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Foreword

I was named after the famous Harlem Globetrotter Marques Haynes, whom my dad, Jeff, saw play in Shreveport, Louisiana, on several occasions in the early 1950s. My dad thought Haynes was the best basketball player he had ever seen, and if he had a son, his name would be Marques.

My father was a highly successful high school basketball coach at Central High School in Natchitoches, Louisiana. I still run into former players of his, sixty years after the fact, who tell me he was way ahead of his time. His motion offense and arduous conditioning drills were straight out of Kentucky coaching legend Adolph Rupp’s book Championship Basketball, written in 1948.

When I was three years old, I sat next to my dad during games while he was coaching. During timeouts and halftime, I would speed dribble, or “dibble” as I pronounced it, up and down the court. The crowd would go crazy; the more they cheered, the faster I would dibble. My father—my first coach—taught me all the fundamentals of the game until I became adept at executing them.

We moved to Los Angeles, California, when I was five years old. One reason was to escape the racial prejudice in the South. Another reason was that since both my parents were educators, they dreamed that each of their four kids at the time would attend UCLA. I have a baby picture of myself sitting in a metal chair in our backyard in Natchitoches. The inscription written at the bottom says UCLA Bound.

The Pittsburgh Courier and Chicago Defender were two of the most prominent black newspapers of the time. Blacks in the South subscribed to both newspapers to keep up with the national news as it pertained to African Americans. My parents would read about the athletic exploits of the great Jackie Robinson, or the high-level Nobel Prize diplomacy of Dr. Ralph Bunche. They knew both these gentlemen attended UCLA. The school became a symbol of hope and upward mobility, and Los Angeles represented the opportunity for social and economic advancement blacks rarely found in the South.

I started playing organized basketball at Sportsman Park in 1964. Of course, my dad was the coach of our team, The Raiders, in the Tiny Division. We went undefeated that season, and I was awarded the Most Valuable Player trophy at season’s end. One of my teammates and childhood friends was NFL Hall of Fame wide receiver James Lofton. James tells the story of how during one game, my dad and I didn’t arrive until halftime. Our Raiders squad was down, 20–1. After I got there, we wound up winning, 25–24, with me scoring every point in the second half. I won the MVP trophy every year for the next five seasons.

I attended Audubon Junior (Middle) School from the seventh through ninth grades. The school produced some terrific athletes who made it all the way to the professional ranks. UCLA great Wendell Tyler won a Super Bowl with the San Francisco 49ers. Michael “Butch” Johnson had one of the greatest catches in Super Bowl history for the Dallas Cowboys. My fondest memory happened in what was called the Bird Bowl. The lower half of the seventh grade played against the slightly older upper half. It was a lunchtime battle that we wound up losing, but I had a great game, scoring over 30 points in a forty-minute game. My dad had taught me this up-and-under move off a shot fake. I used it over and over again to score. When I got to my fifth-period class late after a change of clothes, the students gave me a standing ovation. The teacher was unaware and had to be told what all the commotion was about.

Ricky “Tex” Walker stood six feet, four inches tall in the ninth grade and was the best player in school, destined for greatness. We both attended Dorsey High School as sophomores. He made the varsity, and because I was only fourteen at the time, I had to play junior varsity. We found out that other high school players convened at UCLA to play on Sunday mornings at ten. I had been aware of UCLA basketball since the days of Walt Hazzard and Gail Goodrich. I had followed them even more closely after the phenom from New York, Lew Alcindor, led his freshman team to a victory over the number one ranked varsity.

I still remember the disappointment when the Bruins lost to the Big E, Elvin Hayes, and the Houston Cougars. I watched as a record fifty thousand fans showed up to see these two titans battle. Lew (Kareem) had a scratched cornea and was not at full strength. When the two teams met in the Final Four semifinals, it was a different story.

Tex was older and had a car and a license, and he would pick me up in his mother’s gray Ford Galaxie. Those Sunday morning games were great. Just walking onto the hallowed floor of Pauley Pavilion was a special honor for me. The nets were so taut that some of my shots would go more than halfway down and then spin completely back out. Future Bruins Roy Hamilton and Brad Holland were there most Sundays, as were guys like John Davis, Lew, Malek Mansour, and American triple jump record-holder Milan Tiff. We had hoped to play against my idols, Sidney Wicks and Curtis Rowe, but never got the chance then.

