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A new vision began gradually to replace the dream of political power—a powerful movement, the rise of another ideal to guide the unguided, another pillar of fire by night after a clouded day. It was the ideal of “book learning”; the curiosity, born of compulsory ignorance, to know and test the power of the cabbalistic letters of the white man, the longing to know. Here at last seemed to have been discovered the mountain path to Canaan, longer than the highway of Emancipation and law, steep and rugged, but straight, leading to heights high enough to overlook life.


—W. E. B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk, 1903






Jordan River, chilly and cold,


it chills the body, but not the soul.


There ain’t but one train that’s on this track,


it runs to heaven and runs right back.


—“Every Time I Feel the Spirit,” traditional Negro spiritual sung at the first Crispus Attucks High School commencement,1928






“Render your body to them,” his father had taught, “but know your soul belongs to God.”


—Edward P. Jones, The Known World, 2003

















Prologue



The eyes have you. They follow as you walk the halls of Crispus Attucks High School, a ninety-five-year-old fixture in the northwest section of Indianapolis, built near a confluence of three fetid waterways, built to keep Blacks in their place, built by haters, built to fail. The eyes are in every hallway, for each August an image of the most recent graduating class is affixed to a wall before the school year begins, a march of time from the front offices to the gymnasium, each photograph a message that history matters at Crispus Attucks High School.


Lauren Franklin, the Attucks principal, should walk the halls with a vat of potato salad, for each journey is a family reunion. She did not graduate from Attucks, but thirty-one members of her family stare down at her, and she feels them in her bones every school day. “My mother and father met at Attucks,” she says, lost in reverie. “My grandmother, Marian Perkins, who’s on the wall [Class of 1942], was alive when I got this job, and her message was, ‘Don’t you mess up my school now.’”


Eugene Strader, her maternal grandfather, is in the 1929 graduation photo. Her paternal grandfather, Warren Franklin, was a junior and a top student at Arsenal Technical High School in Indianapolis when he was told, in the summer of 1927, Sorry, all Blacks in Indianapolis must go to Attucks. They probably didn’t say sorry. That order came from the powerful Indianapolis School Board. It would be too strong to say that the board was run by the Ku Klux Klan, but it would not be too strong to say that the Klan had its hand on the wheel of most board decisions back then. Warren Franklin did not graduate because he had to get a job, a familiar story; his was one of many lives disrupted by the segregation order.


But other lives were saved. Look, there in the 1932 class photo is the face of Willard B. Ransom. After his graduation from Attucks, he experienced years of racial prejudice in the US Army and in his law practice, so he organized the Indiana branch of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and spent the rest of his life in the civil rights movement, organizing protests and sit-ins in and around Indianapolis, everywhere from White Castle hamburger stands to downtown department stores.


Nearby is the Class of 1930 photo, which includes the remarkable Flonoi Adams, who went on to Purdue University and then into the army, where he received the Bronze Star for “meritorious achievement,” as well as a dozen other military honors. He was the first of a parade of Attucks graduates to make their mark in the military. There, in the 1936 photo of Attucks’s ninth graduating class is Charles Henry DeBow, a Tuskegee Airman who flew fifty-two World War II missions in the European theater. There in the 1937 photo is DeBow’s classmate Graham Martin, who began what seemed destined to be a dismal life at the Dickensian-sounding Home for Friendless Colored Children before entering Attucks with an overpowering will to succeed. He became one of the “Golden Thirteen,” the US Navy’s first group of commissioned Black officers. He returned to teach and coach at Attucks for almost forty years; the school’s football field bears his name.


Another wall, another photo, this one from 1941, shows John Wesley Lee, who became the first African American commissioned, as an ensign, in the navy in 1947. Five years after Lee—look, there in the Class of 1946 photo—is Brigadier General Norris Overton, who once said, “Everything I achieved is because of Attucks.” One year after Overton graduated—there, in the Class of 1947 photo—along came Harry Brooks Jr., who advanced to major general in the army, where his subordinate officers included Colin Powell, who later called Brooks “the conscience of the Army.”


It wasn’t just the Attucks males who were drawn to Uncle Sam. Alberta Stanley White, another graduate from that Class of 1937, joined the Women’s Army Corps during World War II. While keeping up her grades, she, like many others at Attucks, also earned fifty cents a week as a domestic worker to help with the family expenses.


This inclination of early Attucks graduates to serve—a trend that continued; witness the ascension of Fred Davidson III (Class of 1959) to deputy assistant secretary of the navy in 1981—was no accident. From the time the school opened in 1927, Attucks had an aggressive ROTC program, as well as a kind of ineffable stay-in-line, almost militaristic philosophy. It was as if the Attucks brass had sought to make a mockery of an official Army War College study that concluded, “The black man could not control himself in the fear of danger to the extent the white man can. He is mentally inferior to the white man.” That was written in 1925, sixteen years before DeBow climbed into a cockpit at the Tuskegee Army Flying School.


The return of so many Attucks products from World War II inspired a push against the institutional racism that prevailed in Indianapolis, which practiced a paternalistic not-now-but-soon philosophy of race relations. The veterans had served their country yet still could not get served at many lunch counters in the capital city, and their children were still being directed to a segregated school. A headline from the January 11, 1947, Indianapolis Recorder, the African American newspaper of record that still publishes today, tells of the fight, one that, as we shall see, lasted decades: “Vets Plan New Campaign Against Jimcrowism in Schools of City.”


The soundtrack to Crispus Attucks High School, though, was more complex than “The Army Goes Rolling Along” or “Anchors Aweigh.” Dozens of future jazz musicians1 learned their craft at Attucks, which hired outstanding music teachers. It was a short walk from the high school to Indiana Avenue—the Ave-noo, as it came to be called—where nationally known acts like Cab Calloway and Louis Armstrong jammed with Attucks grads. Then along came David Baker—there he is, in the Class of 1949 photo—who as a teenager riding the streetcar to and from school would pull out his tuba and blow a few bass notes, much to the irritation of fellow passengers. Baker, who would be nominated for a Pulitzer Prize, kept on playing and would later direct an influential jazz department for the Jacobs School of Music at Indiana University (IU), an institution to which he may not have been admitted a decade or two earlier because of his skin color.


Something less improvisational? There’s Rodney Stepp on the wall with the Class of 1969. He composed, keyboarded, and gamboled with the Spinners, a Rock and Roll Hall of Fame group with tight harmonies and tighter choreography, and can be seen in the background of When We Were Kings, the documentary about the 1974 Muhammad Ali–George Foreman Rumble in the Jungle in Zaire, where the Spinners were invited to play.


Something more buttoned-down? Move to the Class of 1982 for the photo of Angela Brown, who played Adelaide in the Attucks production of Guys and Dolls and went on to become a celebrated dramatic soprano who specialized in portraying Verdi heroines.


