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by ken macleod 

By the time she arrived on the Univer-
sity of Tulsa campus in 1976, Nancy Lo-
pez was well on her way to being the best 
female golfer on the planet. 

Her grip was overly strong, but Cedar 
Ridge professional Buddy Phillips fixed 
that quickly. She drove it straight and far, 
hit accurate irons and was an amazing 

putter.
If it sounds simple and economical, it 

was. Lopez, trained by her father, Domin-
go, since she was a toddler, was not look-
ing for drama on the course, just victories. 
She came to Tulsa having already won 
the New Mexico Women’s State Amateur 
three times and the U.S. Girls Champion-

ship twice.
Tom Jones, now the presi-

dent and COO of Oak Tree 
National and then an All-
American at Oklahoma 
State, was asked by Dr. Bob 
Jones to play a round with 
Lopez at Cedar Ridge, one of 
the most difficult golf cours-
es in the state. Doc Jones 
had flown his plane with 
TU’s first-year coach Dale 
McNamara and Phillips to 
New Mexico to recruit the 
Roswell sensation and was 
eager to show off Lopez to 
some of the area’s top play-
ers.

Tom Jones asked Lopez 
which tees she would like 
to play and was taken aback 
when she opted for the tips. 
That surprise didn’t last 
long.

“I knew she was different 
early,” Jones said. “She really 
moved it out there. And she 
was so consistent. She hit a 
lot of greens, rolled the putts 
well and moved on. She shot 
78 from the tips. I thought 
that was pretty impressive.”

If 78 doesn’t sound that 
impressive, consider the 
back tees at Cedar Ridge 
then were close to 700 yards longer than 
what she would normally face in a college 
or pro event. 

Ron Streck was a junior on the TU 
men’s team when Lopez made an early 
visit to Tulsa. He was assigned to show 
Lopez and fellow recruit Cathy Reynolds 
around on their trip, and the three wound 
up at My Pi Pizza, which later became a 
Lopez favorite and “one of the reasons 

I gained about 14 pounds my freshman 
year.”

Streck also played with Lopez from the 
back tees at Cedar Ridge and said she shot 
about 75. What stood out to him was her 
putting.

“If you’re going to succeed on any tour,  
the thing I look for is what kind of putter 
are you,” Streck said. “She was very confi-
dent in her short putts and she turned out 
to be a great putter, one of the best on the 
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On her way to one of 48 victories on the LPGA Tour.

Lopez made a splash in Tulsa.
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LPGA Tour.”
Phillips, who retired in 2012 after 40 

years as Cedar Ridge’s head professional, 
was smitten with Lopez’ talent and per-
sonality. To this day, out of all the great 
future LPGA players who practiced and 
played at Cedar Ridge during their TU 
days, he said Lopez stands out.

“She had a lot of talent and didn’t need 
much help,” Phillips said. “She had a 
strong grip that we corrected, but other-
wise you don’t make many changes with 
a talent like that. I watched her on the 
range and gave her a few pointers. She 
was such a nice girl and very receptive, 
but again, she didn’t need much help.”

McNamara, who had been hired in 
1975 to start a women’s golf team at 
TU, had noticed a clipping in Golf World 
magazine about Lopez winning the New 
Mexico State Amateur at age 12. She re-
membered that five years later when she 
started the Tulsa program. And though 
she really wasn’t authorized to offer full-
ride scholarships, she found a way to con-
vince the TU administration that this girl 
was worth it.

As it turned out, Lopez earned a Colgate 
Palmolive scholarship that paid for most 

of her school-
ing. McNamara 
said after watch-
ing Lopez finish 
second in the 
U.S. Open in the 
summer prior to 
her enrolling at 
Tulsa, she felt 
fortunate that 
Lopez came at 
all.

“I watched her 
on television at 
The Broadmoor 
and thought, ‘oh 
my God, she’s 
fabulous,’ ” Mc-
Namara said. 
“And then she 
came here with 
that million-dol-
lar smile and personality. She was magi-
cal. She is magical.”

Lopez arrived driving a yellow Gran 
Torino that Domingo, who ran an auto 
body shop, had purchased for her. She 
peeled out everywhere she went, earn-
ing the nickname Screech. She was in a 

hurry, if not to get to class, to get from 
school to Cedar Ridge for practice and 
from there to her favorite hangouts with 
friends and teammates.

