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  Chapter 1


  THE EARLY YEARS

  1900-1945


  HUMBLE BEGINNINGS


  Seven years after John Naismith invented the game of basketball, the first recorded competition at the University of Arizona involved a group of students who gathered enough money to buy a ball. Their fun was short lived.


  Playing on a dirt court—and with a poorly made ball—the students’ game didn’t last long. The ball went flat.


  THE FIRST YEAR


  Hard to imagine, but it’s been more than 100 years since UA officially started its program. Now players from all over arrive on scholarships to play for UA and coach Lute Olson. That wasn’t the case in the first season, when only five students—that’s all you need—lettered in 1905.


  One guy was named Charlie Brown.


  “Back then nobody gave a damn about the sport,” said Tom Sanders, a longtime Arizona administrator and sports historian. “And you can assume the coaching was so rudimentary. Looking back, it was probably difficult to find people who wanted to play. It was still in the early stages of development.” In fact, Arizona basketball didn’t take off1—relatively speaking—until the 1920s.


  “It was pretty much just a glorified intramural sport,” said Jon Alquist, one of the most notable UA sports historians. “Even a recreational activity more than anything.”


  NICE FOOTBALL TEAM


  Viewing pictures of the old-time teams—Arizona in the early years—it would seem the photos were of undermanned football teams. The reason? Arizona played in old football uniforms.


  “If you look closely at those early photos,” Sanders said, “they’ve got football pants on. They didn’t get real shorts (basketball shorts) until 1920 or so. Arizona just didn’t have the budget for it.”


  MCKALE AND ROUNDBALL


  It’s well documented that Pop McKale didn’t particularly like basketball. His sports were football and baseball. But after being named UA’s athletic director in 1914, he was also named coach in all sports. He wasn’t half bad, finishing with a 49-12 record during his seven seasons.


  “I remember the time when we went on the road to play six games in six days and won them all,” McKale told reporters. “Of course, there were some obstacles. When we played the New Mexico Miners, their gym was awfully cold, so they put up a stove in the southeast corner of the court. It took up about six feet of the playing court, so they just put up a fence around the stove. We ran around the stove and I guess we didn’t do too badly. We beat them 64-15.”
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  James F. “Pop” McKale, the father of Arizona Athletics, wasn’t too keen on basketball despite a 49-12 record as a coach.


  PIERCE ARRIVES


  Pop McKale was known not to like basketball much—if at all. So in 1921 he happened on a man passing through Arizona on his way to California via Indiana hoping to make something of his life. The man was James H. Pierce, getting introduced through friends from Phoenix where Pierce briefly lived before moving to Tucson.


  In the summer of 1921, McKale was looking for a basketball coach and assistant football coach, and he had heard of Pierce from his football-playing days at Indiana. Two months after meeting McKale and the school getting approval for the hire, Pierce packed up his bags and left Los Angeles, where he had been working various jobs.


  “McKale and I hit it off well,” Pierce wrote in his book, The Battle of Hollywood. “The chemistry between us was just right and we became great friends with deep respect for each other and our jobs.”


  Pierce, who had signed a $2,500 contract, assisted McKale in football and coached basketball in 1921-22.


  “I introduced a lot of new ideas to the Arizona team and it really blossomed,” Pierce wrote. “The bounce pass, for instance, startled Arizonans the first time they saw it.” On one trip to play the New Mexico Military Institute, UA players were approached by their competitors to see if they were willing to bet on their team. UA players didn’t have much money, at least not like the players from NMMI. UA players declined.


  But Pierce didn’t. He gathered his team and said he’d front the money on any bets. After doing it, Pierce realized his job was on the line if anyone back home found out. His players vowed silence.


  What did Pierce just do? He bet the team’s expense money. UA had to win—or else. And it did, rallying for a second-half victory.


  “But that ended my career as a would-be gambler,” Pierce wrote.


  ME TARZAN


  After his first year at Arizona, Pierce, a striking man, met a young co-ed, Lillie Belle, and a football player, Kirk LaShelle, who would eventually change his life. LaShelle’s father was a stage producer in New York. The two were introduced, and soon after, Pierce got the acting bug, getting bit parts in movies.