You can stop anywhere, really, on your journey through the hallways and find some Attucks grad who made a difference, someone who overcame overwhelming odds and achieved amazing things after leaving a school that by its very existence demonstrated Indianapolis’s corrosive hypocrisy. As historian Aram Goudsouzian put it in a piece for the Indiana Magazine of History, “Crispus Attucks High School established itself as the central institution in black Indianapolis, a source of pride, a base for community organization, and a training ground for future success.”


On we go. There, in the Class of 1937 photo, is Harriette Bailey Conn, who became Indiana’s deputy attorney general and a state representative, and who, like Ransom, never wavered in her fight for civil rights before her death in 1981. Conn graduated from Attucks when she was fourteen. David Leander Williams, a 1964 Attucks grad who wrote the comprehensive African Americans in Indianapolis, called her “a warrior.” Three years after Conn, along came A’Leila Josephine Kirk, one of the first Black women accepted into Indiana University’s School of Medicine. She went on to become chief of psychology at Danvers State Insane Asylum, at the time a groundbreaking institution.


S. Henry Bundles, there in the Class of 1943 photo, was the first African American to graduate from the Indiana University School of Journalism but found it impossible to land an editorial position because of his skin color. So he switched to the business side and became the circulation manager of the Indianapolis News. Bundles branched out and eventually became chairman of the Indianapolis Business Development Foundation and, as an Indy 500 Festival director, a sometime driver of a pace car, never forgetting that in the early days of the Brickyard, he would not have been allowed to enter.


Firsts are all over the walls. There’s Joseph D. Kimbrew (’46), Indianapolis’s first Black fire chief. There’s Taylor L. Baker Jr. (’53), the city’s first Black prosecutor. There’s Julia Carson (’55), the first African American woman to represent Indianapolis in the US Congress, who on a June day in 1999 presented Rosa Parks with the Congressional Gold Medal, the result of a bill that she had cosponsored. There’s James Toler (’58), the city’s first Black police chief. There’s Janet Langhart (’59), who became Chicago’s first Black “weathergirl” and later, among many other things (model, TV host, author), the “First Lady of the Pentagon” after marrying William Cohen, the secretary of defense under Bill Clinton.


While much of the white citizenry of Indianapolis regarded the school as one homogenous Black sea, all kinds moved through the halls of Attucks. Study the Class of 1965 photo and find the face of Bernard Parham, who early in life discovered that he had a head for chess. Parham helped organize a club at Attucks that played as a team in a kind of underground circuit that met at Douglass Park in the Black section of Indianapolis. “We couldn’t go to places like Broad Ripple Park,” said Parham in a 2022 interview, “or they’d kick us out. So, I’d get together with the white captains of the other Indianapolis schools, and we’d play informal matches.” He became a grandmaster, has a move named after him (the Parham Attack), and, oh, yes, in 1964, the year before he graduated from Attucks, beat someone named Bobby Fischer in an exhibition. It’s not folklore; you can look it up on chessgames.com.


There were, of course, more prominent sportsmen at Attucks than chessman Parham, who continues to play games at his home in Lafayette, Indiana. Go back to the hallway where the 1950s photos hang, back to 1953, and find Willie Gardner, one of the star-crossed souls of Attucks. Gardner, who was often referred to by his unusual middle name of Dill or his ironically bestowed nickname of “Wee Willie” (he stood 6′7″), was a brilliantly gifted basketball player valued by both the Harlem Globetrotters and the New York Knicks. But a heart condition ended his basketball career in 1957 and, combined with the effects of diabetes that took the lower part of both legs, ended his life in 2000.


Near Willie’s photo is his onetime teammate and friend Hallie Bryant, the first African American to make a big splash in Indianapolis scholastic basketball. The photo was taken right after he was named the state’s Mr. Basketball and months before he left for Indiana University, where he played three years and found that the Bloomington campus was not the best place to find success as a Black player in the 1950s. But Bryant moved on and carved out a career as both a Harlem Globetrotter and a one-man ’Trotter offshoot.


Move up to the Class of 1957. There is Albert Maxey, another basketball star who went west to play at the University of Nebraska. While he found the Cornhusker State not always accommodating to Blacks, he nevertheless stayed and became a policeman and husband to the late JoAnn Maxey, the first African American woman to serve as a state senator in Nebraska. When Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. passed through Lincoln one day in 1964, Maxey was on his detail.


Take a few steps back. Near Bryant and Gardner is their close friend, a kid by the name of Robertson. The photo identifies him as Bailey Robertson, but he usually went by “Flap,” the prevailing theory on the derivation of his nickname being the way he flapped his wrist after he shot his deadly jumper. Yet there are those who subscribe to the theory that Flap earned the sobriquet by flapping his gums, and his coach, Ray Province Crowe, had more than one word with Flap about his chattiness. Crowe and Flap are immortalized together in the movie Hoosiers, portraying the coaches who watch in frustration as their team loses to Hickory High in the state championship game. Much more to come about Hoosiers, and much more to come about Flap, who died in 1994 at age fifty-eight.


Take a few more steps down the hall, and there he is, in the Class of 1956 photo, Oscar Palmer Robertson. Three years younger than his brother, Oscar resembles Flap but there’s something more guarded about him. He’s smiling, but tentatively. He is holding something back. In the years that follow, Oscar will hold many things back.


Stare at the photo and know that in that young face are multitudes. The story of the Great Migration that brought millions of Blacks from the South to the North, where they didn’t always find what they were looking for. The story of a city, a state, and a country struggling to come to terms with race; the story of the oppressive prohibitions and the more insidious indignities that African Americans endured even—perhaps especially—in places that promoted their own enlightenment, their own chimera of equality, which accurately describes Indiana. The story of a school that was built because of a fear that Blacks were taking over the educational system, a precursive nod to the replacement theory now widely articulated on right-wing airwaves. The story of an underdog institution that, ultimately, united a city through sport, if only for a short while.


The story of a man who’s known by one name—one letter for God’s sake—yet is often overlooked, both as a pioneer of the game and as a pioneer of players’ rights. Oscar, who turned eighty-five in November 2023, is not a Muhammad Ali either by temperament or inclination; yet he did so much to change the political climate of his sport as president of the players’ union. It was his name on a lawsuit that stopped franchises from treating their players like so much chattel, and it was his forceful testimony in a heated congressional hearing that helped sway public opinion in the players’ favor. Yet much of this is forgotten in the wake of his triple-double standard of excellence, which has made him more number than man.


