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ROUND 1 INTERVIEW  
November 22, 2018 
 

JHONATTAN VEGAS 
JOSEPH NAFFAH 
 

 

JHONATTAN VEGAS:  Obviously, yeah.  Like I was telling these guys that when I woke up 

this morning, I really thought that we were going to have a little rain, a lot of wind, rain gear.  

It was going to be one of those crazy days.  We woke up and it was absolutely perfect.  So 

obviously we woke up a little more excited than we would have, but we'll play solid.  Joseph 

made birdie on 4 and 5, which were, you know, really key to kind of get the momentum 

going.  Super important to starting that way.  Obviously we were able to take off from there 

and make some good birdies and eagles coming in.  It was a pretty solid round, but yeah, 

we're happy. 

 

Q.  Tell us about your partnership, how he picked you and how excited you are to be 

in this environment.   

 

JOSEPH NAFFAH:  Yeah, very excited.  My goal was always to play on the PGA TOUR 

and got lucky that my friend here picked me.  It's been a long road for me as a person 

because I struggled with some heavy injuries in my spine.  Just, you know, just a gift to be 

here playing a World Cup event with him.  I'm just going to try and enjoy the moment, every 

single one of it and play golf, which is what we do.  No expectations.   

 

I think we combined really well today, even though I left him hanging there in the middle.  

But like he said, I started a little hot and I think that helped a little bit, kind of turned on the 

machine and get it going.   

 

But it's been great.  We actually lucked out with the weather.  I cannot believe this.  We 

heard all week that it was going to be Melbourne, so expect rain if it's in the forecast, but I 

guess they were right, so we'll see. 

 

Q.  How exactly did you hurt your back and how old were you, et cetera?    

 

JOSEPH NAFFAH:  I was actually 18 when I first hurt it really bad.  I was in college.  We 

were projected playing together, practicing together.  I went to a different college than he 

did.  I slipped a bone, and then after that I did everything I could to avoid surgery.  Got 

infected with some injections, which I was very unlucky, and that kind of killed my golfing 

career.  At that point, golfing was out of the question and I just wanted to get healthy to be 

able to create a family and all that.  God gave me that, I created a family, three beautiful 

children, and I feel pleased.   

 

And going with Jonathan all this time supporting me on tour for the last 10 years, following 

this path with him, he reinspired me to play again.  I got back in shape over the last five 
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years, hit the gym really hard and got fit again.  I think that helped me a lot.  He told me, just 

give it a shot, play again, take it one step at a time, because he knew it was my passion to 

play at the highest level.  So here I am, you know?  12 years later.    

 

JHONATTAN VEGAS:  Obviously it's a really interesting story.  Grew up playing together 

from Venezuela.  Like he said, we came with the same dream, to play golf at the highest 

level, to play on the PGA TOUR.   

 

Obviously his path kind of got derailed with that back injury, losing three disks and going to 

see doctors.  They told him that you're lucky if you walk again and forget about playing golf 

again.  Obviously he took it as a challenge to kind of get back at it, and obviously I supported 

him, I wanted him to play.  His dream was always to play professional golf, which is a lot of 

the guys who play golf want to play professionally.   

 

So he gave it a try the last two years knowing that it was going to be a really, really long 

shot.  It's been a little bit of a struggle obviously.  Spending so much time away from the 

game and then trying to play again, it's really hard.  But when the opportunity came, 

obviously I wanted to inspire him to play harder, play in all the mini-tour events that he was 

playing.  I told him, if you have some good events that you make a cut or play solid or 

something, I'll definitely take you.  So obviously the idea of taking him was always there, but 

he had to prove himself.  When my brother decided not to play, it made it a little bit easier.  

He was excited, him, his family, everyone.   

 

For me, it's a little bit of a challenge, too.  I think it's a challenge because there was a little bit 

of controversy, I can't deny, from a lot of the players from the country.  It's a challenge for us 

to play hard and play well and show the world and our country that we can do it. 

 

Q.  You've certainly done that today.  

 

JHONATTAN VEGAS:  Yeah, definitely.  We took a step forward.  Obviously we know the 

week is going to be long, especially the alternate shots, but I feel like if we do or job, we can 

shoot some pretty good rounds. 

 

Q.  Joseph, when you got those early birdies, did you kind of feel like you belong, you 

felt like you're really part of it?  

 

JOSEPH NAFFAH:  You know, I did.  I've played 12 events in Latin America and I didn't 

have one start like that, and I'm like here I am on the PGA TOUR, all of a sudden two birdies 

in four holes, what happened, what's going on.  But I think I hit a couple of goods shots.  

Could have made a couple more birdies in there, but I felt good, I really did.  Of course the 

rust is still there, but like first time here and it's not easy.  I think I felt overall very calm.  I 

think it helps to have Jhonny next to me.  You know, at the end of the day, it's golf and that's 

what we planned with the training and the practice.  He says focus on your target and fire, 

focus on your target and fire, execute.  You know, that's what it's all about. 
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Q.  And was your injury initially like just from wear and tear from golf or did you have 

some sort of actual accident?   

 

JOSEPH NAFFAH:  Well, I actually had spondylolisthesis, which is a vertebra slipped.  You 

know, genetically, apparently it was genetics and golf kind of aggravated it, all the swinging 

and hip movements, so that kind of accelerated the process of injury.  I a voided surgery for 

like two years, but all I needed was like a single fusion and, you know, I knew that back in 

the day I had no idea what it was all about.  I wish I just would have done it immediately, but 

I didn't.   

 

And then I started getting creative with some injections before the surgery and that's what 

pretty much messed me up.  I got infected over the initial injury and lost two of the disks, part 

of the bone and everything.  That's what really put me to bed for like three months, nine 

months on antibiotics.  So it was very tough coming back from it.  At that point it was just 

trying to survive, especially at a young age and that taught me a lot.  I think that I had a good 

personality, I think that helped.  You know, having a friend like him to reinspire me has 

helped a lot. 

 

Q.  So you went to the States on scholarships to go to college? 

 

JHONATTAN VEGAS:  On scholarships, yeah.  He went about a year or so earlier before 

me and then I followed.  He's a year older than me.  Like I said, we grew up playing since we 

were probably 18 years old.  So we've competed against each other.  We had a super 

healthy competitive record.  Obviously, if you ask him, he's going to say that he beat me 

more growing up than I beat him, but we were always trying to pull up the records.  Like I 

said, we just had that type of relationship and that type of friendship that has carried us all 

the way here. 

 

Q.  I didn't hear you talk about it, but you were the first to play in your foursome today 

to hit a tee shot.  Can you talk about the nerves?   

 

JOSEPH NAFFAH:  Actually, I was telling Jhonattan after I hit it, we were walking down the 

fairway, I didn't feel that nervous for some reason.  I felt a good internal peace.  I've been 

working a lot on my mental game, meditating a little bit and I think I probably expected to be 

more nervous, but I didn't.  I think it also helped to be playing with him, of course.  Of course 

I was nervous, I mean, your heart rate goes up and everything, but I just aim at my target 

and let it go.  I really felt well.  I'm actually surprised how well I felt in the morning. 

 

Q.  What college did you go to? 

 

JOSEPH NAFFAH:  I went to St. Mary's University in San Antonio, Texas.  
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