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Bo Wininger, a 2023 
inductee into the 
Oklahoma Golf 

Hall of Fame, lived in Las 
Vegas during the 1960s, 

when it was blossoming into an interna-
tional destination.

Putting the small, desert burg on the 
map back then were the most notorious 

mobsters, the world’s 
biggest celebrities, and 
professional golf’s best 
players.

Wininger, the head 
professional at the 
prestigious Desert 
Inn Golf and Coun-
try Club, fit right in 
with them all. The 
Wininger legend still 
resonates in Las Vegas 
some six decades after 
his passing away in 
1967 from complica-
tions of a stroke.

“He was a very char-
ismatic touring golf 
professional that knew 
every celebrity in Las 

Vegas and they all 
knew him,” said Jerry 
Roberts, a 2008 Las Ve-
gas Golf Hall of Fame 
inductee whom Win-
inger hired in 1967. 
“He was full comp in 
Las Vegas and that was 
not common. He never 
paid for a meal, show 
or a drink anywhere 
he went. He was an 
ambassador for Las 
Vegas.

“He knew Dean 
Martin, Frank Sinatra, 
and Sammy Davis, Jr., 
but he knew them un-
like someone who was 
just an acquaintance. 

Six-time PGA Tour winner Bo Wininger 
one of finest golfers in Oklahoma history

2023 OKLAHOMA GOLF HALL OF FAME

Long before his colorful career in Las 
Vegas, Francis “Bo” Wininger was one 
of Oklahoma’s finest junior players, a 

founding and highly successful member of the 
first Oklahoma State golf teams and a six-time 
winner on the PGA Tour.

Wininger 
was a great 

natural ath-
lete who 

played both 
football and 

b a s k e t -
ball in 

Guthrie in addition to golf. He was the 
runnerup in the 1940 state high school golf 
championship and won the event in 1941. 
He then served in the U.S. Naval Air Corps 
during World War II.

Upon his discharge, Wininger went to OSU 
to play golf for legendary coach Labron Harris 
Sr., who founded the program in 1947. Win-
inger lettered in 1947-50, and led the team to 
NCAA finishes of fifth, fifth, sixth and 13th. 
He won the Missouri Valley Conference in-
dividual championship in 1949 and 1950 and 
Oklahoma A&M won the conference cham-
pionship all four years.  He also won the 1948 
Oklahoma State Amateur Championship.

Wininger went east after graduation, 
landing a job at Atlantic City Country Club 
in 1952. He joined the PGA Tour in 1953.  

In 1955, Wininger broke through with vic-
tories in the Baton Rouge Open and the Hot 
Springs Open. He won again in 1956 before 
leaving the tour and its minimal payouts 
for private business, but joined again in the 
early 1960s and promptly won three more 
times in short order. He won the Greater 
New Orleans Open and the Carling Open 
in 1962 and then repeated as champ in 
1963 in New Orleans.  He also won the 
South Central PGA Section Championship 
in both 1962 and 1963.

Wininger then accepted a job directing 
golf operations in Las Vegas at The Desert 
Inn, home of the PGA Tour's Tournament 
of Champions. He gave lessons to high 
rollers and Rat Pack members, hobnobbed 
with the stars and appeared in an episode 
of "I Love Lucy." 

When Howard Hughes bought the Desert 
Inn in 1966, he stopped the practice of host-
ing the Tournament of Champions. Win-
inger returned to Oklahoma and worked for 
a short time in the oil business before suffer-
ing a stroke in November 1967 and passing 
away the following month at age 45.

Wininger’s nephew Joe Hall remembers 
caddying for Bo, hunting with him on his 
frequent big game trips and listening to his 
stories as young boy when Bo would return 
to Guthrie. Bo and his wife Nita (1928-2002) 
had two daughters, Holly, who was adopted 
and died of leukemia at age 16 in 1971, and 
Lisa, whom we have not been able to contact 
in case any readers know of her whereabouts.

Don Cherry sang at Wininger’s funeral at the 
First Methodist Church of Guthrie, reportedly 
one of the largest funerals in town history.

“Bo was a great athlete, always in good 
physical shape,” Hall said. “But he liked 
to drink and have a good time. He would 
party all night and play golf all day.”

Bob Hope and Bo Wininger at the 1965 
Bob Hope Desert Classic.

They All Knew Bo in Vegas
The Vegas life and times 
of 2023 Oklahoma Golf 
Hall of Fame Inductee Bo 
Wininger were legendary

Bo Wininger 
at Augusta 
National, 

circa 1964.  
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Bo was their friend.
Bo also always had some big shots coming 

in from Texas or Oklahoma or somewhere 
and he always showed them around Las Ve-
gas. He was very generous with his time.”

The Desert Inn was the site of the Tour-
nament of Champions, one of the biggest 
golf and celebrity events of the day. Bob 
Hope, Walter Winchell, Sam Snead, Jack 
Nicklaus, Arnold Palmer and many other 
A-List celebrities and golfers descended 
upon Las Vegas each year to partake in the 
festivities.