  Belle, then a girlfriend, thought Pierce was better off not being a coach, believing a lawyer would be more stable. Anything but a coach, she said. She also didn’t want to be in Arizona, having grown up there. She encouraged him to resign after a 10-2 season and head West to become a full-fledged actor.


  “I was offered a long-term contract with a substantial raise in pay and was assured that if my plans ever changed, I could always find a job there,” Pierce wrote of the UA.


  Pierce never returned, running a gamut of jobs, including being a coach again.


  Years later, Pierce became known for playing Tarzan in the movies.


  THE FIRST STAR


  In Arizona’s first two decades of play, there was no one better than Harold Tovrea, who earned four letters and was captain of the 1923 and 1924 teams. He averaged 15.8 points in 1923 and 17.3 points in 1924, scoring more than half the points many times in Arizona’s games.


  “He was a phenom in the sport at UA at the time,” Alquist said.


  In a game that established many records for the time, Tovrea scored a school-record 35 points in a 77-17 win over New Mexico Miners. The 77 points was also a school record. He finished with 805 points, yet another school record that stood for more than 25 years.


  “He was an excellent athlete,” said Tom Sanders, a longtime UA administrator who helped in compiling a history of the program for the school. “He was a scratch golfer. He was also an excellent baseball player who also wanted to play football just so he could do something.”


  AN ASSIST FROM KNUTE ROCKNE


  Arizona basketball coach Pop McKale didn’t like basketball too much. And after James A. Pierce ran off to Hollywood to become Tarzan in the early 1920s, McKale sought the help of midwesterner Knute Rockne.


  Rockne, a Notre Dame fame, recommended a man he had seen work basketball clinics throughout the Midwest. His name was Fred A. Enke, who had been at Louisville two years.


  Upon visiting Tucson, UA administrators took him to the Wetmore pool (a big thing back then), Herring Hall, and sites around campus. One problem was UA didn’t have a sizeable gym.


  Enke took the job anyway.


  “He came there in a Model T,” said Fred W. Enke, Enke’s son. “It had no windows. But it had a tent that came out of the side. My parents and I drove a couple of thousand miles to get here. It was quite a gamble.”


  Fred W. was just a baby back then.


  “One time in a conversation we had while talking about it, I told him I didn’t think he was too smart in coming, that he was taking a big chance,” Fred W. said. “Arizona had been a state for just 12 years. They gave him a salary of about $1,800 (in reports Fred A. Enke said he made $3,000). It was a big move. Now I realize it.”


  Big indeed. En route to Tucson somewhere between Arizona and Oklahoma, the car found trouble.


  “Pappy (his son’s name for his dad) missed a turn and we fell into a river,” Fred W. said.


  “Everything we owned was in that car, and it went into the river. A car came by and four people helped pick up the car and we moved on. I guess he must have had an adventurous side to him.”


  BEAR DOWN OPENS


  In a major move to the big time, Arizona opened up a facility that was later called Bear Down Gym in 1926 It seated about 4,000 fans. But the first day it opened there already was trouble.


  “There wasn’t anything to equal it in the Southwest,” Enke Sr., told reporters back then. “President Marvin had decided he wanted to open the gymnasium with a big party.


  “McKale was against that because he felt dancing would ruin the floor, and it really was a beautiful floor. Well, they had the party and sprinkled cornmeal on the floor so they could dance. That really made McKale angry; they had to go in there after the dance and clean up with a special cleaning fluid.”


  After winning two straight in Southern California, Arizona returned home to face in-state rival Arizona State on consecutive days. In the first game, the dedication game—on January 21, 1927—school officials wanted a huge turnout so they distributed 1,500 free tickets to fans.


  As it turned out the crowd was unbelievable for the times. More than 3,000 fans showed up—the most to see a basket ball game in the state at the time—to see the Wildcats defeat the team from Tempe, 29-18. Waldo Dicus led UA with 10 points, hitting five shots.


