
 

 

OBITUARIES FOR JOHNNY BULLA 
 

 

Golf lost one of its more legendary figures when Johnny Bulla died Sunday at local hospital. 

He was 89. 

Bulla, who lived in Chandler, was known as a golfing pioneer.  

He was the first pro to be paired with an African-American in a PGA event, the first to endorse off-course golf products and the 

first to fly himself to tournaments. 

"He loved golf, and he loved people," Bulla's son, Bob, said Monday. "He had a wonderful, sharp mind right up to the end, and 

he loved helping others. 

"When it came to golf, he was ahead of his time in many ways." 

Sam Snead, who died in May 2002, was one of Bulla's closest friends and a frequent traveling companion.  

Bulla's death leaves Byron Nelson, 91, as the only living golfer who played regularly on the PGA men's tour in the 1930s. 

Bob Bulla called his father's death "sudden and unexpected," adding that he recently underwent surgery to correct a colon 

problem and wasn't able to recover.  

Although he had failing eyesight for many years, Johnny Bulla continued to give lessons to friends at Ocotillo Golf Club, took 

daily walks and occasionally lifted weights. 

Bulla won 14 Arizona Opens, a record that still stands, including the first one in 1945, and he won a record 42 PGA sectional 

tournaments. 

On the tour, his only victory came in the 1941 Los Angeles Open.  

He was better known for finishing second in four major tournaments - twice in the British Open and once each in the Masters 

and U.S. Open. 

He was head pro at Camelback Golf Club when it became the first Valley course to allow African-American members -  

track star Jesse Owens and baseball pitcher Joe Black. 

"He got up in the morning, and everything in life was great," Bob Bulla said.  

"Sometimes he didn't always feel that way when he went to bed after a 3-putt, but by morning he was always raring to go 

again." 

Bulla was born in West Virginia on June 2, 1914.  

A memorial service will be held at 11 a.m. next Tuesday at All Saints' Episcopal Church, 6300 N. Central Ave.  

-The Arizona Republic, Dec. 9, 2003  

 

 

Johnny Bulla died Sunday, December 7th, at the age of 89. Born in Newell, WV in 1914, the legendary Pro Golfer's career 

spanned nearly four decades.  

He was a Resident Celebrity in the Valley, having moved his family here in 1946. He helped design a dozen golf courses and 

won 42 Sectional titles, including 14 Arizona Opens.  

He was a member of The Carolinas Golf Hall of Fame, and the Arizona Hall of Fame.  

He was a longtime friend and travel buddy of Sam Snead, runner-up in the Masters, U S Open, and twice in the British Open.  

He played 40 consecutive L.A. Opens, winning it in 1941. He was a man who could play golf as well left-handed as he could 

right.  He was also a man of many "firsts". He was the first pro to endorse merchandise outside the pro shop, featuring 

Walgreen's Po-Do Ball and Sears Balls and clubs.  

He was the first Pro to fly his own plane, "The Golfer", a DC-3, piloting other touring Pros around the country.  

He was a pilot for Eastern Airlines, and started Arizona Airways, which later became Frontier Airlines.  

He was the first Pro to champion the rights and equality of other players.  

He played his first tournament at the age of 11, and won his last, the Southwest Senior Open, at the age of 71.  

After losing his sight to macular degeneration, he continued to walk 5 miles a day, and give occasional golf lessons at Ocotillo 

Golf Club. He worked hard at his golf game, but in life he was "The Natural".  

Living it to the fullest, he inspired family, friends and countless others with his unwavering philosophy:  "Think about the next 

shot, not the last". He was preceded in death by his wife of 58 years, Pauline.  

He is survived by two sisters, Miriam Dyer and Edith Albertson, son Robert Bulla and daughters Barbara Nash and Beverly 

Schjelderup, and his beloved grandchildren: John, Kristi and Bonnie Bulla, Kimberly Stewart, Kelly Nash, Alexander and 

Vanessa Schjelderup.  

Services will be held at All Saints Episcopal Church, 6300 N. Central Ave, Phoenix, on December 16th at 11am.  

 

- Arizona Republic, Dec 10, 2003.  



