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Author’s Note



Anything that is almost 120 years old is going to have an intriguing history, especially something as vital and exciting as Kansas Jayhawks basketball. Arguably the best college program of all time—KU’s rich history and tradition are second to none—Kansas’s players, coaches and fans have long cherished the tradition of winning basketball started so many years ago by coaches William Hamilton and Forrest C. “Phog” Allen.

It is from that tradition this book was started, but it evolved into a different format, something better than what I had originally intended. Many of the KU basketball stories have been rehashed several times, and I wanted to find and share as many new accounts or recollections as I could. After interviewing more than 20 former Jayhawk players and coaches who were part of the program from 1943 to the present, I felt a personal book, told from the players’ and coaches’ points of view, was more appropriate than simply rewriting their recollections and stories about KU basketball.

This is really their book, then, the men I talked with about their time as KU basketball players or coaches. There are other little tidbits and KU stories placed throughout the book, but most of the text is taken from my interviews. The remaining items, unless otherwise noted, are from KU press conferences, the Kansas City Star, the Lawrence Journal-World, Topeka Capital-Journal, Sports Illustrated, Phog Allen by Blair Kerkhoff, Wilt by Wilt Chamberlain and David Shaw, numerous online sources, and the University of Kansas Archives.


Foreword



by Bud Stallworth

1972 All-American at the University of Kansas

In the summer of 1967, I was fortunate enough to have my parents send me to the University of Kansas Midwestern Music and Arts Camp to improve and enhance my trumpet playing. Little did I know or suspect that my trip to Lawrence, Kansas, would be a major event and greatly alter the path I had originally chosen for my life.

While at the camp, I also snuck in a little time on the basketball court. I had the opportunity to play against several Jayhawks players, including Jo Jo White, Roger Bohnenstiehl, Ron Franz, Vernon Vanoy, and Richard Bradshaw. I must have done pretty well in the pickup games, because Jo Jo thought I could play and quickly told KU coach Ted Owens about me. In no time at all, my counselor at the music camp got a phone call.

“There’s a guy calling up here named Ted Owens,” the counselor said to me. “He’s looking for you.” I thought I was in trouble.

“I didn’t do it,” I said. “I didn’t trash the guy’s room out.”

“No, this guy’s the head basketball coach here at the University of Kansas, and he wants you to give him a call.” Funny thing, the counselor never did follow up about the trashed-out room.

So I called the coach back.
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Bud Stallworth (Lawrence Journal-World)

“You know, some of my players have been coming over here talking about you,” Coach Owens said, “and we’ve never heard of you. They think you can play at KU, and we’d like to know whether or not you have any interest in our program.”

Talking about playing at KU was great, but I had to take care of more important business first.

“Well, Coach,” I said, “don’t tell my parents about me playing basketball. I’m here to improve my musical skills, and I’m taking a chance playing basketball. I might get hit in the mouth or something, and then I’d really be in a mess.”

Coach Owens assured me I wouldn’t get in trouble.

“Why don’t we talk to your parents,” he said, “and maybe we can offer you a full scholarship to come out here and play basketball. Would they agree to something like that?”

“Sounds good to me.” The prospect of playing basketball at KU was exciting, and after talking it over with my parents, I eventually told Coach Owens I’d become a Jayhawk.

And that was the beginning of my involvement with the University of Kansas basketball program.

I went home to Hartselle, Alabama, and had an excellent season my senior year in high school. I had offers from a lot of other schools, but I never wavered over my commitment to KU. One of the things that I really liked about the University of Kansas was its rich basketball tradition, as well as its academic opportunities. My parents were educators, and they definitely wanted me to go to a school that would provide the necessary tools to go on and make a difference in life and not to a place that prepared me for nothing more than the life of a professional athlete. KU was that place.

I think I must have been one of the easier recruits that they ever had at KU. One of the things I wanted was a chance to play for a national championship. At that time, UCLA was winning all the national championships, but I did get the opportunity at KU to play against them in the Final Four in 1971.

The basketball tradition at KU was just what I thought it was going to be, and today it’s something that everybody in the country knows about. When you’re a part of a highly successful program, working hard and leaving your mark means so much more when you’re done.

A couple of years ago Bill Self became the eighth head coach in the history of KU’s basketball program. And he’s done a great job so far. With more than 100 years of basketball at the University of Kansas, he’s got tradition—a strong tradition—backing him up. Roy Williams was a great coach, and he made great contributions to KU. But basketball at Kansas is greater than any one person; basketball at KU will live on forever.