After I transferred to Crenshaw High School, my basketball career really took off. Playing for the great Willie West was a key to my further development. My dad had made sure I was fundamentally as sound as could be. Coach West and my Crenshaw teammates gave me that inner toughness and spirit to have the confidence that no one could beat us. We practiced three-and-a-half and sometimes four hours every day, with conditioning taking up a large part of those practices. The other time was spent honing our offensive and defensive execution with a precision rarely seen in high school basketball in any era.

During this time, UCLA had begun to express some interest in me. My parents had a coworker named Bruce Tenen, who worked as a scorekeeper for Bruins games and alerted the coaching staff that there was a player at Crenshaw they should keep an eye on. Tex Walker, still at Dorsey, was playing great our junior year also. UCLA showed interest in other players in the area: Jackie Robinson was a muscular, high-jumping forward who played for Jim Harrick at Morningside High. Lewis Brown was an enigmatic 6-foot-9 center at powerhouse Verbum Dei High School. Steve Cantor was at Fairfax; he and I played together for a year at the Westside Jewish Community Center. Gavin Smith was a super-athletic forward from Van Nuys High in the San Fernando Valley.

The summer after an undefeated junior season, we played in the annual Watts Summer Games basketball tournament final. We were matched up against Morningside High, the number one ranked team in the nation. We were missing two key rotation players and still almost won the game. UCLA assistant coach Frank Arnold watched the game at Cal State Los Angeles, perched over a railing on the second level. I had my summer look going—huge afro parted down the middle, cutoff navy blue sweat pants, black high-top Chuck Taylor Converse sneakers, floppy heavy tan work socks, and my rawhide knotted necklace I had fashioned around my neck. I played great, finishing with 36 points and close to 20 rebounds. One sequence in particular, Coach Arnold told me later, sealed the deal in my favor. Late in the game, Jackie Robinson got the ball close to the basket. You couldn’t dunk in those days, which made shot blocking a little more predictable. I had gotten the best of Jackie all game, so to vent his frustration he attempted to dunk on me. I blocked it cleanly, and he got the ball right back. He drop-stepped, rose high in the air, and once again tried to dunk. I blocked the second attempt also.

Coach Wooden finally saw me play in person during the city playoffs my senior year. The games were played right at Pauley Pavilion, and I remember Coach sitting by himself off in a corner, watching intently. I played two great games, and Crenshaw won the city championship, undefeated once again. I was voted the Most Outstanding Player, Best Offensive Player, and Best Defensive Player. Afterward, my parents and I dined with Coach Wooden and Frank Arnold at Chasen’s Restaurant in Beverly Hills. It was a magical evening, and my mind was pretty much made up about where I would attend college.

I started a handful of games my freshman year. The most notable was the rematch game against Notre Dame—they had ended our 88-win streak the week before. We avenged that loss with a double-digit beatdown. I had 17 points and seven rebounds, most coming when we opened up the lead in the second half.

That season I thought we were pretty much guaranteed a national championship. David Thompson and North Carolina State had other ideas, defeating us in double overtime in the semis.

I worked harder than ever that summer going into my sophomore season. I ran hills, the deep sand at the beach, and stadium steps at Drake Stadium. I worked on my vertical leap and my body obsessively. Bucks exec Wayne Embry watched me play against some pros in town for the LA Summer League in Pauley one afternoon. After seeing me dismantle older, more experienced players, he publicly stated that I was the “best forward in America, college or pro.”

Unfortunately, I contracted a serious bout of hepatitis two days before fall practice was to begin in October. I lost 20 pounds in a week and was hospitalized for a few days. I never regained full strength that season, or the remainder of my career. The good news is that UCLA basketball team was able to give John Wooden his 10th and final championship. Even though I struggled mightily with my conditioning, I was still a major contributor to our success.

Coach Wooden retired, and I played for Gene Bartow my final two years. We reached the Final Four my junior year and won the conference both my junior and senior seasons. After giving some thought to turning professional after my junior year, I decided at the eleventh hour to return for my final year as a college student at UCLA. I majored in Television and Film Production in the Theater Arts Department, making documentary films that caught the attention of fellow students like future filmmaker Jamaa Fanaka. I hosted my own campus television show, Searching, that featured a variety of non-sports-related topics. I starred in a play written by Jim Birge about an athlete struggling to find himself. It was the best time of my life, capped off with me winning the first-ever John Wooden Award for the best player in college basketball.

