flubbed his 
drive off the first hole—the ball 
travelled all of 50 feet by one 
account, 45 yards in another. He 
recovered from that debacle to a 
second-best 69, playing the final 
four holes four under par, topped 
off by the day's only eagle 3 on 
the 18th hole. 

Little was one of only three 
Americans who played in the ‘39 
British Open at St. Andrews 
beginning July 5. The others were 
Johnny Bulla and Bob Sweeney, 
winner of the ‘37 British 
Amateur. The leading American 
pros stayed home so they could 
play the PGA Championship, 
beginning July 9. 

Gene Sarazen, a two-time Open 
champion, after the first round, 
predicted the winner would come 
from what he called “The Big 
Four”: Guldahl, Snead, Nelson or 
Picard. The Squire shot 74.

Sports columnist Joe Williams: 
“Lord Byron’s 72 was a 
scrambling round that might as 
well have been an 82; the finger 
of destiny may be pointing 
straight at his blond, square bean. 
He’s got a frightful round out of 
his system and still is near the 
front.” 

The youngest competitor, 16-
year-old Stockton Rodgers, Ponte 
Vedra Beach, Fla., opened with 
an 81. He follow with an 84, 
missing the cut by 13 strokes. He 
finished ahead of six others, 
including four professionals. 

Attendance was estimated at 
5,000. The largest galleries 
followed the Ralph Guldahl-Frank 
Walsh and Byron Nelson-Ed 
Dudley duos.  

Two-time defending champion 
Ralph Guldahl’s 71 could have 
been so much better. He missed 
two putts of less than four feet. 

Copyright 2017.

“If for no other reason a good showing in the National Open will exempt Byron 
Nelson from the qualifying round next year. Nelson is exempt from qualifying for the 
annual P.G.A. tourney. He would barely have time to rest before qualifying for this 
year’s tournament, which is scheduled for Monday at the Lancaster Country Club. The 
annual tournament, staged last year at Shawnee-on-the-Delaware, will be played this 
year at the Pomonok Country Club, Long Island. Nelson, who reached the quarter-
final round last year, is exempt along with Ed Dudley, Henry Picard and a few others 
because of his standing in the Shawnee tournament.” 

A tough loss. Nelson lost the final match in the ‘39 P.G.A to Henry Picard in 37 holes. 
Nelson led 1-up going to the 36th hole. He missed a birdie putt  from ten feet while 
Picard sank his from three feet to square the match. On the extra hole, Picard made 
birdie from ten feet while Nelson missed from six. Nelson went on to win the 1940 
PGA at Hershey C.C., defeating Sam Snead 1-up.

Here is more colorful reporting from Gayle Talbot, writing for the Associated Press 
on June 9.

“Sam, with a fine 68 scored in yesterday’s opening round, stood one jump ahead of a 
trio who exactly matched the layout's strict par of 69 in their first wrestle with its 
contours. 

“Snead, the amiable young hillbilly, like all of his top-flight rivals, was on the opinion 
that a score of 284, eight over par for the 72 holes, will be good enough to take down 
the $1,000 first prize and extra dividends that go with the championship.

“One big shot turned the tide in slugging Sammy’s favor yesterday. Already three 
over par, he appeared to be sunk when his second shot on the 480-yard twelfth, the 
stiffest hole on the course, caught a green-guarding bunker. But Snead went after 
that ball with his sand wedge and boosted it up, out and into the cup for a birdie 
where he’d stood a good chance of taking a 5 or worse.

“From there on Sam was on fire. Two more birdies followed in rapid fire order, he 
added another at the 16th for four in five holes and even a trapped drive on the 
wickedly long 18th couldn’t keep him from his par. Snead missed only two of PCC’s 
sloping, slanting fairways.” 

Shower sinks Shute. A late afternoon rain storm may have cost several players 
strokes. Denny Shute bogied the 18th hole in the rain; a par would have proved 
precious two days later. 

Johnny Morris, an unknown pro from Tuscaloosa, went out in a scorching 33. A 
combination of rain and the jitters led to a homeward 40. He followed up with a 
second round 80, missing the cut by one stroke. 

There were no players from England or Scotland in the field. The only non-U.S. 
players were Norm Von Nida, Australia, and Kasmir Zablonski, Manitoba, Canada. 
Von Nida shot 79-73—152 to make the cut on the number. Zablonski missed with 
rounds of 82-80—162.

Eight players withdrew after the first round, including Billy Haversack of Lancaster, 
who shot a first-round 77. Haversack was one of Central Pennsylvania’s leading 
amateurs. Charles Whitehead, an amateur from Plainfield, N.J., withdrew after 
shooting 73.  

Ed Meister, Warensville, Ohio, a junior at Yale and captain-elect of the golf team, 
shot 71. Meister had eight one-putt greens but finished his round with a three-putt 
on the final hole. He made the cut with a second-round 76 for a 147 total, only two 
strokes behind Byron Nelson. He finished with rounds of 81-79 for a 307 total, one 
stroke ahead of Ben Hogan.
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