There is, too, the story of a game that wasn’t born in Indiana but grew up there and, pumped through with small-town energy, spread like a virus, its ancient rituals so binding that Robertson, clearly the most artful practitioner of the Hoosier Game, seems in some way an anomaly, his Attucks teams of the mid-1950s a 180-degree detour—stylistically and pigmentally—from the rural highways that defined the de facto state religion of Indiana. So dominant was the small-town ethos of Hoosier hoops that in the half century before Oscar’s Attucks Tigers, no Indianapolis team had won the state championship in a sport generally considered to be urban.


In fact, the story of Crispus Attucks, as stirring and as organically connected to one of the game’s singular figures as it is, has become swallowed up, like a mom-and-pop grocery in a corporate takeover, by the big-screen fiction of Hoosiers. A pity because the real story of the connections between Attucks and the real-life inspiration for Hoosiers, Milan High, is fascinating—and will be told here.


There is, finally, the story of both a sport and a country in flux. Oscar’s Attucks teams came along when the game itself was moving ever so tentatively from its slowball/stallball roots, and Attucks helped move it. The NBA’s twenty-four-second clock was put into practice in April 1954, a month after Oscar finished his sophomore season, the awkward statue-like set shots giving way to a more freewheeling, higher-octane game with shots taken on the move. You can see the game evolve through the Attucks teams of the 1950s.


As for changes in the country, consider these facts:




• When Oscar was a sophomore, Thurgood Marshall, a sometime participant in Indianapolis’s racial skirmishes, was successfully arguing Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka before the Supreme Court.


• As Robertson and his family returned to Indianapolis from their annual summer visit to their Tennessee homeland in August 1955, a fourteen-year-old Black boy from Chicago named Emmett Till was beaten, shot in the head, and thrown into the Tallahatchie River in Money, Mississippi.


• Three months later, in December 1955, as Attucks began its scorched-earth run to a second straight Indiana state championship, a woman named Rosa Parks refused to give up her seat on a bus in Montgomery, Alabama.




Oscar and his mates did not immerse themselves in the specifics of those events. They were kids with other priorities and other dreams. But more than most, certainly more than most of their white opponents, they had a sense of the bigger picture. Their lives in Indianapolis were defined by limits. There were places they couldn’t go, things they couldn’t say, emotions they couldn’t act on. Transplants all, they lived in their own version of the Known World, most comfortable and content in the playgrounds and the gyms where they learned the game that captivated the state.


Footnote


1 A partial list of the great musicians who came out of Attucks must include Jimmy Coe, Slide Hampton, J. J. Johnson (who played with Miles Davis), Jimmy Spaulding, Virgil Jones, and the most famous of them all, John Leslie “Wes” Montgomery (who did not graduate). The most influential figure, however, might have been Russell W. Brown, a teacher and band director at Attucks for thirty years. Jazz critic David Johnson called Brown “one of the unsung heroes of 20th-Century American jazz.”

















CHAPTER ONE



The Robertsons Move North… and Find a “Quiet” Racism




“Once in a while I think about how we came from all over the place. By chance we end up here. In this place. In Indianapolis.… It really is kind of amazing.”




In the days before television turned our sports heroes into flesh and blood, we saw them as more myth than man, like the 1927 Notre Dame backfield—transformed into the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse by a classics-loving sportswriter named Grantland Rice. Our heroes—Ruth, Grange, Dempsey—ran wild in our imaginations. As for Black stars, well, we knew little and cared less. Their collective histories tended to amalgamate into a single narrative. They migrated from the South. They had little money. Their fathers were absent. They had superhuman athletic abilities but didn’t know how to cultivate them.


That was not entirely wrong—just the last part.


Yet there is a richness in the journeys of our older Black stars, also layered in myth, sustained by oral history. The story of the Robertson family’s move from Tennessee to Indianapolis is archetypal yet distinct. There are millions like it, but each is a singular tale, baked through with strife and toil but also with love and fortitude, the themes of the families who took part in the Great Migration.


There is also, in the words of Bryan Stevenson, author of Just Mercy, “something that people don’t talk about much in this exodus story.” It’s too sinister, too monstrous. “A lot of the leaving the South had to do with lynching and violence,” said Stevenson in a 2022 interview at the Equal Justice Initiative (EJI) in Montgomery, Alabama, where he is executive director. “That reinforced the idea that it wasn’t safe to play in white spaces.” It didn’t matter that the overwhelming majority of Blacks in the South didn’t confront overt violence firsthand. They heard about it; they knew about it—particularly the African Americans born in the 1920s and 1930s, as Oscar Robertson was. “You can’t understand the evolution of sports in the second half of the twentieth century,” says Stevenson, “without understanding this massive relocation of African Americans that took place during the first half. And it is rooted in the trauma and terror that lynchings created.”


Stevenson’s EJI has documented 4,075 “racial terror lynchings” of African Americans between 1877 and 1950, a number that will probably grow as research continues. They happened primarily in Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and Virginia. But racial terror was not exclusive to the Deep South. As we shall see, it crept close to the Hoosier capital of Indianapolis, whose citizens prided themselves on their racial equanimity.


Oscar writes in his autobiography, The Big O: My Life, My Times, My Game, that his great-grandfather, Marshall Collier, was raised in slavery in Tennessee and lived to be 116. Marshall was what slaveowners called a “runner,” not content to be someone’s property, a battle his great-grandson would later fight in courtrooms and Washington, DC, hearing rooms. Indeed, the memory of his great-grandfather flows through Oscar, who was born on a snowy Thanksgiving Day in 1938, one hundred years to the day after Marshall’s birth.


As family lore has it, Marshall never made it to freedom until after the Civil War. But despite getting apprehended time after time, he somehow avoided beatings. Perhaps, then, he also presaged the oldest Robertson brother, Bailey, known as “Flap,” an avid conversationalist who could talk the shell off an egg. Oscar remembers Marshall as long and lanky but can’t confirm family accounts of another startling tidbit about the man: that he stood seven feet, two inches tall. Oscar’s father, Bailey Sr., was only 5′11″, so Oscar, who finished his growing at 6′5″, split that difference.


As Oscar writes of Marshall, “He lived through Reconstruction, the infestation of carpetbaggers, and, later still, the Klan nights.… When he passed from the earth, he was the oldest man in the United States, and he had never traveled above the Mason-Dixon Line.” No way to prove if he was the oldest man, but the limited geographical journey that Marshall Collier took fits a pattern, and his heirs would live a variation of that in Indianapolis.


Robertson, a slave name, comes from his mother’s side. (Slaves customarily took either the name of their “master” or the maternal surname.) The family’s Tennessee history involves sharecropping and endless toil and home births. Bailey, Henry, and Oscar Palmer, in that order, were ushered into the world in a farmhouse on Tennessee State Highway 29 in Dickson County. They went to church, socialized on Sundays, attended a one-room schoolhouse (Oscar writes lovingly of a teacher with the wonderfully melodic name of Lizzie Gleaves, “who had to be god-sent”), and did everything they could to coexist with the white man. His grandmother even breastfed the children of the folks for whom she worked. Folklore holds that children take on the characteristics of those from whom they draw milk so—who knows?—perhaps a few white Tennessee folks are part Robertson. Oscar’s reveries of Tennessee come across as elegiac, including his being born with a deformed foot that his mother and grandmother endlessly massaged to make it normal. Well, maybe.