  On this night of basketball it was announced that Button Salmon’s last message to his football teammates the year before would be the school’s sports slogan.


  Salmon’s message of “Tell the boys to ‘bear down”’ was unanimously passed through the school’s higher-ups to become the motto. A day later, UA defeated ASU again, this time 32-25. UA eventually went 4-0 against ASU, having won the next series by big margins in Tempe. Arizona capped off what was then called “its Salt River Valley Invasion” with a four-game complete sweep, adding victories over the Mesa Jaycees and Phoenix Junior College.


  The team did suffer a loss, however, just after the sweep.


  SEASON ENDS


  Fred Enke’s second season—1926-27—proved to be an overwhelming success as UA finished the season 13-4. In fact, in its win over Whittier College, some of the team’s best basketball of the season was being played. One reporter described one play as being the best all season: “Diebold ran the ball on a pass from Miller and shot it hot off the griddle to Brooksheire in the right corner who dropped in a clean side shot for the Cats.’


  Arizona was victorious 30-17, taking two of three games from Whittier on the season.


  DROPPING LIKE FLIES


  Midway through the 1928 season, Enke dealt with something that’s common nowadays—grade problems. Midway through the season, Enke dismissed three players. Theodore Diebold, Neil Goodman and a player named Turner (no first name given) were dismissed because of academics.


  “We found some old transcripts,” said Tom Sanders, a school historian and administrator. “And some of the students were marginal students at best. Same ’ol, same ’ol.”


  Enke then asked Harry Butts—yes, that was his name—to return to the team after leaving in 1926. What Enke was looking for were strong reserves, something he lacked at the time because of the players’ academic problems. Despite Arizona’s lack of players, it went on to close the season with five consecutive victories—all coming on the road.


  BUS PROBLEMS


  In the mid-’30s Arizona traveled by bus, making trips through the Rocky Mountains or to the Midwest through the plains. In 1934, Arizona went through a series of bus problems going through a then-unheard-of nine-game road trip to El Paso, Oklahoma City, Indiana and Chicago, among others.


  After winning just three of the nine games, UA headed home on the charter bus on a bus line called “Blue Eagle.”


  “We made it all right on that bus until we left St. Louis, heading for Tulsa,” Enke said, back then. “The old connecting rods went through the bottom of the crankcase.”


  Arizona players got their belongings and started to hitchhike to Tulsa, where they had reservations to stay the night.


  Arizona got another bus and was headed to Oklahoma City when halfway through, the bus caught on fire.


  How Tom Sanders heard it, the team “hooked up the exhaust to the back of the bus to get some heating inside.” That was a serious mistake as asphyxiation could have occurred.


  “We scrambled out of the bus, got our bags out and helped put out the fire,” Enke said. “We got another bus and headed back to Tucson.”


  UA had to hurry. They were scheduled to play Texas Tech in Tucson a couple of days later. The players slept on the bus for two nights in their rush to get back. UA fell in its next two games to Texas Tech.


  “We had a bunch of dead cookies for players,” Enke said. “Considering everything, they did pretty well in losing by four points (33-29) to Tech.”


  A day later, UA was still tired, losing again to TT 38-27. But Enke felt strong about how well his team had played and how it handled the adversity. UA won 10 straight games and 11 of 12 after that, finishing second in the Border Conference.


  HE’S GOOD, REAL GOOD


  Lorry DiGrazia, a two-time team captain in 1937-38, was Arizona’s first three-time all-conference performer. He was also the first Wildcat to lead the team in scoring for three consecutive seasons, finishing with a career total of 611 points. In his three years with UA he was responsible for 23.7 percent of the team’s total points.


  “He was light years ahead of everybody,” said teammate John Black. “He dribbled between his legs, could pass and shoot. He was small at 5-10, but he was faster than hell. He was the best ballplayer I ever saw with the exception of Hank Luisetti.”