Tales from the Kansas Jayhawks Locker Room has many stories from Kansas basketball’s glorious past, including a few more from my career. Extremely talented coaches, players, dedicated students and fans have added much to the legacy of the Jayhawks through the years. I’m very proud to be a part of that tradition.

This book is a slam dunk as far as I’m concerned, and I hope you enjoy it as much I did.


CHAPTER 1

Under the “Phog”

Dr. Forrest C. Allen



He is remembered as “the Father of Basketball Coaching,” but to the University of Kansas, he was basketball. The outspoken, innovative Forrest C. “Phog” Allen coached at KU for 39 years (1907-09, 1919-56), winning 590 games against 219 losses. His many coaching accomplishments include winning or sharing 24 conference titles, spearheading the drive to include basketball in the Olympics, winning the 1952 NCAA championship, helping to found the National Basketball Coaches Association, and coaching 14 All-Americans. His 1922 and 1923 teams were retroactively named national champions by the Helms Foundation.

Phog was elected to the Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame in 1959.

Otto Schnellbacher (1942-43, 1945-48)

The “Double Threat from Sublette,” Schnellbacher was a standout performer at Kansas in both basketball and football. A strong six-foot-three forward on the hardwood, “Snelly” hailed from the small western Kansas town of Sublette and is one of just three athletes to serve as captain for KU’s football and basketball teams. He played on the great 1943 basketball team, which was undefeated in Big Six Conference play, and was an All-American in football in 1947. He scored 1,062 points in basketball for the Jayhawks.

I just thought Dr. Allen was a tremendous individual and coach. He talked about life as well as basketball. He talked about what we had to do when we got out of school—how to represent the University and how to conduct ourselves. He was a very compassionate man with his players, but he was also very firm and tough. He didn’t take anything except excellence as a major, but at the same time, you knew when he was chewing you out that he loved you. He was not a mean man, but he was a very firm individual. He had his principles, and you lived by them or you weren’t around. But all great coaches have that same ability. If you don’t obey the rules, you don’t survive.

He took care of us physically as well as mentally. He was very concerned about our health and our conduct, how we were doing in school. He made sure we were included; all the members of the teams were included—Roy Williams does the same thing—and you become a family. I really appreciated that because I was just a little ole boy from western Kansas. I had never been out of the state hardly, and suddenly, we’re traveling and going all over the country.

Charlie Hoag (1950-52)

Another stellar two-sport athlete, Hoag came to KU from Oak Park, Illinois. He played in 45 games, averaged 4.4 points per game for his career, played on KU’s 1952 national championship team, and was a member of the 1952 Olympic basketball team. A knee injury shortened his career in basketball and football.

Dr. Allen had experimental medical stuff. He recommended this machine for me when I hurt my knee. It was something revolutionary; I think it came from Europe or Germany, or something like that. I’m not even sure it was approved to be used in the United States. But he had me come over to his house—he had a little table and place in his basement—and I’d go over there and he tried to get my knee back in shape. The machine sent electricity through your legs in some way, and after he did it, it made the knee feel real good. For a while. But ultimately, he couldn’t do anything for it. The problem was the ligament holding my knee–there wasn’t anything there to keep it stable. So it didn’t work out. But he attempted to help, and we’d go downstairs, sort of secretively. He was hopeful to get me back ready to play some basketball, because they didn’t have a whole lot coming back for the 1952-53 season.

Clyde Lovellette (1949-52)

One of the Jayhawks’ greatest all-time players, Clyde Lovellette was one of the most dominating players in the country during his time at Kansas. He led the conference in scoring all three years he played (1950-52), was a two-time consensus All-American, led KU to the 1952 NCAA championship, and played on the 1952 Olympic team. Big Clyde played in 80 games for Kansas and finished his career with 1,979 points.

Coach Allen, to me, was a great psychologist. He could get you crying. He could get you mad. He could get you any way that he wanted to get you just by his tone of voice, by his mannerisms, by his eye contact. You had a father who could whip you with his eyes—Phog could do that. And on the other hand, you had a father who really loved you. He was going to make sure you knew what he said. And if you didn’t, he was going to make sure that you understood the consequences, in his tone of voice, his mannerism and his eye contact. Now, as far as a basketball strategist, he knew what he wanted to accomplish and thought he had the guys who could accomplish his objectives. His thought was—for my class—to win the national championship and go to the Olympics in 1952. And we did that. He brought in a nucleus of guys; we all stayed together, we all worked three or four years together, and we graduated together. We were a family. He brought the guys together who could live and work and have fun, with no bickering going on whatsoever. I can’t think of one time that the team ever got to the point of down times as far as a single player was concerned, like one guy getting the ball too much, or someone hogging the ball too much, or being babied by Phog.
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I thought that Phog was next to my dad, and to be next to my dad, you had to be pretty tall. Phog was one of the guys that I really loved. When people try to tell me different things about Phog, I say, “Please, I’ve got my own picture of Coach Allen, and I don’t want you to distort it by some innuendo or something that you thought, or something that somebody told you that is secondhand.’ Until I would see it personally, he was aces with me. And for four years and after being in pro ball, he was still top-drawer as far as I was concerned.
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Phog Allen and Clyde Lovellette (University of Kansas Archives)