The hard truths of Black life in the South, however, landed heavily upon his parents, Bailey and Mazell: no matter how hard they worked, no matter how hard they prayed, no matter how firmly they believed in whatever the American Dream was for a Black family in the South, they would get nowhere. A bleak economic future for their children, all three of them bright and curious boys, seemed preordained. “My father just felt there was no future, no education,” Oscar said to Indianapolis writer Mark Montieth in an interview years ago. Millions of other Black families from the South came to the same conclusion. Between 1910 and 1970, about six million of them left the South, chronicled most eloquently in Isabel Wilkerson’s wonderful 2010 book The Warmth of Other Suns.


Oscar, Flap, and Henry would find much commonality as they grew into teenagers and swapped family stories at Crispus Attucks High School. In a 2014 piece in Indianapolis Monthly, two of Oscar’s teammates on the 1955–1956 Attucks team talked about their migration from the South: “Things were real bad for us—a lot of poverty, no hope,” said Stanford Patton, a forward on the 1955 and 1956 Attucks teams. “We knew we were segregated. We knew where we could and couldn’t live. We knew where we were wanted and weren’t wanted. We were living in a caste system.” (Wilkerson’s riveting follow-up book, not incidentally, is titled Caste.)


Sam Milton, a guard who played with Oscar and Patton, put it this way: “In the South, my parents had worked on farms, and during the winter when there was no crop, you still stayed on the boss man’s farm. So, in the summer, even after you’d done the crop, you wouldn’t have no money because you still owed him for staying all winter. Indianapolis was a lot different. Here you could at least make your own living. But you still kind of knew where you couldn’t go.”


Willie Merriweather, the coleader (with Oscar) of the historic 1955 Attucks team, has a story similar to the Robertsons’. He, too, came from Tennessee, in his case Jackson, a town about an hour’s drive east of Memphis. “My father was pretty lucky, relatively speaking,” said Merriweather in a 2022 interview at his home near San Antonio. “He worked at International Harvester, a pretty good job for a Black man back then. And my mother worked [as a domestic] for the same family until she was seventy-two years old. My dad died when I was fifteen. That happened to a lot of African American men from that generation. Heart attack, bleeding ulcers. Diet, pressures they worked under, pressures of the time. A lot of them went too early.”


The family of John Gipson, a center on the 1955 and 1956 Attucks teams, came from Mississippi, and he, like the Robertson boys, took summer visits back to the South. “I remember riding in a cotton wagon with an uncle who was several years older than me,” said Gipson during a 2022 interview at his Indianapolis home, “and I heard him say, ‘Man, there’s gotta be something better than this.’ I never forgot that.” Gipson’s mother died in childbirth when he was ten, and he and his sister were raised mostly by his aunt and uncle because his father traveled around looking for work as a cement finisher. “Life wasn’t easy up here,” says Gipson, “but, hey, we were all in the same boat, so we didn’t talk about it much.”


The family of Bill Scott, a guard on the 1955 team, came from Alabama to stay with his grandmother. Shortly after his mother arrived in Indy, she was raped and murdered after being dragged from a streetcar, and Scott spent the rest of his childhood living in a converted garage with his grandmother and an uncle who liked his liquor. Scott died at age sixty-one in 1998.


“Once in a while I think about how we came from all over the place,” said Bill Hampton, who had a three-mile walk to Attucks that he “gladly” made after his family arrived from Kentucky. “By chance we end up here. In this place. In Indianapolis. And what we all accomplished together.” He shakes his head. “Man, it really is kind of amazing.”
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The Robertsons set off for the North in 1942 from the small Dickson County town of Charlotte, picking a landing spot, as did most other migrating Black families, because a relative, sometimes even a distant-distant one, lived there. (Decades later a sign would be erected out on Highway 48 within the Charlotte limits, reading, “Oscar Robertson, Dickson County Native.”) In the case of the Robertsons, Bailey had an aunt and cousins in Indy, and he had briefly worked in the town during World War I. Think of how the basketball world could be different except for a touch of fate. Had there been a Robertson aunt in Chicago, perhaps Oscar would have ended up on the South Side at DuSable High, whose products include musician Nat King Cole, singer Dinah Washington, comedian Redd Foxx, and NBA player Maurice Cheeks, not to mention a spectacular high school basketball team you’ll hear about later. Had there been an uncle on the West Coast, the Robertsons might have followed the path that a family from Monroe, Louisiana, took to Oakland about the same time, and Oscar, a seminal guard, might have been a hoops legatee of Bill Russell, the seminal center four years his senior. Or it could have been Detroit or New York or Pittsburgh, other prominent destinations for those who packed hope and dreams, along with their clothes and fried chicken wrapped in wax paper, during the Great Migration.


But it was Indianapolis because Aunt Inez lived there. Their arrival came a decade and a half after the Indianapolis city council had adopted a resolution that made it unlawful for whites to establish residence “in a portion of the municipality inhabited principally by negroes” or for Negroes to establish residence in a “white community” except with the written consent of a majority of persons of the opposite race inhabiting the neighborhood. To a degree, they took an eight-hour journey north to end up back in the South.


The boys sustained themselves along the way with food Mazell had packed, eating on the bus because at most of the stops along Highway 31W in Tennessee and Kentucky, Blacks were not allowed in restaurants. But the same would have been true in many parts of Indiana, though they didn’t know that yet. It was no doubt with a sense of relief that mother and children arrived in Indy. But the ordeal was not over. Writes Oscar in The Big O,




My aunt’s house didn’t have a phone; that luxury was simply out of the question, so my mom had no way of communicating with my father in Indianapolis. When we arrived at the bus station, nobody was there to greet us, and we had no way of getting in touch with my dad. So my mom, my brothers, and I gathered up our belongings and walked 24 long blocks from the station near the old Claypool hotel, all the way to Aunt Inez’s house on the city’s west side. Dad answered the door surprised. He’d had no idea we were coming. I was four years old.





Oscar and his brothers were part of a wave. Between 1940 and 1950 Indianapolis’s Black population increased twice as fast as the overall population. It seems axiomatic that the journey to the North had to be made—the sacrifices of leaving behind a family and a “safe” life in the South notwithstanding—simply because so many millions made it. But renowned Hoosier-born historian Emma Lou Thornbrough, who taught for decades at Butler University, wrote in The Indianapolis Story: School Segregation and Desegregation in a Northern City that there were two minds about the advisability of the African American journey.




