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Golfing legend Ben Hogan went to his grave believing he had won a record five US Open titles.
The USGA says otherwise, and the controversy has endured for over 75 years.In 1942, the
United States Golf Association (USGA) cancelled its four golf tournaments for the duration of
World War II. But then it did something different in only that year—it sponsored the Hale-America
National Open on the same weekend as the cancelled US Open. The great Ben Hogan won that
tournament and went to his grave believing he had therefore won a record five US Open titles.In
The Open Question, Peter May turns his attention to this controversial, colorful Hale-America
National Open of 1942. While providing an in-depth look at the tournament itself, May
champions Hogan’s claim to five US Open titles and debunks some questionable assertions that
the tournament was not worthy of a US Open. Set against the backdrop of World War II, May
also tells the stories of other professional golfers in the tournament and the impact of the war on
all their lives.The USGA has never recognized the Hale-America Tournament as an official US
Open and remains firm in its stance. It was a decision that bothered Ben Hogan for the rest of his
life. The Open Question shows how dominant Ben Hogan was against some of the biggest
names in golf, and reveals why he deserves to be recognized as a five-time US Open winner.
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PROLOGUEJune 19, 1955: The Olympic Club, San FranciscoFather’s Day dawned cool and
overcast, typical weather for the Bay Area in mid-June. The average temperature for June is 67
degrees, only 6 degrees warmer than in January.The two individuals who later that day would
participate in an 18-hole playoff to determine the US Open champion both wore sweaters, as
they had done in previous rounds due to the pervasive damp conditions. By the time they teed
off at 2:00 p.m., the sun had materialized but did not bring with it a summertime warmth. The
high temperature that day would reach 58 degrees.The two golfers had completed the 72 holes
with identical scores of 287, 7 over par across the treacherous Olympic Club layout. But while
their scores were the same, the two individuals could not have been more different.One, Ben
Hogan, was the dominant player of his time. He had already won four official US Opens and,
nearing the age of 43, was hoping to become the first to win five. The other, Jack Fleck, was a



club pro from Davenport, Iowa. He idolized Hogan. He played with golf clubs designed by Ben
Hogan, including two wedges that Hogan had given him prior to the start of the tournament.
Fleck had never won a professional tournament.Hogan had finished his final round well before
Fleck and had assumed, as did most everyone else at the tournament, that he would emerge
victorious. He had given his golf ball to a United States Golf Association official at the end of his
round for what he figured would be a spot in the USGA Museum as winner of an unprecedented
five US Opens. But Fleck caught Hogan with a birdie on the 18th hole in the gloaming of
Saturday—and after NBC Television had gone off the air declaring Hogan the winner—
prompting the 18-hole playoff on Sunday.The USGA, which sponsors the Open, approaches its
signature event with an almost Darwinian zeal. Until recently it favored the old, traditional
courses such as Olympic, which has hosted five US Opens. The 1955 US Open was its first. The
organization prefers lightning-fast greens, punitive rough conditions, and tight fairways.Until
1965, the last two rounds of the tournament were played on the same day—Saturday—making it
an endurance test as well. The British Open likes to call its winner the “Champion Golfer.” The
US Open could well deem its winner the “Champion Survivor.”Originally, the USGA decreed that
playoffs, like the one Hogan and Fleck were about to engage in, be 36 holes. The association
later shortened it to 18 holes and, in 2018, decided that the cumulative scores of 2 extra holes
would be enough to determine a champion.Hogan had wanted things to end on Saturday. When
he heard that Fleck needed two birdies in the final four holes to force a tie, Hogan remarked that
he hoped Fleck made one birdie—or three. He was exhausted. He knew all about the rigors
required of a US Open champion, having won at Riviera outside Los Angeles in 1948. He had
also won in 1950—after nearly being killed in an automobile accident in February 1949—and in
1951 and 1953.Hogan had also won the 1951 and 1953 Masters Tournaments; the 1946 and
1948 PGA (Professional Golfers’ Association) Championships, which were match-play events;
and in his only appearance in the tournament, the 1953 British Open at demanding Carnoustie.
He was the pre-eminent golfer of his time.Fleck, nearly nine years younger than Hogan, was
only nine years old when Hogan first turned professional in 1930. Fleck had had little success on
the PGA Tour and, in fact, would win only twice more, in 1960 at the Phoenix Open and in 1961
at the Bakersfield Open. Hogan had won 64 times on the PGA Tour prior to that memorable
afternoon by San Francisco Bay. One of those 64 wins had been a US Open playoff victory in
1950 at Merion over Lloyd Mangrum and George Fazio.That this was a mismatch on paper was
inarguable. The great golf writer Herbert Warren Wind called Fleck “a pro with just the suspicion
of a reputation.” As an aside, Wind noted that Fleck had shot an 87 in a practice round.Yet, as he
approached the first tee, Fleck later recalled, “I was never nervous.” How could he be?While
Hogan was a daunting adversary, and the Olympic Club a demanding layout, Fleck had faced a
far greater challenge 11 years earlier—the Third Reich. When Operation Overlord was launched
on June 6, 1944, Jack Fleck was there. As World War II veteran Mangrum observed, “I don’t
suppose that any of the pro and amateur golfers who were combat soldiers, Marines or sailors
will soon be able to think of a three-foot putt as one of the really bad troubles in life.”Fleck had