“I really did try hard at Tulsa,” Lopez 
said. “I was good with numbers and had 
to study a lot. I didn’t have that natural 
ability to make straight As. I had to work 

“Magical,” is how former TU coach Dale McNamara describes 
Lopez’ two years in Tulsa.
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hard for Cs. 
“Dale was great. I really missed my 

mom and dad and she was a mother fig-

ure. She kept us all under her wing and 
was very much the mom that we needed.”

Lopez’ economical practice habits made 

an impression on McNamara, herself a 
seven-time state amateur champion who 
could have turned professional. 

“She practiced as efficiently as you 
could ever find,” McNamara said. “She 
didn’t waste a minute. She was very long 
and a wonderful putter. Buddy helped her 
a lot with her short game. Hitting wedge 
shots in lush grass was not something you 
learned growing up in New Mexico. 

“Nancy was a happy-go-lucky girl who 
had a good time anywhere she went. Life 
was good and she wanted to make sure 
she enjoyed every bit of it. She was kind 
and unselfish. But she was also very driv-
en in what she wanted to do”

Again, beyond having a good college 
experience, what Lopez wanted to do was 
hit fairways and greens and start winning 
tournaments, just as she had been used to 
doing regularly since before the age of 10 
back home in Roswell.

When tournament play began her fresh-
man year, all Lopez did was win her seven 
of nine tournaments, including the AIAW 
National Championship. TU won six of 
those tournaments and finished second in 
the national championship.

Sophomore slump? Hardly. Lopez won 
four of the first five tournaments in the 
1976-77 season and finished the year with 
five victories, two seconds and a third in 
10 events. She placed second individually 
in the national championship while Tulsa 
won eight of nine events leading into the 
AIAW finals only to finish second again.

McNamara jokingly said she must not 
have been a very good coach to not win 

With father Domingo, who was justifiably 
proud of all her accomplishments.
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Lopez enjoys a game of pool at one of 
her TU hangouts.
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a national title with Lopez on the team. 
That was hardly the case, as Lopez and 
McNamara kick-started a women’s golf 
dynasty in those two years that resulted 
in four national titles and 80 champion-
ships in 26 years. Dozens of her players 
went on to LPGA Tour careers, but there 
was only one Lopez.

Her rookie year on the LPGA Tour was 
cut short by the death of her mother, Ma-
rina Lopez, but history will never forget 
what she did the following two years. In 
her official rookie season of 1978 she won 
nine tournaments, including five consecu-
tive. She followed that up with eight more 
victories in 1979, giving her a total of 28 
wins in her two years of college and first 
full two years on tour. 

Lopez went on to win 48 times on the 
LPGA Tour, including the LPGA Cham-
pionship three times, and was inducted 
into the LPGA Hall of Fame in 1987.

Like many rock stars, her creative flame 
burned hottest in young adulthood and 
she struggled later with balancing golf 
and raising a family.  She won 32 of her 48 
events by 1985 when she was 27 and she 
was the most popular player on tour by 

a landslide. The victories were 
much rarer over the next de-
cade, but she was competitive 
and won her final event in 1997. 

Lopez retired from full-time 
playing at the age of 45 in 2002, 
but competes occasionally on 
the LPGA Legends Tour. She is 
very active in a company called 
Nancy Lopez Golf Adventures, 
in which she and a team of 
teaching professionals are hired 
by clubs or groups to come in 
and teach for two days, includ-
ing stations for chipping, put-
ting, short game and full shots. 
She also teaches her clients to 
“play happy.”

“That’s what my dad always said to 
me,” Lopez said. “You’ve got to play hap-
py. I use a lot of the things he taught me 
on this venture today.”

Lopez has nothing but good thoughts 
when she looks back at her time in Tulsa.

“I really love Tulsa and the university,” 
Lopez said. “It was a great city to be a part 
of and to live in. I had a good time in col-
lege, but I also learned to be more respon-

sible. It prepared me for the tour. I loved 
collegiate golf, but I also thought I was 
ready for the next step after two years. 

“We had a lot of good times, hanging 
out at The Library (not a place with many 
books in it) or My Pi Pizza or the Tap 
Room with the guys from the boys team. 
I had a lot of growing up to do, though 
I was still very disciplined when it came 
to golf.”

 

Taking time for an interview.