The tournament’s queens were also a 
who’s who of Hollywood and included 
Barbara Rush, Jane Russell, Stella Stevens, 
Shirley Jones, Barbara Parkins, Lynda Cart-
er, Ann-Margret and Mamie Van Doren. 
The tournament was held in Las Vegas 
from 1953-1968.

Several times, Wininger qualified for the 
tournament. He is the only golfer in histo-
ry to serve as host professional and also to 
have played in the tournament. He is also 
said to be the first Las Vegas resident to win 
an event on the PGA Tour.

Wininger, who Roberts said was a ter-
rific iron player, broke through with his 
first victory on the PGA Tour in 1955 when 
he won both the Baton Rouge Open and 

the Hot Springs Open. He won again in 
1956 before leaving the tour and its mini-
mal payouts for private business. Wininger 
started playing again in the early 1960s, 
and won the 1962 and 1963 Greater New 
Orleans Open, and the 1962 Carling Open.

According to golfmajorchampionships.
com, Wininger qualified for 23 majors, in-

cluding The Masters seven times with a 
best finish of eighth in 1963. He played in 
the U.S. Open nine times with a best fin-
ish of 17th in 1962 and in the PGA Cham-
pionship seven times with a best finish 
of fourth in 1965. He never played in The 
Open Championship.

Dave Johnson Sr., a 2022 Las Vegas Golf 

The gruesome sixsome, left to right, Tony Frabbiele, Bo Wininger, Don Cherry, Dean 
Martin, Myron Friedman and Minny Cardillo.
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Hall of Fame inductee, was also hired by 
Wininger and later took over the same posi-
tion Wininger once held at the Desert Inn. He 
played in the Utah Open with Wininger just 
two months prior to his untimely passing.

“I first met 
Bo through my 
brother and even 
before I met him, 
I was impressed 
with his career as 
a player,” John-
son Sr. said. “He 
was a very good 
player and it 
was an honor to 
play with him in 
Utah.

What I also 
always admired 
about him was 
that he still 
played at a high 
level in some 
Tour events even while serving as the Des-
ert Inn professional. I very much appreci-
ated the example he set for me, as a player 
and as a professional. I find it somewhat 
ironic that nine years after we played to-
gether, I followed in his footsteps to be-

come the Director of Golf at the Desert Inn 
Country Club and was in that role for the 
next 25 years.”

It is difficult to pinpoint the exact years 
Wininger lived in Las Vegas, but the mark 

he left was indelible.
Besides operating the Tournament of 

Champions and the prestigious Desert Inn 
course, Wininger enjoyed everything about 
the city and who he met while there.

“I knew Bo Wininger when he was the 

pro at the Desert Inn, and there was this one 
night when he took me back to the hotel in 
his Shelby Cobra after a round during the 
Sahara Invitational,” recalled Jack Nicklaus. 
“He had one of the original Cobras. We came 

back through 
the streets of Las 
Vegas at about 
110-to-115 mph. 
I said, ‘Bo, slow 
down!’ And he 
said, ‘Oh, I’m just 
having some fun.’ 
And I said again, 
‘Bo, slow down!’ 
Fortunately, Bo 
didn’t kill us there 
and he didn’t kill 
himself in a car. I 
think that was as 
scared as I have 
ever been in an 
automobile.”

Wininger also 
enjoyed getting out and playing Vegas’ 
other golf courses, including the new Las 
Vegas International Country Club that was 
developed by Marvin Kratter, the owner of 
the Boston Celtics.

Arthur Nightingale, the club’s first pro-

Labron Harris first team circa 1947. Left to right, Lawrence Glasser, Loddie Kempa, Dick Turner, 
Bo Wininger, Billy Maxwell and Labron Harris.
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fessional, said that Wininger was part of 
a regular group made up of eclectic Las 
Vegans. The players were Wininger, Dean 
Martin, singer/golfer Don Cherry, and ca-
sino executives Myron Friedman, Minny 

Cardillo, and Tony Frabbiele.
“When we opened the club, I re-

ceived permission from Mr. Krat-
ter to invite stars out to play, and 
he said ‘OK’, as long as it wasn’t for 
what he called ‘self-gain’, and in 
Vegas there was a lot of ‘self-gain’ 
going on,” Nightingale said. “The 
name I gave my favorite group was 
the ‘gruesome sixsome.’ They were 
a lot of fun, but I should have used 
the word ‘awesome’, not gruesome. 
How often do you get a group like 
that? They had the course to them-
selves for about six weeks. I prob-
ably let them overdo it a bit, but 
Marvin wasn’t there so I thought, 
‘why not?’ I think they did more 
for that course than you could ever 
justify in a money amount.”

Roberts credits his hall of fame 
career to Wininger and fondly re-
members the way he treated people.

“Everybody wanted to be around 
him and everybody wanted to sit 

with him and spend time with him,” Rob-
erts said. “He was very personable to ev-
erybody. It didn’t matter if you were a bus-
boy, the manager of the hotel, a celebrity 
or whoever. He treated everyone like they 

were a regular guy. He 
also played golf with 
a lot of the locals, us 
regular pros, and had 
some great games — 
and times.”

Long live the legend 
of Bo Wininger.

Left to right, Waco Turner and Bo circa 1962.