joined the US Naval Reserves in September 1942. He had spent three years in the Reserve
Officer Training Corps (ROTC) in high school in Iowa and eventually became a quartermaster, or
a noncommissioned petty officer. He traveled on the luxury liner Queen Elizabeth, which had
been converted to a troop ship, bound for England along with thousands of US Army
troops.Fleck was placed on a British-made rocket-launching ship, the 406, and went on
maneuvers in the English Channel, training with tank landing ships (LSTs) while keeping a watch
out for German submarines. He watched one night as an LST was sunk by torpedoes and saw
stacks of bodies on the dock when returning home from maneuvers.Originally, Fleck and his
boat left England on June 5, but inclement weather forced them to turn back. The next day they
launched again. The target was enemy troops trying to stop the Allied assault on Utah Beach. At
dawn, the ship was 500 yards from shore, launching its 5-inch rockets to try and clean out
machine-gun nests, mortar sites, mines, and pillboxes.After the beachhead was secured, the
ship returned to England, its war duty far from over. From England, Fleck and his shipmates
sailed for Italy, then to the island of Corsica and, finally, to assist in another invasion of France,
this one from the south. It would be called Operation Dragoon. Its objectives were two ports in
southern France—Marseille and Toulon.At first, Dragoon was supposed to be held
simultaneously with Overlord. But due to a lack of ships, supplies, and soldiers, Dragoon was
postponed. By the time it was launched in mid-August, Allied war planners had learned not only
from Normandy, but also from a beach landing in Anzio, Italy. As a result, casualties were far
fewer and German resistance much less severe.With Dragoon finished, Fleck’s ship sailed to
Sicily and was turned over to the British Navy. He returned to his base, then went to North Africa,
and then to the United States after being informed his mother was terminally ill. He got back to
Iowa just in time to say his last good-bye.Fleck was then assigned to a new crew to take over a
rocket-launching ship for what everyone assumed would be a large-scale invasion of Japan. The
ships underwent maneuvers off the Carolinas and then set off for the Pacific Theater. Fleck’s
ship went through the Panama Canal, stopped for supplies in San Diego, and then headed out
for Pearl Harbor. It never arrived. On the way, word had come that Japan had surrendered, and
the ship was ordered back to San Diego.Fleck left the Naval Reserves in December 1945, one
of millions to serve his country in World War II. Less than a decade later, he would be the
centerpiece of one the most memorable upsets not only in the history of the US Open—but in
the history of professional sports.On the morning of the playoff, Fleck did his stretching
exercises “and a few minutes of meditation and prayer.” He took a walk along the beach “for
peace, quiet and prayer.” Fleck told Hogan that he had seen the motorcycle police and
ambulance driving to the scene of Hogan’s horrific accident in 1949, but had not known the
accident involved Hogan until the following morning.“So no matter what the outcome is today,”
Fleck told the taciturn Hogan, “good luck and play well.”Hogan never led in the playoff. Fleck’s
par at the fifth hole gave him a one-stroke lead. He was three strokes ahead after 10 holes.
Hogan did not win a hole until the 11th but had shaved the deficit to a single stroke after the 17th
hole. By now, an estimated crowd of 6,000 was following the golfers.Then, on the 18th tee,