He never lied to you. He told you the truth about anything that you wanted to find out about. If I was in trouble, he was the one who would tell me how to get out of trouble. He would tell me how to handle it when I owed somebody a bill. He would talk to me like a father. And he would chastise you, but it always had that love with it. You can be disciplined in the right way and you can be disciplined the wrong way. The wrong way is going to really hurt. The other way was the way he did it. You knew when you were wrong you were going to get it from Phog. He would chastise me just as well as he would chastise the number 13 player on the basketball team. He would send me to the dressing room just as quick as he would send the 13th ballplayer on our squad to the dressing room.

As far as Xs and Os, I’m not going to say he was the greatest basketball coach in the country at that time, because I didn’t know anybody else. But he knew basketball, and he knew how to get the best out of a ballplayer. And I think one of the biggest things a coach can do, regardless of his players’ talent level, is to get 100 percent or more out of those individuals. Do that, and you will be pretty successful.

Otto Schnellbacher

Coach Allen had control of us, and he knew where we were every minute. When I was a freshman, we had to scrimmage the varsity, and I had a good night against them. In fact, we beat the varsity in that scrimmage. Afterwards, I got a note to come in to see Coach Allen, and I thought, gosh, he’s going to tell me how great I was and all that. I got there and he asked me how school was going, and I told him fine, I was going to class and passing. He just stopped then and kind of looked at me.

“Otto,” he said, “you can do three things on this campus. You can play sports, go to school and chase women. You can do two of them well. Which two do you want to do well?” And I was thinking, “I’m not chasing any women.” Then I remembered that I’d had a fraternity coke date recently.

“I know the answer, Dr. Allen,” and I gave him the answer. He then asked me “Well, Miss Sweeder goes, doesn’t she?” And I said, “Who?” He said, “Miss Sweeder.” And I couldn’t even think of her name for a moment. Then I said, “Well, she’s gone.” And he said, “I want you to call her up and tell her.” I said, “I don’t have a phone number.” And he said, “Well, I do.”

So he got command of me pretty quick. That was my freshman year, and from then on, the girls were gone.

[image: image]

I came to KU on a basketball scholarship, which included books and tuition. I did not intend to play football. I joined a fraternity because I could work in the fraternity at the tables, and I also got my room and board there. I could work at the KU job and make enough money to survive. I was working at the stadium, but then the stadium manager came to me and told me he had to fire me because I had a football job. So I went to see Dr. Allen. He said, “Go out for football.” That was the simple solution. That night I checked in and got a football uniform.

Charlie Hoag

Coach Allen didn’t like Eastern basketball. He called them a bunch of alley ball players, and he thought they were crooked. We played St. Joe and St. John’s the same year in the one trip back east. And of course we played St. John’s in that championship game in 1952. It wasn’t quite that bad. But they were pretty rough. You came out of a game with St. John’s knowing they knocked you around, or tried to. It was a different game, and Coach Allen didn’t like the way they played. Of course, they didn’t like Phog Allen back in New York City. But I’ll tell you one thing, he drew a crowd. When we landed, the reporters were all there to interview Phog Allen.

[image: image]

Dr. Allen was so outspoken. Everything was black and white with Phog. He either loved you or he hated you. And they didn’t like Phog Allen back in the East. He didn’t like the atmosphere, things that went on. We played a game against St. Joe, in Philadelphia, and they used to call a game different back in the East. Of course, we didn’t know that. That was my first trip back there. I mean, they grabbed you, tripped you. This was in the first half. We were having a hell of a time with St. Joe, who was pretty good. It was really a rough game—they just played a different brand of basketball. At halftime, I remember Phog bringing us in and yelling at us and saying, “God dang it! Don’t let those guys do those things to you. You’re going to have to do the same thing to them that they are doing to you.” And I mean, tripping and grabbing and running under them. Somebody ran under Clyde and he came down on his back, and I thought the guy was dead. Phog got us to understand. So we got up, went out and started knocking them around. Not knocking them, but, you know, standing up to them. We ended up beating them.

