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 ONE OF THE MOST SERENDIPITOUS 

moments in the history of women’s professional 

golf stems from the day Frances Rose “Dinah” 

Shore entered the world. In a twist of fate just 

over a half century following leap day, Feb. 29, 

1916, the future singer, actress, and television 

personality would emerge as a major force 

behind the women’s sport, leaping into a 

higher stratosphere with the birth of the Colgate-Dinah Shore Winner’s 

Circle in 1972.

While it may have taken 13 tenacious female golfers — the likes of Babe 

Zaharias, Patty Berg, and Louise Suggs — to lay the foundation for the Ladies 

Professional Golf Association (LPGA) in 1950, it took a woman who had never 

played golf until her mid-50s capitalizing on her celebrity to boost the prestige 

of women’s golf into unchartered waters and allow the game’s future stars — 

such as Betsy King, Patty Sheehan, Annika Sorenstam, Lorena Ochoa, and 

Lydia Ko — to compete for far greater financial rewards.

“You talk to Nancy Lopez, talk to Pat Bradley, talk to all the Hall of 

Famers, and there is not one non-playing woman golfer who had 

the impact Dinah Shore had on the game, and enough so that 

she would be inducted into the LPGA Hall of Fame,” says Gabe 

Codding, tournament director of Shore’s LPGA event (now 

the ANA Inspiration), which is second to the Masters at 

Augusta National as the longest-running professional 

golf tournament played continuously (46 years) at 

the same venue: Mission Hills Country Club. “It’s 

an amazing legacy, and it fits within Rancho Mirage 

because it’s got so many of those legendary celebrity-

rooted stories.”

In 1972, the LPGA consisted of 29 official events, 

and of those, only six had total purses more than 

$30,000, with the largest being $85,000. Enter 

golfaholic David Foster, the president of Colgate-
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Palmolive. Already a mastermind at selling toothpaste and soaps, Foster 

recognized women’s golf as a platform ripe for promoting sponsors — but if 

the calculating businessman were to roll the dice, the strategy must provide 

a handsome return on the investment.

During this era, famous entertainers, including Bob Hope, Bing Crosby, 

Andy Williams, and Danny Thomas, to name a few, were already marquee 

names on PGA Tour events. Without any Hollywood influence on the LPGA 

Tour, Foster enlisted his A-list celebrity, Dinah Shore, whose daytime talk 

show “Dinah’s Place” was sponsored by Colgate-Palmolive, 

to be his hostess. The top-charting female vocalist 

of the 1940s agreed. However, there was one 

potential handicap. Shore was an avid tennis 

player and initially had no idea her name would 

be promoting a golf tournament. Eyeing this 

not as an obstacle but rather an opportunity to advance 

the status of women’s sports, Shore accepted the role and 

challenged herself to take golf lessons, initially at Hillcrest 

Country Club in Los Angeles and later from Terry Wilcox, 

director of golf at Mission Hills Country Club and eventually 

tournament director of the Kraft Nabisco for 14 years 

(1994–2008). But by Shore’s own admission, she was not a 

quick study. “Whenever I break 100 they send up a flare,” she 

once declared.

Once the inaugural tournament teed off with Shore more 

concerned about her “golfing look” than her golfing score, the 

spotlight turned onto a limited playing field featuring 40 of the 

country’s top female golfers in the leading roles of the richest 

women’s golf tournament with a $110,000 purse. And when 

the final putt dropped after 54 holes, Jane Blalock emerged 

as the star player, pocketing the $20,050 winner’s share. 

Ironically, since the tournament wasn’t declared a major 

championship until 1983, Blalock still remains the LPGA 

player with the most wins without a major.

DRIVING AMBITION

In the inaugural tournament bearing her 

name, Dinah Shore was reportedly more 

concerned about her “golfing look” than 

her golfing score. Opposite: In 1986, 

the City of Rancho Mirage honored the 

entertainer by naming a street after her.
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TAKING THE PLUNGE 

Clockwise from top left: Amy Alcott and Shore in 1991; Lorena Ochoa following 

her victory in the 2008 Kraft Nabisco; Annika Sorenstam won in 2001 and 

2002; Betsy King (kissing her trophy) also had two wins, in 1987 and 1990; an 

enthusiastic Nancy Lopez won the 1981 Colgate-Dinah Shore; Patti Sheehan 

makes her way back to shore after her 1996 victory.

The Poppie’s Pond Tradition
Amy Alcott’s 1988 leap into the pond adjacent to the 18th green launched one of the most  
iconic moments in sports — women’s or men’s.
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ONE POTENTIAL HANDICAP

Shore was not a golfer when she agreed to lend her name to the tournament; wanting to 

advance the status of women’s sports, she began taking lessons.
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Contrarily, at the 72-hole 1973 tournament, 13-time major champion and 

World Golf Hall of Fame member Mickey Wright won her 82nd, and what 

would be her last, LPGA tournament. With a winner’s check of $25,000, it was 

the icing on her storied career, during which she was the LPGA’s 1964 leading 

money winner with $29,800 over 11 victories.

Wright’s victory kicked off a who’s-who list of a dozen future champions 

(and Shore) to earn a revered place in the World Golf Hall of Fame, one being 

1975 LPGA Rookie of the Year, Amy Alcott, the tournament’s first of three 

three-peat winners (the others are Betsy King and Annika Sorenstam). 

Interestingly, Alcott won the Nabisco Dinah Shore its first year as a major, 

and her 1991 victory was the last of her 33 professional wins. But it was what 

happened after collecting $80,000 for her second (1988) win on the Mission 

Hills Country Club stage that was the genesis for the tournament’s most 

cherished tradition. Upon being handed the trophy, Alcott turned to her 

caddie, Bill Kurre, and impulsively asked, “Do you want to go in the water?” 

With that ensuing leap into the pond adjacent to the 18th green on the Dinah 

Shore Tournament Course, one of the most iconic moments in sports — 

women’s or men’s — was launched.

The victorious jump into the murky water didn’t immediately catch 

on, and no other champion took the leap until Alcott got wet again in 

1991, that time with tournament hostess, Shore, and Kurre. Ultimately, 

the tradition became a permanent act following Donna Andrews’ 

splashdown in 1994 in memory of Shore, who had passed away just prior 

to her tournament at age 77. Since then, 22 champions have donned the 

coveted white robe after cooling off in the 5 1/2-foot deep Poppie’s Pond, 

named in honor of the former tournament director, Wilcox, referred to 

as “Poppie” by his seven grandchildren.

Last year’s champion, Lydia Ko, made the plunge after becoming the 

youngest (18 years, 11 months, 10 days) to win two majors. However, the 

most memorable soaking occurred in 2008, when Lorena Ochoa celebrated 

her second consecutive major win with a live mariachi band and the largest 

pool party yet, with nearly 40 drenched bodies, including family, friends, 

and workers from the Mission Hills maintenance crew.

After four and a half decades, there is a voluminous inventory of 

memories from the annual bash along Dinah Shore Drive, and although 

Nabisco unceremoniously dropped Shore’s name in 2000 and then lost its 

flavor as title sponsor in 2014 after 33 years, All Nippon Airways promptly 

landed to assume command of the newly named ANA Inspiration.

Now into its third year as title sponsor, the Japanese airline foresees 

flying this premier LPGA major to new heights, but regardless of the event 

marketing toothpaste, snacks and cookies, or airplanes, the primary brand 

at Mission Hills Country Club will always be the “Dinah.”  R/M