  COLD TRIP


  It wasn’t often Arizona traveled long distances, but in December of 1939, Arizona was ready to embark on a four-game trip to Oklahoma to play in the All-College Tournament in Oklahoma City, Oklahoma.


  In Tucson there was an unusual occurrence—it was snowing as the team left. About 120 miles into the trip, UA’s team bus—one that held about 12 people—spun out. It landed in a ditch. But the team was able to get back on the road, continuing to face storms throughout the trip. The bus had little to no heat in it with only a small area getting heat.


  “We all fought for that seat,” said John Black.


  Eventually they got through to Texas where an accident occurred—again!


  “We spun out and went into a ditch. All 10 of us had to push ourselves out. It was an ice storm in Amarillo, Texas. It was quite a trip.”


  And a winless one. UA lost all four games, starting out the season 0-6.


  BASKETBRAWL GAME


  John Black loved to mix it up every now and again. And in 1940-41 he did just that in El Paso when UA played against the Miners. Back then—at least in El Paso—the teams had to go to a community shower after a game because the facilities were so inadequate.


  In the shower, UA player George Jordan gave a Texas Western player the finger. The Miner player asked him what it meant.


  “What do you think it means?” said Jordan, who then hit the Miner.


  Jordan later was knocked down, and then Black jumped in.


  “Then some guy let me have it,” Black said. “All the other guys ran for help.”


  That was a mistake.


  “They kicked the shit out of us,” Black said. “They roughed us up.” But all year long the two talked about getting even. They just wanted to get them in Tucson. And in came Texas Western.


  “Jordan asked me if I was in or not,” Black said. “Jordan wanted to get them at the beginning of the game. He started harassing them, going down the bench and they grabbed him and held him. I came up and helped him. It turned into a hell of a rhubarb.”


  The next night all parties involved in the fight didn’t play because they were suspended.


  TEXAS TECH CHILL


  On a trip to east Texas to play Texas Tech, the Wildcats were in for a rude awakening and some cold weather.


  To help warm the place up—not like it could be done—Texas Tech officials used a pot bellied, wood-burning stove.


  “They played in that old gym and the wind would blow through there and it would be cold,” Black said.


  Then there was another problem. The wind would blow dirt and sand through the door’s cracks and get all over the floor, making the floor almost unplayable.


  “If you tried to stop, you couldn’t,” said Black. “I remember Fred said, ‘God damn Berl (Huffman), can’t you clean the floor?’


  “Tech officials made matters worse by coming in and spraying the floor. All it did was make the floor sticky and muddy.”


  VERY GOOD TEAM


  After going 9-13 in 1941-42, Arizona turned into a power in 1942-43. In fact, it was the best season ever for the Wildcats. They finished 22-2.


  On the team was Marvin Borodkin, who later left to join the war after the season.


  “I signed in 1942 and was called into the air force in 1943 along with 6,000 others,” Borodkin said. “We thought we had a pretty good team. At least it was the biggest and the best on the court at the time.”


  It was a scary time in the United States, but to the players it was what life was about.


  “We were concentrating on school and playing basketball and getting a better record,” Borodkin said. “We all knew we were going into the service, so it didn’t bother us. We had anticipated it.”


  UDALL MAKES MARK


  Stewart Udall is mostly known for politics, but in 1939 and 1940 he was a Wildcat star, eventually becoming an all-conference pick. He left for military service after 1940 but returned six years later.


  “My great days were before the war,” Udall said. “I went without playing basketball—a single game—while in the service. That was unusual. But some athletes say once you develop a skill that you don’t lose it.”


  Upon returning in 1946, he joined a pretty good team and he was, well, not like he used to be.


  “I was the old man of the group,” he said. “I had one year of eligibility left but was rusty. I had my shot. For one game I was the high-point man. But then all the young guys came back from the war—Fred Enke, Jr., and Link Richmond. I was the steady influence on them.


  “I just wasn’t as good as I had been. I could still hit the long-range shot, but . . .”


  Udall’s biggest contribution upon his return was petitioning the school to play a tougher schedule.