While one paper, the Indianapolis Recorder, welcomed them and insisted that their arrival was causing “neither residential or labor animosities,” the Freeman urged blacks to stay in the South, saying that while they might find greater political freedom and better schools in the North, their economic opportunities would be limited. Most alarming, in the opinion of this ordinarily accommodationist paper, was the prospect of growing residential restrictions. “We have learned to forego some rights that are common, because we know the price,” it asserted. “But we cannot give up our right to live where we choose.… Enforced grottoes [sic] will never sound good to the ears or appear well in history.”





That turned out to be prophetic.


At that tender age of four, new Indianapolis resident Oscar Palmer Robertson knew what he was leaving behind—acres of Tennessee paradise and grandparent love—but nothing of what lay ahead. A smart and sensitive boy, he found out quickly. “To be a poor man is hard,” wrote W. E. B. Du Bois in The Souls of Black Folk, “but to be a poor race in a land of dollars is the very bottom of hardships.”
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If you want a Hoosier historian’s eyes to glaze over, then start to recite this sentence: Indiana is either the… He or she will complete it for you. Indiana is either the most northern state in the South or the most southern state in the North. The fact that it has become a Hoosier chestnut doesn’t mean it isn’t true. Lanier Holt, an associate professor of communication at Ohio State University, has a colorful variation, describing Indiana as “the middle finger of the South thrust into the center of the Midwest.” Adds Holt, who earned his doctorate at Indiana University, “Indiana is a very strange state with a very strange history of race relations.”


The state’s first constitution in 1816 was, like many constitutions, swollen with high-mindedness at the same time that it kept Blacks from voting, as did a subsequent constitution ratified in 1856. During an 1843 lecture in Richmond, Indiana, a city that borders Ohio, abolitionist Frederick Douglass was egged and beaten; he was later attacked in Pendleton, another Indiana town. The Indiana Constitution of 1851 outright banned Negroes and mulattos from coming into the state and even discussed colonizing them in Africa, a “solution” recommended by the governor. One delegate opined the following about Blacks: “I would say, and I say it in all sincerity and without any hard feelings toward them, that it would be better to kill them off at once. If there is no other way to get rid of them. We have not yet come to that point with the blacks, but we know how the Puritans did with the Indians who were infinitely more magnanimous and less important than this colored race.”


Those who avidly defend Indiana’s checkered racial history as relatively benign cling to one indisputable fact: it was not a slave state and fought bravely for the Union in the Civil War. That 1816 constitution was uncompromising in its explicitness that there should be no slavery. An inscription on Monument Circle, a striking fixture of downtown Indianapolis that will later figure prominently in the Oscar Robertson–Crispus Attucks story, notes that 210,497 “Indiana volunteers” died in the war for the Union.


No one has written more eloquently about Indiana’s nuanced relationship with race than James H. Madison, a widely respected emeritus professor of history at Indiana University, and this is what he wrote about the mainstream Hoosier view of slavery in his 2014 book, Hoosiers: A New History of Indiana:




Few Hoosiers defended slavery. Many regarded it as a violation of the laws of God and man. A Fourth of July orator in Fort Wayne in 1835 pointed to “the gross inconsistency of styling ourselves the Friends of the rights of man, while we hold within our own borders millions of human beings in absolute and degrading servitude.” At the same time, few whites in pioneer Indiana proposed to interfere in the South’s peculiar institution. Even fewer proposed to alter the racial inequalities within Indiana.





Richard Pierce, a professor of history at Notre Dame, notes in his excellent book Polite Protest: The Political Economy of Race in Indianapolis, 1920–1970 that many Indiana whites were sanguine about the arrival of Blacks from the South. That’s because those African Americans tended not to upset norms at job sites in contrast to militant white Europeans, many of whom were union firebrands or even anarchists along the lines of Nicola Sacco and Bartolomeo Vanzetti, whose trial and eventual electrocution in 1927 roughly followed the construction and opening of Crispus Attucks High School.


There was a pragmatic side to the Hoosier rejection of slavery. “Yes, there was some sentiment about the morality of slavery, but it’s not like white pioneers in Indiana were all that eager to have African Americans as neighbors,” said Madison in a 2022 interview at his home in Bloomington. “Plus, most of the white pioneers were upland southerners who were not wealthy enough to own slaves. They referred to ‘slave labor’ as ‘free labor.’ That was competition for them.”


As far as Indiana’s history of educating (or not educating) African Americans, tortuous doesn’t begin to describe it. Though an article in the first state constitution provided that a system of public education should be open to all, Blacks found perpetual roadblocks through the twentieth century. In the 1850s the Indiana Supreme Court ruled that attendance in public schools should be limited to white students even if Blacks wanted to pay their own tuition (as was sometimes the custom back then), explaining that Blacks were barred not because they “did not need education, nor because their wealth was such as to render aid undesirable, but because black children were deemed unfit associates of whites, as school companions.”


In what should be looked at as a kind of political mantra, custom, not law, prevailed in Indiana, a kind of quieter racism. Hoosiers1 considered themselves rural and didn’t flinch when their capital was referred to as “Indy-No-Place.” Its leaders rarely spoke out publicly in the manner of, say, James K. Vardaman, the governor of Mississippi from 1904 to 1908, who famously pronounced, “If it is necessary every Negro in the state will be lynched; it will be done to maintain white supremacy.” Vardaman also fought resolutely against public schooling for Blacks. “The only effect of negro education,” he wrote, “is to spoil a good field hand and make an insolent cook.” Pity he’s not around to weigh in on critical race theory. (Despite repeated calls for its renaming, Vardaman Hall, an administrative building, still stands on the Ole Miss campus.)


Indiana was a place where the desire of the white population for racial separateness was in large part uttered quietly, the Hoosier love affair with the Ku Klux Klan notwithstanding (see Chapter 8, and, granted, that is a major notwithstanding). Pro-white institutions did their work quietly, too, through real estate redlining, decades of all-Caucasian school board slates, and patronizing “Colored Folk” sections of newspapers.


This racial blindness can be capsulized in the person of Thomas Riley Marshall, Indiana’s governor from 1909 to 1913 and later vice president under Woodrow Wilson. Marshall, labeled a progressive for his time, did issue a moratorium on the sterilizations being conducted throughout Indiana under the faux science of eugenics. That undid a 1907 law signed by the previous governor, Frank Hanly, that “provided for the involuntary sterilization of confirmed criminals, idiots, imbeciles, and rapists.” (Eugenics, which varied from state to state, did not explicitly mention the sterilization of Blacks but, not surprisingly, was carried out disproportionately on poor and minority populations.) Marshall was a man given to righteous proclamations about race but was congenitally opposed to confrontation and therefore disinclined to make real change. Madison refers to Marshall as “a liberal with the brakes on.”