 

 

CHAMPION, GOLF PIONEER BULLA DIES  

ASHEBORO NATIVE JOHNNY BULLA WON THE L.A. OPEN AND FINISHED SECOND IN THREE MAJORS. 

 

Golf lost one of its legendary figures over the weekend, and perhaps the greatest player who ever called the Triad home. Johnny 

Bulla, the 1941 Los Angeles Open champion, died on Sunday in Phoenix after complications from colon surgery. He was 89. 

 

Bulla, who was born in Asheboro and grew up in Burlington, was one of golf's pioneers and a member of the Carolinas Golf 

Hall of Fame. He was the first pro to be paired with an African American at a PGA event, the first to endorse off-golf course 

products (which cost him invitations to some events) and was the first to fly himself to tournaments. 

 

"He loved life, he loved people and he loved golf,'' said Bulla's son Bob, who was named for the elder Bulla's friend, golfing 

great Robert Tyre Jones Jr. "The people part came a little easier. He was always trying to do things for other people. When it 

came to golf, he was ahead of his time in many ways.'' 

 

A natural southpaw who played right-handed because of the dearth of left-handed equipment, Bulla was known better for his 

near-misses than his win at the L.A. Open. He took second at the Masters in 1949 and finished second at the British Open in 

1939 and 1946 (the first Open before World War II and the first following it). 

 

Bulla made the cut in every U.S. Open from 1936 through '54. In 54 majors, he had 20 top-10 finishes. He played the Greater 

Greensboro Open 10 times from 1939 through '55, taking third in 1941 behind Byron Nelson and Vic Ghezzi at Starmount 

Forest Country Club.  "He was a better hitter of the ball than what his record showed,'' Nelson said by telephone from Roanoke, 

Texas, on Tuesday. "He was a wonderful person and a good man. But he was always changing things, always doing things 

differently. If everyone was eating ham and eggs, he was the one who didn't eat ham and eggs.'' 

 

At the rate he altered his swing and changed his equipment, Bulla seems a better fit for golf's current generation. He tried 

putting left-handed in his later years on the tour. He tried putting while closing his eyes. He had a club maker design a set of 

irons with a clubface than was barely larger than the golf ball. 

 

"I don't think those lasted very long,'' Nelson mused.  Bulla's passing further reduces the number of touring pros whose careers 

predate the PGA Tour. With Sam Snead's death in 2002, Nelson may be the last remaining player who regularly competed on 

the tour before World War II.  "I haven't thought about it, but I guess that's true,'' said Nelson, 91. "I know I keep looking at 

those Ryder Cup teams, and no one's left. It's kind of sad. But I'm thankful to the good Lord that I'm here and that my life is still 

good.'' 

 

Snead was one of Bulla's closest friends and a frequent traveling companion in Bulla's big Roadmaster Buick. In fact, when they 

made their way west in 1937 to kick off Snead's rookie season, Snead suggested that they split their season winnings. Bulla 

rejected the offer but said they could split expenses.  Snead went on to win in Oakland two weeks later before following it up by 

winning the Bing Crosby Pro-Am a week later.  "I think it was tough on him when Sam passed last year,'' Bob Bulla said. "He 

and Sam had a lot of good times together.''  Bob Bulla called his father's death "very unexpected,'' adding that he wasn't able to 

recover from complications during recent colon surgery. 

 

Born in Asheboro, Bulla grew up caddieing at Burlington Country Club, which no longer exists but stood near what is now 

Williams High School. At the first sign of spring, Bulla would kick off his shoes and walk barefoot down the fairways, looping 

for members.  He didn't start playing until he was 11 and entered a caddie tournament.  "He finished dead last,'' Bob Bulla said. 

"And he vowed he would never do that again.'' 

 

He turned pro against the wishes of his father, a Baptist minister, and played his first pro event in 1932 in Pinehurst. He joined 

what is now the PGA Tour in 1935, and played well into the 1960s.  One only wonders what Bulla might have done had he 

played from his natural side. After all, his son said he shot several 61s later in life as a left-hander and held the course record at 

Papago Golf Course in Phoenix from the left side.  "My problem,'' Johnny Bulla told the News & Record years ago, "is that I've 

been playing right-handed and thinking left-handed all my life.''  

 

-News & Record , Dec 10, 2003 