  What Udall eventually wanted was to start a home-and- home schedule with perennially tough Wyoming, arguably then one of the most respected schools in the west.


  “(Pop) McKale didn’t want it,” Udall said. “I figured if we played Wyoming it would put us on the map to the big time.”


  McKale brushed it off.


  “Marvin (Borodkin) and I were furious,” Udall said. “You just couldn’t talk to McKale. Enke told us it wasn’t going to happen. We knew that. Marvin and I weren’t kids. So we made an appointment with the president, but he was a stuffy old man. We made this pitch that it would help the school, that it would help Arizona’s basketball prestige. He listened for about eight minutes.”


  Then they were dismissed. “He said he understood our enthusiasm and grit, but the decision had already been made to not do it.


  “He then looked at us and said, ‘You are here at this university to learn, not to think,”’ Udall said.


  As Borodkin and Udall left the office, Udall said, “Isn’t that a killer?” and “We laughed all the way out.”


  Chapter 2


  POSTWAR SUCCESS


  WE'LL JOIN IN


  Shortly after World War II, just a couple of weeks in fact, Fred Enke, Jr., and Lincoln Richmond had a couple of decisions to make: either stay in the military for another four years or head home to Arizona and go to school.


  “We decided to come back and play for UA,” said Enke, whose father was by now in his 21st year as head coach of the Wildcats.


  Frankie Downs, from Miami, Arizona, was to have joined them, but a twist of fate didn’t allow him to do so. The reason? Just days before they were to leave, Downs lost about $800 playing poker, Enke said.


  “It was all he had, so he signed up for four more years,” Enke said.


  During the trip back, Enke and Richmond, buddies since the third grade, and two others decided to make a stopover at the annual Army-Navy football game in Philadelphia. Problem was they were returning in a convertible. Back then there was no heat or air conditioning in cars.


  “It was snowy and cold,” Enke remembered of that December weather in 1945. “Coming back we’d sit on each other and on each other’s feet just to keep warm.”


  Finally upon returning to Tucson, Enke’s mother fixed the boys some spaghetti before they headed off to join the team in San Diego.


  “We weren’t even in school,” said Enke. “But mom had said that dad already got everything taken care of and had it worked out because all of us had intended on going to school.”


  And what about the uniforms?


  “Pappy has the uniforms,” his mom told him.


  Two days after Christmas, the guys walked into a hotel, shook their new teammates’ hands, and worked out informally before facing San Diego State.


  “The practice was on the mezzanine floor of the hotel,” said Marvin Borodkin. “We went through a walk-through just so we’d all know where we were supposed to go.”


  Arizona proceeded to win nine straight games.


  “That’s when we got things going,” said Enke, Jr.


  In that same game, Hilliard “Junior” Crum, who is from Arizona, was at the game as a fan. He was stationed in San Diego while in the navy. A month later, he too was playing for the Cats.


  “We were glad they joined in,” said Borodkin.


  FROM R&R TO HOOPS


  At the start of the 1945-46 season, Arizona was a pretty good team, going 3-3 to start the season. It had lost the two games prior to its trip to San Diego—before Enke and Richmond joined—but was still competitive.
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  Fred W. Enke, son of Arizona head coach Fred A. Enke Sr., was a hometown hero who starred for UA in the postwar era.


  Marvin Borodkin was already on the team after the war, having come back to Tucson for some R&R after flying bombers in China.


  “I came back to the university to chat with Fred Enke, Sr.,” said Borodkin, who had lettered at UA in 1942 and 1943. “Fred asked why I didn’t make the trip to New Mexico and Texas.”


  Borodkin said he couldn’t because he was still in the air force. But Coach Enke found a way to register Borodkin for 12 audited classes. Eventually, Borodkin stayed in Tucson and UA.


  “That wouldn’t get by today,” Borodkin said. “At least that’s the theory.”


  So he made the trip.