The Robertson family found a lot of that when it came to Indiana in the early 1940s. And to a large extent, the brakes stayed on.


Footnote


1 One wades into the etymological quagmire of Hoosier with much trepidation. It is a maze with no exit. An entire wall at the Indiana Historical Society in Indianapolis is devoted to the name, which shows up as early as 1855 as a term to describe Indianans. Do the research, but Madison says he’s always liked James Whitcomb Riley’s story that early settlers often had vicious brawls, after which a passerby would spot a dislodged organ on the floor and ask, “Whose ear?”















CHAPTER TWO



Attucks Has a Zebra Problem




“Those hoods didn’t mean anything to us.”




Oscar Robertson’s sophomore season at Crispus Attucks did not begin in 1953 with a herald of trumpets, for these were not the days of LeBron James and Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) ball and national rankings for high school teams. Now, it is undeniable that coach Ray Crowe thought more of Oscar as a player than Oscar thought Crowe thought of him. Oscar writes in his autobiography that he was surprised and elated when he found out that he survived the final cut of “Ray the Razor,” who had earned that sobriquet around the halls of Attucks because he had to cut so many players. “I walked home in a daze and about burst with pride when I told Bill Swatts, my friend,” he wrote. But there is no evidence that Crowe even considered cutting him. Crowe had seen Oscar’s talents with his own eyes and had gotten glowing reports from Oscar’s junior high coach, Tom Sleet, a wholly reliable source revered by the Attucks players to whom he taught the game.


But perhaps Crowe was reticent to invest too much hope in the sophomore. Oscar’s older brother Flap had eventually become one of Crowe’s mainstays, but it had taken a while, and the coach was never pleased with big brother’s gift of gab.


It’s also possible that Oscar’s all-around versatility worked against him at the outset of his relationship with Crowe. He was tall at 6′3″, but not overwhelmingly so, therefore clearly not a center. Oscar could handle the ball but wasn’t overtly flashy in the manner of Attucks’s graduated star Hallie Bryant. Plus, it seemed as if the quiet kid liked rebounding. Was he a guard or a forward?


How wonderful it would be if we had the power to see people not as they are at the moment but as what they will become. Emily Dickinson passes away as a lonely spinster, mysterious to even her closest friends, considered not much more than an odd duck by the townspeople in Amherst, Massachusetts. But not long after she dies, her sister excavates a couple thousand of her poems, and next thing anyone knows, Emily Dickinson is the Belle of Amherst, a genius in the poetic pantheon beside Walt Whitman and Ralph Waldo Emerson—where she remains.


So, look again at Oscar, the sophomore, an unlikely agent of chaos. In just six months he would become the Kid with Potential to Be the Next Great Thing. By the following year Oscar was the It Kid of Indiana basketball; the year after that he was Maybe the Best Ever, the leader of a team known well beyond the state of Indiana, a team that broke barriers and went undefeated in his senior year. And a couple years after that, a photographer snapped Oscar in action for the University of Cincinnati against Kansas State, and he became something else again. The image caught him in midair, both feet far off the ground as if he had sprung from a trampoline, legs splayed in a get-the-hell-out-of-the-way posture, his hands holding the ball in a viselike grip, teammates and opponents standing around and ogling him, like they had just come upon the David on its perch in the Galleria dell’Accademia in Florence. Oscar was officially immortal.


But at the first practice in 1953, he was just Little Flap, another Attucks candidate who hopped to it when the Razor blew his whistle. It’s impossible to know at this point whether Crowe planned to start Oscar right away because there were extenuating circumstances before his varsity debut. The sophomore had decided to take a crosstown bus to his first game, which was to be played at Arsenal Technical High School on the east side of Indianapolis. The opponent was Fort Wayne North Side. So, welcome to the world of Attucks basketball in the 1950s, where a home game was never at home.


The Attucks gym, see, was small—hardly a gym at all. Crowe had his teams run at the beginning of practice, and getting the work in required fifty laps around the gym. Attucks had last hosted a game in the late 1940s; in the early days of the school, when there was no gym at all, the Tigers had occasionally played games in the school auditorium, and, yes, you could fall off the stage, a most emphatic out of bounds. The Tigers were eternal vagabonds. Other Indiana high school teams played in virtual palaces—when Muncie Fieldhouse opened in 1928, it had a larger capacity than gyms at Indiana University and Purdue, and massive arenas were built in Vincennes, Michigan City, and Elkhart to fit the desires of the mad-for-high-school-basketball citizenry—but Attucks was constructed in second-class fashion. Used and out-of-date textbooks, hand-me-down uniforms, bargain-basement facilities—those were a way of life at Attucks. The hardest-working man in Indianapolis at that time was Alonzo Watford, the Attucks athletic director and scheduler charged with keeping the plates spinning.


Anyway, Oscar’s bus to his first game got caught in traffic, as city buses tend to do, and then, near his stop, “some dude pulled a knife on me,” he recounts in his autobiography. Why? “Just life on the streets.” He arrived at the gym before tip-off, but still a little late, and began his high school career on the bench. For three minutes. Crowe then put him on the floor as a forward, and over the next three seasons he rarely came off unless Attucks was far ahead and Crowe was pushing the mercy button (or Oscar got into foul trouble, which happened way too frequently when he was an upperclassman). Attucks beat Fort Wayne North easily. Oscar scored fifteen points and committed four personal fouls, and the next day’s Indianapolis Star reported that he demonstrated “poise unexpected of a sophomore.” He always did.


The Attucks mainstay was expected to be guard William Mason, who had inherited the No. 34 jersey of Hallie Bryant, Indiana’s 1953 Mr. Basketball. In fact, one of the few stories that Oscar kept in his scrapbook from the 1953–1954 season was a preseason piece about Attucks headlined “Tiger Teeth Sharp Even Without Stars.” The only current player mentioned in the story was Mason.


Ray Crowe was beginning his fourth season as the Attucks head coach in Oscar’s sophomore season. He and wife Betty were a powerful team at Attucks. In The Ray Crowe Story, a 1992 biography written by Kerry Marshall, Betty recalls many an afternoon when team members would be at the Crowe house taking a pregame nap. “I used to call them wall-to-wall carpet because they’d all stretch out on the living room,” Betty told Marshall, “and I’d have to step between all of those long legs to get around the house.” (Betty Ewing Crowe was Crowe’s second wife, a charming Attucks Class of 1948 graduate, sixteen years his junior and not much older than his players.) Bill Hampton, a starting guard on the 1954–1955 team, remembered those days fondly in a 2022 interview. “We would go to Mr. Crowe’s house,” he said, “and Betty would feed us. It was like she was your family.”