Kansas State Rejection

Phog Allen in purple instead of the crimson and blue?

While employed at Warrensburg (Missouri) Teachers College in 1915, Dr. Allen applied for the vacant athletic director position at Kansas State. For unknown reasons, the K-State administrators passed on Allen and gave the job to C. G. Clevenger.

“[It] was the first time I didn’t get a job I applied for,” Allen said later. “Since then, whenever we play K-State, I try to prove to them that I might have been a success.”

Phog’s all-time record at KU against K-State was a success—73 wins, 26 losses.

The Tragic Death of Harry Kersenbrock

Phog Allen was usually at the forefront of innovation, and in the summer of 1928, the great coach was getting ready to introduce the first big man to major college basketball. Harry Kersenbrock was that player, a seven-foot, 218 pounder from Crete, Nebraska. Unwanted at the University of Nebraska, Kersenbrock had enrolled at tiny Doane College. Allen heard about Kersenbrock, and after the two met at a KU-Nebraska game in Lincoln, the big man decided to come to Kansas.

Throughout his first year at Kansas, Kersenbrock led the freshman team to many victories against the varsity squad. Allen had great plans for Kersenbrock—Phog was going to revolutionize the game with the seven-footer. Kersenbrock averaged more than 10 field goals a game for the freshman basketball team, and he seemed to be developing into the dominating player that Allen envisioned. Not satisfied with basketball alone, Kersenbrock was also planning to play football for the Jayhawks. KU football coach Bill Hargiss was developing a new passing game by throwing high passes that only Kersenbrock would be able to catch. It looked like the university had double-sport star.

And then Kersenbrock was gone.

On June 28, 1928, Kersenbrock was canoeing with a friend on the Blue River in Nebraska. When the canoe capsized, his friend tried to save Kersenbrock, but the big seven-footer disappeared under the water. His body was found an hour later. It was said that Kersenbrock could not swim, but water was not found in his lungs. His family believed he died from either a heart attack or stroke.

Kersenbrock’s death devastated Allen. It also left him without the nucleus of his upcoming team, and it showed on the court. The Jayhawks finished with a record of 3-15 in 1928-29, the worst in the history of the school.

B. H. Born (1951-54)

The slender center from Medicine Lodge, Kansas, stepped out of Clyde Lovellette’s shadow in 1953 and led the Jayhawks back to the NCAA championship game. Born was the ’53 tournament’s Most Outstanding Player, even though KU lost to Indiana in the final. A first-team All-American in 1953, he also led the Jayhawks to a share of the Big Seven Conference title in 1954. Born played in 73 games and scored 918 points for Kansas.

Phog wouldn’t go to Madison Square Garden. He thought the Garden was a bunch of jam orders and promoters. But one of my goals as a high school student was to play in Madison Square Garden. In those days, that was the really in thing to do. And, of course, I got to Kansas and Phog wouldn’t have anything to do with the Garden. But then we won the NCAA in 1952 and had the Olympics playoff in New York with Peoria, the AAU team. We got to the Garden, and the Rangers were going to be playing there the next night. So they put the court down, and they put it on top of the ice. It wasn’t very well insulated at that Garden. We were there the day after the circus had been there for a week. And my God, I don’t know if you’ve ever tripped over elephant crap, but it was all over the place. They hadn’t bothered to clean it up, and boy did it stink. And they had little light bulbs, like something Thomas Edison had hung up there—this is the old Garden now—those lights had only a half-block between them, so you were in the dark most of the time. Went in the dressing room, except they really didn’t have dressing rooms, they just had rooms where they had storage stuff. We went in where all these mats were stored and we had to actually dress in the hotel.

I didn’t hardly get to play in the game, because Clyde was in there. And then Clyde booted it, and then Caterpillar won the game in the final minutes. He missed a setup that would have won it for us.

[image: image]

Coach Allen smoked, but he didn’t want anybody to know he smoked. Larry Davenport and I were supposed to meet him for some tickets at the Olympics in 1952. We saw him standing where we were supposed to meet him, and he was smoking. We didn’t ever want to embarrass him, so we decided to let him finish that cigarette and then we’d get the tickets. Just as he finished it, he lit up another one. Now we were going to be late. And if you’re going to be late when you’re around Phog, you’re in real trouble. So I said, “Come on. Let’s go on up there.”

Phog put the cigarette behind him. He held the cigarette in his left hand, and the tickets were in the left-hand pocket of his coat. He couldn’t reach in and get the tickets with his right hand in his left-hand pocket. What does he do? He kind of stumbles and points over to something, and finally he snakes those two tickets out.

