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Winning moment  Hayden Springer raises his putter in celebration as his birdie 
putt for 59 falls Thursday in the first round of  the John Deere Classic.

By Tim Cronin
Reporting from Silvis, Illinois

–––––
Like a kid on Christmas Eve dream-

ing for a bounty of boxes wrapped in 
sparkling paper under the tree the next 
morning, thoughts of a 59 flitted in and 
out of Hayden Springer’s mind during 
his round on Thursday.

They started as he was disassem-
bling TPC Deere Run with a record 
8-under-par 27 on his front nine in the 
opening lap of the 53rd John Deere 
Classic, abated for a bit as he reeled 
off a succession of back-nine pars, 
then came back like a rumble in one’s 
stomach after eating too quickly after 
pitching in for eagle from 55 yards out on 
the par-5 17th.

A birdie at the last would finish a 
round of 59, still golf’s magic number.

Springer has had more difficult 
tests, including the most challenging of 
all, he and wife Emma losing 3-year-
old daughter Sage to a rare disease, 
Trisomy 18, last November. Weeks later, 
he steadied himself long enough to earn 
his PGA Tour card.

In his initial experience with Tour 
life, he’s missed more cuts than he’s 
made – eight slammed trunks on Fri-
days, including six in succession before 
last week – and six weekends with a 
paycheck at the end. The most recent of 
those was last week in Detroit, where he 
tied for 10th.

He slammed his drive deep down 
the right side of the fairway, and had 155 
yards to the pin. His 8-iron approach 

stopped 12 feet, 8 inches from the cup. 
The gallery around the green, where the 
decibel level in the suites sometimes 
approaches the level of a cocktail party, 
was suddenly paying attention.

Now, Springer had to put the poten-
tial of the 59 out of his mind. How hard 
would that be?

“It’s like any golf shot,” Springer 
explained. “You’ve got to block stuff out if 
there is trouble on a hole. You kind of get 
to practice it. This one – there’s always a 
consequence sort of –  and I feel we get 
a lot of practice being able to block out 
different things.

“Other than that, it’s there. You’re 
not going to get away from it. It’s not just 
going to go away.”

Springer looked over the putt, 
judged it to have two feet of break to 
the left. A proper stroke, and the ball 
disappeared.

Fifty-nine was all he thought about 
then. High-fives, hugs and handshakes 
followed. The crowd applauded long and 
loudly, most putting down their camera 
phones for a change. This was a mo-
ment to savor.

“That’s one of the rare things in golf, 
so to have that opportunity and pull it off, 
it feels pretty special,” Springer said.

Only 13 other times on the PGA 
Tour has someone broken 60 – including 
Paul Goydos at TPC Deere Run in the 
first round in 2010. Springer was 13 at 
the time and glued to the TV for that 
one. He had an even better view this 
time.	

“I can’t believe that happened,” 

Springer’s 59 is devine
Tour rookie stuns

field, matches 2010 
record of Goydos
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Mike Burns, his caddie, said.
It happened. And like that, the 

27-year-old Tennessee native who went 
to Bryon Nelson High School in Trophy 
Club, Tex., and matriculated from Texas 
Christian joined notables including Al 
Geiberger, Chip Beck, David Duval 
and Jim Furyk, who has both a 59 (at 
Conway Farms) and a 58 in his quiver. 
Yes, Stringer’s 59 was scored with the 
Tour’s lift, clean and place rule in effect 
as much because of threatened rain 
in the afternoon as for the 1.08 inches 
that fell Tuesday night into Wednesday 
morning, but a 59 is still a 59.

In this case, the 12-under fireworks 
display on Independence Day gave him 
a two-stroke lead on Sami Valimaki 
of Finland going into Friday’s second 
round. Eric Cole is solo third at 9-under 
62.

Neither Springer nor Valimaki are 
that well known. In Springer’s case, it’s 
because he’s a rookie. For Valimaki, it’s 
because he’s from Finland and, aside 
from a second place finish at the Mexico 
Open, has also spent Fridays headed to 
the airport more often than not.

But Thursday was a day for scoring. 
The course, softened by that Tuesday 
downpour, remained soft as a Krispy 
Kreme, the wind was mostly the equiv-
alent of baby’s breath, the greens were 
carpets as usual, and with players able 
to put the ball in their hand, perfect lies 
were a given. Valimaki birdied his first 
four holes, failed to get up-and-down 
for par on No. 5, then birdied the sixth 

to stand 4-under. He was eight strokes 
back of Springer at the time.

“I saw his score by my seventh 
hole,” Valimaki said. “I started today 
thinking 4- or 5-under would be pretty 
good. Then I thought, more birdies.”