Ray never let the relationship between himself and his players get quite that cozy. He was very much their coach, very much in charge, more avuncular in manner than friendly. Attucks players were assigned to his homeroom, so every morning they saw Crowe’s face and heard his lectures about staying on top of their academics. Crowe was also a respected math and physical education teacher, which meant something in those days. “Teachers occupied a unique position in the black community as symbols of its potential,” writes Richard Pierce in Polite Protest, “and they were important members of the educated middle class.” That was particularly true at Attucks, which through the years remained as proud of its faculty as of its athletic teams.


Crowe had gotten into education after realizing that his postcollege job at International Harvester, a major Indianapolis employer, wasn’t taking him anywhere, a story familiar to Black Americans. He had started as a sweeper and moved to crane operator, but his mind had been trained for other things. So when a friend told him about a teaching opportunity at School 17—Black administrators in the Indianapolis system were always on the lookout for Black college grads to teach—he applied, got the job, and accepted it despite a pay cut. He did his student teaching at Attucks, and in a flipped-script scenario, Crowe at first had to feel his way among the Black population. Bob Collins, a columnist at the Indianapolis Star who became a Crowe confidante, remembered a surprising conversation with him later in life. Crowe “said the first day he walked into Attucks he was scared to death,” Collins related in an oral history conducted by the Indiana Historical Society. “He said he never knew there were that many Black people in the world.”


Crowe’s background explains that. He grew up in the appropriately named Whiteland, Indiana, a farming community near the larger town of Franklin, twenty miles south of Indianapolis. He was the second of ten children born to Morten and Tommie Ann Crowe, who were tenant farmers. Ray always said that the Crowes were the only Black family in Whiteland, a ten-minute drive north from Greenwood where the United Klans of America was headquartered as late as the 1970s.1


In The Ray Crowe Story, Crowe tells Marshall that he knew most of the people in Whiteland and Franklin who “paraded around” in hoods. “We worked side by side with them in the fields during harvest and then had a big celebration meal with them when harvest was over,” Crowe told Marshall. “Those hoods didn’t mean anything to us. We were just another farm family trying to get by like everyone else.”


Those sentiments largely summarize Crowe’s feelings about race. Over the years and up until his death in 2003 at age eighty-eight, he never talked much about racial incidents that affected him personally. Surely there were many, but he mentioned only a few. He had to sit in the colored section of the Franklin movie theater. His family didn’t even consider going to most of the town’s restaurants. During his days at Indiana Central (now the University of Indianapolis), a player from Hanover College called him a racial epithet, but his teammates quickly came to his defense, and the Hanover president later called to apologize. On one other occasion the Indiana Central team was refused service at a restaurant in southern Indiana, so the coach, Harry Good, gathered up the team, and they ate somewhere else.


Throughout his seven years as Attucks’s coach—through endless trips necessitated by an inadequate home gymnasium; through meals that had to be eaten on those buses because restaurants would not open their doors to Blacks; through horrendous, race-based officiating; through comments, veiled and otherwise, that Attucks was successful only because it had superior athletes—Ray Crowe mostly held his tongue. Mostly. We shall see those rare exceptions.


Ray had been a star athlete, but his younger brother, George, was in a different galaxy as one of the greatest athletes in Indiana history. George was named Indiana’s first-ever Mr. Basketball as a senior in 1939, a title that had become hagiographic by the time Oscar won it in 1956. That an African American received it in 1939 speaks to Crowe’s talent. George also starred in baseball and track at Indiana Central and after graduation would become a barnstorming basketball pro and, most famously, a major leaguer who played ten years with the Boston (then Milwaukee) Braves, the Cincinnati Reds, and the St. Louis Cardinals, mostly as a first baseman and pinch hitter. When Ray was hired as Attucks’s head coach in 1950, the story warranted three paragraphs in the Indianapolis Star and noted early that he was the older brother of George Crowe.


In the long run, however, Ray was not swallowed up by the exploits of his younger brother. Ray was a strong and tough competitor who impressed his young charges at Attucks by running up a wall and dunking. He told Phillip Hoose, who wrote Attucks! Oscar Robertson and the Basketball Team That Awakened a City, that he learned to play the game in a barn and a hayloft, a very Caucasian-like path to Hoosier hoops glory. At Indiana Central, Ray was a tough and smart guard for the basketball team in the winter; in track, he ran the 100 and 220 and also competed in the low hurdles and shot put. He was a combination of speed and strength, a coiled force.


And while George was making a name in the big leagues, Ray was becoming one of the most famous basketball coaches in a state that reveres its coaches. Those three paragraphs in a local paper had turned into a certified national story when Crowe hung it up after the 1956–1957 season with 179 wins and two state championships. (That said, Crowe never really got his due as a coach—another story for later.) Crowe commanded respect with a tough-but-fair demeanor and a way of getting along with everyone, a man comfortable in both the boardroom—he would later serve as an Indiana state representative, an Indianapolis city councilman, and director of the Indianapolis Parks Department—and the locker room.


But the jury was still out on his coaching as he entered the 1953–1954 season. It’s essential to remember that Indiana high school basketball coaches back then belonged to something like the philosopher class in ancient Greece. For a half century they had been revered as geniuses, molders of men, pillars of small communities. And they were all white. Black head coaches were still a novelty in the 1950s, and certainly no Black coach would have been chosen to lead an integrated school.


Just as another Hoosier named John Wooden would later live by his “Pyramid of Success,” Crowe had his guiding principles, which were nothing if not high-minded. Here they are as he laid them out:




Right will prevail.


Be right without fear. Unfair victory is bittersweet.


No team can beat you if you are right (you’re at your best when you are right).


No team can beat you if it is wrong.


No team can beat you at your best; right is unbeatable.





Crowe wrote an article for a local newspaper about team building that demonstrated the classic “Attucks Attitude” about discipline and comportment, constant themes of lectures, both wanted and unwanted, by Russell Lane, the school’s no-nonsense principal, who ruled from 1930 to 1957. Lane lived in fear of an incident involving his students or athletes that would provide oxygen to the argument that African Americans were by nature violent. As Lane stood in the Attucks doorway each morning waving a watch—“Two minutes! Two minutes!”—almost his every act as principal was designed to keep order. There were occasions when Lane drove Crowe to distraction, and there were other occasions when Crowe sounded like Lane.


At the same time, Crowe was beginning to get comfortable enough to speak out on an issue that had dogged him since he got the job in 1950: biased officiating. It was indeed a plague upon Indiana basketball. Granted, nothing is more predictable in sports than opponents evaluating officials’ calls in different ways, but there is substantial evidence that white officials, as a class, were not to be trusted to rule fairly in games involving Black teams.