“By the way,” he said then, “I want to give you a lecture on being late. You know, I’ve been standing here waiting for you boys to get here. Remember, promptness is like godliness.” And he went through that whole bit. We finally got the tickets, but while he was saying this the smoke was curling up around his ears and behind his back.
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B.H. Born, Phog Allen and Al Kelley (University of Kansas Archives)

Twelve-Foot Baskets

For the better part of his career, Phog Allen was convinced that the baskets used in college-level games should be raised from 10 feet to 12 feet. His theory was simple: higher baskets would neutralize tall players. His detractors were many and other supporters for the change virtually nonexistent.

At the start of the 1934-35 season, Allen’s Jayhawks played a couple of games with 12-foot goals—which counted—against K-State. In addition to the higher goals, each basket was worth three points, and instead of two feet from the baseline, each goal was placed six feet from the baseline. The teams split the two games, K-State winning in Lawrence and KU winning in Manhattan. If anything, the two games were a convincing argument to keep the baskets at 10 feet. James Naismith watched the 12-foot action in Lawrence and didn’t like the changes.

Still, Phog remained determined to get the baskets raised, and he continued his crusade well into his retirement years.

“The 12-foot basket is coming as sure as death and taxes,” Allen wrote in 1949.

Clyde Lovellette

In practice, I knew I wanted to punish [B. H.] Born, and I knew I was playing hard against him. And I just made up mind that I didn’t care how big you were, if you’re going to go to take my place, then you better come and bring your lunch, because it’s going to be an all-day job. I wanted to make a statement. And I think I made the statement, but one time I did too much and knocked him down.

Phog said, “I can’t have that,” and he sent me to the dressing room.
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I could not understand why they forced him out as coach, because the man was in good shape. He hadn’t lost his mind. He’d just recruited one of the biggest guys out of the East. I think Wilt Chamberlain would have stayed there for four years if Phog was still at the helm. And I believe that we could have won more national championships with Wilt if he was there. I thought it was terrible, a mandatory retirement. If a guy is in good shape and he can produce in your company, then why would you want to get rid of him? We talked about it. He was really down in the dumps about it. He thought he had a top squad coming in and he did. And then doing him like that after everything he had done for Kansas, and everything he’d done for the university. I could not figure out why the university didn’t fight hard for him.

No More Booing?

In the summer of 1951, Phog Allen announced that the University of Kansas was going to start an extensive campaign to stop booing at KU’s sporting events.

“To boo players in any sort of an athletic contest is morally wrong,” Allen said. “It’s time for somebody to take steps against it.” Phog further explained his plan and feelings in the February, 1952 issue of Household Magazine:

“The boo is the twin brother to the Bronx cheer which emanates from the professional fight and wrestling rings. It has no place in high school or college sports. By indulging in this rowdy procedure, we have driven some of our best referees out of the business. It’s surprising that some high schools and some colleges still have as many competent officials to work their games as they have.

“At the University of Kansas we are doing our best to replace boos with cheering. When a game is over, our players get together and give 15 rahs for the visiting team, win or lose.… Our coaches and players try mightily to keep our seats and not to act like bench jockeys. We have tried to build a shrine against rowdyism to the memory of Dr. James Naismith, the inventor of basketball, who worked at KU throughout his long lifetime.”

KU lettermen were supposedly going to teach the student body how to enjoy sports without booing the players. Allen felt the influence of varsity lettermen would steady rowdy students and effectively reduce—or eliminate—booing. Non-athletes, Allen noted, were usually the worst when it came to deriding athletes.

The “anti-boo” movement was a tribute to Dr. James Naismith and the value he placed on good sportsmanship.

Bob Billings (1956-59)

A western Kansas native, Bob Billings hailed from Russell and came to KU in the same class as Wilt Chamberlain. A member of the 1957 team that finished second in the nation, the five-foot-eleven guard had his most productive seasons in 1958 and 1959. Billings played in 65 games for the Jayhawks and scored 359 points.

Coach Allen was such a legendary figure at the time. We all just looked at him with reverence. He never let us down. He was a unique individual. You look at all the people who might have affected college basketball, you’d have to put him in the top two or three.
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I think Coach Allen was very, very disappointed he was forced to retire. I know that Wilt [Chamberlain] was particularly disappointed, because one of the reasons he came here was the opportunity to play under Coach Allen. Although, in the latter stages of Coach Allen’s coaching career, Dick Harp really did an awful lot of the on-court coaching. Coach Allen was only the emotional leader. Dick Harp did most of the technical things on the floor at practices. All of us were disappointed, because Coach Allen thought that they would let him at least coach Wilt as long as he was here.
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