  OLDER, WISER PLAYERS


  It was no surprise that Arizona was pretty good after the war as the best players were now in their early 20s after having been in the war at least two years. Stewart Udall, Junior Crum, Enke, Jr., and Richmond were all cagey veterans by now. To be fair, however, other schools benefited from the country’s GI Bill, where former military personnel went back to school to get an education. Arizona was not alone. Players were getting married. Players were smoking. They were, well, just older.


  “I remember one afternoon we were getting ready to catch the train to San Francisco. We caught it about two in the afternoon, and the next morning my first son was born. I passed out cigars so we were smoking cigars on the train,” recalled Crum, of the 1948-49 season when he was 24.


  THE BID


  When the new players joined the team, Arizona suddenly turned into a power. After winning nine straight, Arizona then was upset by Northern Arizona—one of the few loses it had was to the Lumberjacks—but then rattled off 13 straight wins, creating a buzz in the process. Arizona was now in for a postseason bid. All they had to do is hear from the NIT committee whether it was in or not, after beating West Texas in the Border Conference title game 44-37 on March 2.


  Arizona got the invite through a telegram: “Wish to extend Arizona cordial invitation to compete in the National Intercollegiate Invitational basketball tournament at New York City March 14-16-18-20 . . .”


  Arizona accepted and headed East. It was the first time a UA team had played competitively out East since the polo team went that far in the mid-1930s.


  FACING THE WILDCATS . . . FROM KENTUCKY


  The good news was that Arizona got a bid. The not-so-good news was it was to face Kentucky.


  Arizona was clearly the underdog with many not knowing how good Arizona was despite its 25-4 record. Coach Enke was undeterred about the pairing against top-seed Kentucky.


  En route to New York City, Arizona had stopovers in Kansas City and then Chicago.


  “When we got to Kansas City we picked up the paper and found out we were going to play Kentucky,” recalled Enke, Jr.


  “We all wanted to come back (he laughed). They already had a reputation.”


  Upon arriving in New York in preparation for the game and the tournament, Enke Sr., was asked about the team’s confidence.


  “No, the boys aren’t a bit frightened, although naturally a little nervous,” Coach Enke told reporters then. “You don’t expect fellows with a total of 200 combat missions in China, Africa, Italy, Germany and France to be scared, do you?”


  As for the game, Arizona was beaten soundly, 77-53, after trailing 16-1 to start the game. UA didn’t hit its first basket until seven minutes into the game. Arizona struggled on a number of fronts. Center Tim Ballantyne fouled out, and UA wasn’t used to the 18,000 fans and the game conditions.


  “The floor was slippery, and the floor had so many dead spots,” said Enke Jr. “We had been playing with a molded ball (in Arizona) and they played with a seamed ball. It didn’t bounce as good, so it was tough. It was quite an adjustment.


  “We just didn’t know what had hit us.”


  GLASS ACTION


  Big-time basketball had escaped Arizona until that season of ’46. But it was then that Arizona was good enough to get invited to play in the NIT, the tournament to play in back then.


  When they arrived at Madison Square Garden, where the event took place, one of the first things they noticed was the glass backboards. Arizona didn’t use them back then.


  “Some of our guys would look at them and then shoot clear over the baskets,” said Enke Jr. “They’d see them (the crowd) looking right through them, looking at you.”


  Then there was the case of dealing with the cigar smoke. It was commonplace in MSG back then.


  “There were 18,000 people in there, and every man was smoking a cigar,” said Marvin Borodkin. “You almost could not see the basket.”


  PLAYING FOR DAD


  Enke was one of Tucson’s best high school players in the early 1940s as he was an all-around athlete for Tucson High. But shortly after high school, he was called to the war. Soon after, he left to join his dad on the basketball court.


  So how was it playing for his father?


  “It was a lot of fun,” he said. “It’s when we gained prominence. It wasn’t strange. I’d flown in the navy so you live dangerously there, too. But it was fun.”


  He became a three-time all-Border Conference selection.


  IT'S COLD, VERY COLD


  In the winter of 1946-47, Arizona made a trip east to face Morehead State in Louisville and then played Miami, Ohio. While in the Midwest, Arizona played games in Detroit against Wayne State and then Michigan State.
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