Hogan did the unforgivable. Of the many possible miscues in golf, Hogan regarded the hook as
the most egregious. As a young pro trying to make it on the PGA Tour, he battled his tendency to
hook, which, in turn, made it difficult to score well. Once he learned to get rid of his hook, Hogan
found success on the tour.“Ben Hogan would rather let a black widow spider crawl around inside
his shirt than hit a hook,” said Claude Harmon, the 1948 Masters champion.But Hogan appeared
to slip as he drove his tee ball well left into the damp, thick, unforgiving rough. It took him two
shots just to get his ball back into the fairway and he ended up making a double-bogey 6. Fleck
scored a routine par and won the playoff with a 69 to Hogan’s 72.In the locker room after the
presentation ceremony, Hogan puffed on a cigarette while sipping an iced tea. He had earlier
announced his retirement from competitive golf, although he would continue to appear in the
marquee events. As he sat, chatting with a few golf writers, one of them remarked, “Tough luck
Ben. It would have been your fifth Open.”Hogan had a one-word response: “Sixth.”ABOUT THIS
BOOKBen Hogan had made similar remarks after winning the US Open in 1950 and 1951. After
returning to his home in Fort Worth, Texas, he ventured over to Colonial Country Club, where he
reminded friends of how many US Opens he thought he had won. He was congratulated for
winning his second in 1950. “Third,” he said. He was congratulated for winning his third in 1951.
“Fourth,” he said.Hogan went to his grave in 1997 believing he had won ten major professional
golf championships, including a record five US Open titles. He was not alone in that
assessment.On more than one occasion, Hogan reminded those in his company that he always
considered his victory in the 1942 Hale America National Open Golf Tournament as the first of
five US Open championships.“I have heard Mr. Hogan talk about it. I can tell you from personal
experience that Mr. Hogan considered it (the Hale America) a US Open win,” said Robert
Stennett, the executive director of the Ben Hogan Foundation. Stennett told the golf podcast No
Laying Up that “whenever you would ask Mr. Hogan about how many US Opens he won, he
would say five, not four.”Hogan told Hall of Famer Nick Faldo at a 1992 luncheon in Fort Worth,
Texas, that he knew what it took to win a US Open—something Faldo never achieved—and that
he had five medals to prove it. One of those medals had been given to him after he won the Hale
America Tournament. The only difference in the medal he received was the lack of a blue
background for the group of stars on the front and the inscription on the back of the medal,
which referenced the Hale America. Otherwise, the medal looks just like the ones he was given
after winning in 1948, 1950, 1951, and 1953.The USGA, which runs the US Open and also
cosponsored the Hale America Tournament, has, for nearly eight decades, continued to classify
its 1942 “National Open Tournament” as just another tournament. Or as a wartime substitute for
the US Open. It is a controversial position in that many in the golf community—not just Hogan—
believe that to be a wrong that should have been righted a long time ago.The Hall of Fame golf
writer Dan Jenkins was probably the most forceful and persistent to have championed Hogan’s
insistence that the Hale America count as a US Open and major championship victory. Prior to
his death in 2019, Jenkins said, “I’ve spent a whole career arguing that that should count as his
tenth major and fifth US Open.”Longtime Golf Digest writer Ron Sirak took up the cause on the



75th anniversary of Hogan’s triumph—the 2017 US Open at Erin Hills—to again urge the USGA
to change its stance and formally recognize the Hale America for what Sirak and others have
long believed it to be: the de facto 1942 United States Open. He called the inability to do so a
“major mistake” and that the USGA “should acknowledge that Ben Hogan won the US Open five
times, not four.”This book will examine Hogan’s claim by revisiting that weekend in June 1942
and challenging some of the USGA’s assertions that the Hale America was not worthy of a US
Open. It will present an opportunity for the reader to engage in this debate, either by reigniting
the issue for those who have long fought for Hogan to be recognized, or by exposing it to a
whole generation of golf fans who are unfamiliar with the story or the surrounding
controversy.One of the obligations of those who have a grasp of the past is to remind those who
do not of what came before them. There’s a generation of golf fans who think Tiger Woods is the
embodiment and sole icon of the game. But before Tiger there was Jack Nicklaus, and before
Nicklaus there was Arnold Palmer, and before Palmer there was this fellow called Ben Hogan.
The Hale America National Open is a story that has never been told in detail, only in passing.In
the early 1940s, professional golf had a number of colorful personalities, virtually all of whom
played in the Hale America Tournament. The stories of four of them—Hogan, Hale America
runner-up Jimmy Demaret, 1946 US Open champion Lloyd Mangrum, and the legendary Bobby
Jones—will be interwoven in between rounds of the tournament.This is not in any sense
purporting to be a biography of any of those individuals, only snapshots into their respective
lives. There are several biographies of Jones and Hogan. Demaret wrote his autobiography.
Mangrum wrote an instructional book (as did the other three) that included a dedication from
Bing Crosby, who called Mangrum “a great player and a wonderful fellow.” Their careers in golf
and war will be examined with particular attention to their roles in World War II. Jones left his
lucrative law practice in Atlanta and insisted he be sent to the European theater despite his age
(40) and celebrity status. He ended up participating in D-Day. Mangrum joined the celebrated
90th Infantry Division, the so-called Tough ’Ombres, as it made its way across France and into
Germany and Czechoslovakia in the spring of 1945. Hogan (the Army Air Corps) and Demaret
(the Navy) both served stateside.Also interwoven will be the stories of some of the other, lesser-
known personalities who populated professional golf in that era: Sam Byrd, the baseball player-
turned-PGA golfer; Jug McSpaden, the perennial runner-up; Craig Wood, a late-blooming
winner whose litany of close calls would make Greg Norman blush; Jim Ferrier, the Australian
who came to the United States as a sports writer and quickly turned into one of the top players;
and the remarkable golfing family from New York, the Turnesas.The Hale America was the last
professional tournament in which Bobby Jones participated, other than the Masters, which he
started in the 1930s and played until 1948. Jones had retired from competitive golf in 1930 and
was 8 years older than Demaret, 10 years older than Hogan, and 12 years older than
Mangrum.But while Jones was making a comeback of sorts at the Hale America, the careers of
the other three were just getting started. Mangrum, Hogan, and Demaret were all born in Texas,
and not one of them possessed a high school diploma. All three are in the World Golf Hall of