They came, six more in total, includ-
ing on the last three holes. He nearly 
holed his tee shot on the par-3 16th, 
tapping in from 16 inches, then sank a 
6-footer on 17 and a 42-footer at the last.

“It was so easy all day,” Valimaki 
said. “I was always in the right spot.”

As was Springer, who needed only 
21 putts, holing out from off the green 
thrice. The 55-yarder for eagle on the 
17th was the notable example, but he 
also holed out from 63 feet on the par-3 
third hole and from 17 feet, in that case 
with a putter, on the par-4 sixth hole.

That’s part of the reason he ranked 
first in Strokes Gained Tee-to-Green at 
5.449. Since those stat categories were 
created, the Tee-to-Green ranking has 
often followed the scoring. He hit 10 
fairways and 14 greens.

Left in his wake on a day where 
only 13 players were over par – the 
scoring average was 68.075, nearly 
three under par, the lowest first round in 
JDC history and third-lowest for any JDC 
round – were a host of notables, some of 
whom will be fighting to make the cut on 
Friday. Zach Johnson turned back the 
clock with a 6-under 65, while defend-
ing champion Josef “Sepp” Straka 
managed 5-under 66. Jordan Spieth 
and Jason Day are among those tied for 

88th after 2-under 69s.
Around the Deere

Amateur Luke Clanton’s 8-under 
63 matched the JDC low score by an 
amateur set by Michael Thorbjornsen 
in the second round last year. Thorb-
jornsen, now playing for cash, scored 
67 on Thursday... Anders Larson, the 
other amateur in the field, had the high 
score of the day: 9-over 80. ... TPC 
Deere Run is the third course on the 
PGA Tour to have a pair of 59s scored 
on it. The other courses are TPC River 
Highlands (Jim Furyk/Cameron Young) 
and The Old White TPC (Stuart Apple-
by/Kevin Chappell), the Greenbrier 
course in West Virginia where Bryson 
DeChambeau also scored 59 in a LIV 
Golf tournament last year. ... Birdies for 
Charity watch: 748 were scored Thurs-
day. Adding in Wednesday’s pro-am 
(257), the two-day total is 1,005. The first 
round total is a record for any round, 111 
more than the 637, recorded in the first 
round three times.

First Round Leaders
   1 Hayden Springer  27-32       –  59 -12
   2 Sami Valimaki	    30-31       –  61 -10
   3 Eric Cole	    32-30       –  62 -  9
T4 Harry Hall	    31-32       –  63 -  8
      Davis Thompson  31-32       –  63 -  8
      a-Luke Clanton     32-31       –  63 -  8
      Chan Kim	    32-31       –  63 -  8
T8 Kevin Chappell	    31-33       –  64 -  7
      Hayden Buckley	   33-31       –  64 -  7
      Chandler Phillips 32-32       –  64 -  7 
      Adam Svensson	   32-32       –  64 -  7
      Denny McCarthy 31-33       –  64 -  7
      Lucas Glover	    32-32       –  64 -  7
      Seamus Power	    33-31       –  64 -  7
      a-Luke Clanton     32-31       –  63 -  8
  

Notables
T15 Zach Johnson	    32-33        – 65 -  6
T25 J.T. Poston	    33-33        – 66 -  5
T25 Doug Ghim	    31-35        – 66 -  5
T25 Adrien Dumont de Chassart
		     33-33        – 66 -  5
T25 Sepp Straka	    31-35        – 66 -  5
T48 Michael Thorbjornsen
		     34-33        – 67 -  4
T63 Kevin Streelman 37-31        – 68 -  3
T88 Jordan Spieth	    35-34        – 69 -  2
T88 Jason Day	    35-34        – 69 -  2
T110 Nick Hardy	    34-36        – 70 -  1

Round 2
TV: ESPN+, 6:45 a.m.;
Golf Channel, 3 p.m.

Radio: SiriusXM, noon

Sub-60 Rounds on the PGA Tour
58  2016 Jim Furyk, Travelers R4
59  1977 Al Geiberger, Memphis R2
59  1991 Chip Beck, Las Vegas R3
59  1999 David Duval, Bob Hope R5
59  2010 Paul Goydos, Deere R1
59  2010 Stuart Appleby, Greenbrier R4
59  2013 Jim Furyk, BMW R2
59  2017 Justin Thomas, Hawaii R1
59  2017 Adam Hadwin, Career Builder R3
59  2018 Brandt Snedeker, Wyndham R1
59  2019 Kevin Chappell, Greenbrier R2
59  2020 Scottie Scheffler, Boston R2
59  2024 Cameron Young, Travelers R1
59  2024 Hayden Springer, Deere R1