Biased officiating was a recurring theme for Collins of the Star, who over the years would become Attucks’s biggest cheerleader. He attended several officiating meetings and came away with the opinion that “when Attucks started getting good some of these guys were absolute bigots.” Added Collins in an oral history before his death in 1995, “One of them said, ‘Let me tell you something. A minute to play, once that black hand comes around that white hand and slaps the ball away? You’re gonna call a foul on the black player.’”


Race-biased officiating remained a problem at all levels of basketball for a long, long time, and who can say it’s been eradicated? But in the 1950s, as the game was transitioning to a faster-paced, vertical one, white officials most assuredly could not help but make calls based upon their own basketball upbringing. That was true even in the NBA, which began to change for the better when it worked substantial numbers of Black officials into its ranks. (NBA refs are about equally divided by race these days.)


The answer back in the 1950s, of course, would have been to hire more Black officials. They were—excuse the phrase—in the minority, but they were out there. In Indiana and other places, however, there was a resistance to putting Blacks in power, another illustration of the sub rosa racism that prevailed at the time.


Bernard McPeak, a highly qualified Black referee who had officiated games in Pennsylvania for fifteen years and had even worked state championships, applied for membership in the Indiana Officials Association (IOA) in the early 1950s, around the time that officiating outrages were beginning to get talked about publicly. McPeak’s application was denied by a 40–7 vote. The organization’s president, Clayton Nichols, a McPeak supporter, was candid and bitter when asked why the vote went that way: “It was because of his color.” In other words, Nichols screwed up and told the truth.


In reaction, the front-page headline in the Indianapolis Recorder screamed, “Referees’ Prejudice Exposed by Official of Association!” In a sidebar story, the Recorder asked another official it considered to be fair about the vote, and he supported denying McPeak. His reasoning? Black officials would be ineffective because “the crowd would be against them.” That crystallizes so many decisions, even today: We can’t do the right thing because it will cause too much upheaval, so let’s keep doing the wrong thing.


The McPeak vote happened three days before Attucks’s final game of the 1952–1953 season, which was also the final game for Attucks immortals Hallie Bryant and Flap Robertson. That formidable twosome was two seasons removed from what had been dubbed the Miracle of 1950–1951, Crowe’s first season, when Attucks made it all the way to the state’s final four before losing. The key game along the way was its heart-pounding 80–79 victory over Anderson High, a storied Hoosier high school power, in the regional final on March 3, 1951. With little brother Oscar at home watching on TV, Flap had come off the bench to hit a jump shot from the corner with seconds to go for the victory, probably the second-most famous shot in Indiana high school history. (The first was soon to come, and Attucks would much rather talk about the Flap shot.)


Anyway, having won the sectional and the regional, Crowe’s 1952–1953 Attucks squad was in the Sweet Sixteen, what Indiana called the “semi-states,” against Shelbyville, which decided to use an age-old ploy: slow the game down. The score was tied 44–44 with less than a minute left and Attucks with possession. It was Bryant’s game to win. He killed time with a dribble, then drove hard toward the basket, elevated, and shot what appeared to be a wide-open layup before he was knocked to the floor by two Shelbyville players converging from each side. The shot didn’t go down, but the whistle blew.


Two free throws were coming, and Bryant was a deadly shooter.


But wait.


Referee Stan Dubis pointed toward Hallie. Instead of Hallie being fouled, Dubis had called a foul on Bryant for charging. Two shots for Shelbyville’s Jim Plymate. Good on both. Shelbyville wins 46–44.


One account of the game said that the whistle came so late that Attucks’s Winford O’Neal had tipped in Bryant’s shot, and the Attucks fans had begun to celebrate that basket.


For the Recorder it was almost too much to endure, the officiating representing just one example of the racial climate that existed in Indianapolis. The outrage was best expressed by a Recorder writer named Charles S. Preston. A few days after the Shelbyville call, he wrote, “Many Negro young people and others who are trying to believe in the democratic America were asking this week: Is it always going to be true that officials will take the close games away from Attucks, the close fights away from Negro boxers? Has a person with a dark skin got a chance for fair play?”


The call sparked so much outrage that the IOA felt compelled to publicly back Dubis and state that it promoted fair-minded officiating “regardless of race, color or creed.” The criticism, it should be noted, came not just from the Black newspaper in Indianapolis. “Such deplorable refereeing calls into question the very integrity of the tournament,” wrote the reporter covering the game for the Versailles Republican.


Bryant was devastated by the call and said at the time, “This will be with me for the rest of my life.” He knew that Black players were much more likely than others to get bad calls from white refs. Black athletes frequently just looked like they were doing something that demanded a whistle. During a game in the 1951–1952 season, Willie Gardner had already fouled out when he heard the referee call a foul on No. 13. “I’m right here,” said Gardner, standing up from the bench and raising his hand.


Under pressure, the IOA rescinded its veto of McPeak a few months after the end of the 1952–1953 season. But Crowe, who himself refereed from time to time, was not necessarily happy when he saw McPeak at the scorers’ table. “He was bending over backwards so it wouldn’t look like he was giving us any breaks,” Crowe said later. “He was killing us.”
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It was during these early Crowe years that the on-campus Butler University Fieldhouse (later named Hinkle Fieldhouse) became the de facto home court for Attucks. And what a home court it was. At the time it was built in 1928, it was the largest basketball arena in the country with a seating capacity of fifteen thousand—a couple thousand more if you squeezed. Attucks had become such crowd pleasers, and the hassle of constantly rearranged games was causing such confusion—where is Attucks playing tonight?—that the idea of a permanent home gym was logical. Hoose reports in Attucks! that athletic director Watford paid $300 to rent the fieldhouse, and no one knew if it would be a good move. But in Attucks’s first game at Butler, the athletic marvel Gardner put on an aerial show, Hallie Bryant scored forty-two points, and the template was set: Butler would become Attucks’s own little entertainment palace, much like the famous Harlem Rens had played in the Renaissance Ballroom and Casino on 138th Street back in the 1920s and 1930s.


The move to Butler also brought Attucks more into the mainstream for those who thought of the Tigers as a carnival act—or something worse. “We showed them we didn’t have tails,” Oscar said during a podcast with the Indianapolis Basketball Hall of Fame. “That was a myth for a long time, that Black people grew tails at midnight.” Inevitably, though, Newton’s laws of cultural physics kicked in: there was a reverse reaction. As Attucks grew more and more successful at Butler into and through the postseason—Butler was the principal arena for the state tournament—the reasons they played there started to get forgotten. The thinking became Oh, Attucks is getting an unfair advantage because Butler is their home court. That conveniently ignored the fact that Attucks had been, first, forced to play there by its inadequate gymnasium and, second, asked to play there because the Tigers were such a popular attraction that both teams made money on an Attucks game.
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