Fame, as is Jones. Demaret became the first three-time winner of the Masters. Mangrum won
the first official US Open after World War II.And then there was Hogan. In the four years after
suffering a near-fatal car accident, Hogan won three US Opens, two Masters, and one British
Open. It remains to this day one of the greatest comeback stories in sports.Prior to the 2019
Masters, itself a terrific comeback story, Tiger Woods was asked if he thought a victory in the
tournament would rank as golf’s greatest comeback story.“One of the greatest comebacks in all
of sports is the gentleman who won here, Mr. Hogan,” Woods said. “I mean, he got hit by a bus
and came back and won major championships.” Woods won the Masters after years of battling
knee and back woes, which necessitated a number of surgeries.Prior to his automobile
accident, Hogan had won two PGA Championships as well as his first “official” US Open in 1948
at the Riviera Country Club. In Hogan’s mind, Riviera was not the first, but the second. And as
years went on, and victories accumulated, the quest to have the Hale America recognized as an
official US Open only intensified.Hogan had emerged from World War II to become his
generation’s greatest golfer. He was even more dominant in the early 1950s after his brush with
death, although he couldn’t participate in as many tournaments because of the lingering effects
of the accident. But he was no less proficient than on that June weekend in 1942 at Chicago’s
Ridgemoor Country Club. In his mind, his triumph there deserves to be officially recognized for
what it was and for what he always thought it should be.
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Ebook Library Reader, “Exceptional book for golfers, historians, trivia experts and believers in
fate. Perhaps I am overly influenced by the recent Hemingway documentary but Peter May’s
writing reminds me of Hemingway’s writing style. May’s ability to construct simple sentences and
convey complex facts, emotions and historic consequences is indeed exceptional.May’s style
shines in “The Open Question”and deftly provides the reader insights into US history, USGA
history and the people who created these historic events.”

Carl F. Oaklund, “Good book!. A well written, excellent book.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Deep, compelling story about Ben Hogan and his era. This is a great
read for any golf fan. I learned a ton about Hogan, his peers, and the era(s) in which they played.
May makes a convincing case that Hogan should have 5 US Opens, not 4, and 10 major
championships, not 9.”

William J. Mallon, “Ben Hogan's 5 US Open titles, or Maybe it was 4. Ben Hogan won 4 US
Open Championships, or did he win 5? He went to his grave always stating he had actually won
5, although the USGA does not agree. The problem comes from the 1942 Hale American
National Open, an ersatz US Open held during World War II. For the first time, Peter May
expertly tells the tale of why it was a US Open, or maybe it wasn’t? Beautifully written and
structured, it goes into detail about the cancellation of the 1942 US Open, the planning of the
Hale America event, and the outcome of the tournament. He then looks at the pros and cons of
whether it should or should not be considered a true US Open. While telling this tale, he weaves
in a plethora of fascinating details on the players, many of whom, including Lloyd Mangrum and
Jimmy Demaret, are little remembered today. Loved this book and if you’re a Hoganista, like I
am, you’ll want it in your library.”

Katie Creek, “A fascinating topic..... This book was really well done.So much has been done on
Ben Hogan's swing, his car accident and his mystique. But this one takes a deep dive into the
1942 Hale America Open and Hogan's claims of winning 5 U.S. Opens, not the 4 that the USGA
has in the record books.Everything is written in great detail - each day of the tournament, the
surroundings, the golf course, the field, the war - and the book really, truly provides a great case
that Hogan should be more heavily considered for having won a fifth. But it also provides an
answer from the USGA as recently as 2020.It clearly explains both sides and lets the reader
determine which side of the fence to choose.Good stuff. It's a must-read for all Hogan fans.”

Mark Baron, “Extremely Interesting Read. The book is about the controversy surrounding the
Hale America Open and Hogan’s claim that he won 5 U.S. Opens, but it also digs into some of
the other players in the tournament and the impact that the war had on all of their lives. It



provides much more detail on this subject than any other book on the market that I have read. It’s
a quick read and I could not put it down until it was finished.”

The book by Peter May has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 41 people have provided feedback.
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