I have had two sons play for UCLA, Kris and Josiah. Kris was a member of the 1995 national championship team, led by the great Ed O’Bannon. I was working games for UCLA radio at the time and watched firsthand the grit and determination that team showed under the leadership of coach Jim Harrick (from Morningside High). That title made my son Kris and me the only father-and-son tandem to win a championship at the same school. Kris finished in the top 25 of all-time Bruins in points scored.

My son Josiah excelled academically at UCLA and used his experience as the basis for an animated series he helped create, still shown on Comedy Central, Legends of Chamberlain Heights.

I still maintain my connection with the school and team, hosting or attending various events. I ushered my Bruins teammate Richard Washington into the school’s Hall of Fame by serving a second stint on the selection committee.

UCLA will forever hold a special place in my heart. Through all the ups and downs, the victories and defeats, my time there was by far the best experience of my life. And for that, I will be eternally grateful.

—Marques Johnson





CHAPTER 1

Fred Cozens (1919–1921)

Before John Wooden, before Larry Brown, before Jim Harrick, there was Fred Cozens. Before Red Sanders, before Terry Donahue, before Jim Mora, there was Fred Cozens. Before John Savage, there was Fred Cozens. Before he went on to a long, distinguished career as UCLA’s athletic director, Fred Cozens was the first basketball, football, and baseball coach in UCLA history.

Fred Cozens was a first-generation American, born in Portland, Oregon, to Frederick and Carrie Cozens on November 19, 1890. Little is known about his childhood. However, when Fred reached college, he knew his calling. He was an intellectual who enjoyed studying and learning about physics, history, and biology. He received a bachelor’s degree from the University of California Berkeley; later, in 1918, he received a master’s degree from Cal, as well. A decade later, his educational pursuit continued, and in 1928, he was awarded a PhD from the University of Oregon.

After coaching freshman baseball at Cal his junior and senior seasons, Cozens moved south to a new school, still in the making, the Southern Branch of the University of California (soon to be renamed the University of California Los Angeles). Along with coaching basketball, football, and baseball, Cozens followed his first love, academics. Fred was an associate of Physical Education from 1912 to 1942. In the United States census of 1920, and again in 1930, Fred listed his occupation as an educator. Fred married Helen Kerron in 1916 and had two boys, Frederick Jr. and James.
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Fred Cozens, 1919 (Southern Campus Collection).

Despite a promising future as an educator and a growing family, Cozens had other thoughts on his mind upon graduation in 1918. Cozens would continue to educate not only in the classroom but also as a coach. The popularity of basketball and football in 1919 were growing. In basketball, backboards were implemented in 1909, and open nylon nets were approved in 1912. The game was still in infancy, ever evolving and growing. Fred Cozens was a successful basketball coach, though he was certainly not a strategic expert. In his two years as the Southern Branch basketball coach, Cozens compiled a 20–4 record and won the Southern California Intercollegiate Athletic Conference in 1921. Cozens’s favorite sport, however, was baseball. Much like the rest of the country at the time, Cozens believed that baseball was the true American pastime, a perfect contrast to America’s other athletic love, boxing. Cozens coached baseball at UCLA for five years and improved his record every year, twice winning the conference. College football took center stage on fall Saturdays. Yale and Princeton dominated the late nineteenth century, but Knute Rockne and the Notre Dame Fighting Irish, along with Fielding Yost at Michigan and Charlie Daly at West Point, ushered in a new era. Fred Cozens, far from the glamour of Notre Dame or the ascent of Michigan into a football powerhouse, ushered in a new era as well. He only coached football at SBUC for one year before focusing on his other pursuits. The 1919–20 athletic/academic year was a year to set the bar, and each coach since has been tasked with raising that bar. Coach Cozens was the man who got it all started.

1919–20

The University of California Southern Branch officially opened September 15, 1919, and eighteen short days later, the history of UCLA basketball and football began. On October 3, the Southern Branch basketball team had its first intrasquad scrimmage, and the football team played its first official game.

After the Southern Branch Cubs football team lost its first game in school history, and then went on to finish the inaugural season with a 2–6 record, Coach Fred Cozens had to switch his focus from football to basketball. December 12 marked the first basketball game. Unlike the football program, the basketball program started with victory. The men on the gridiron fell by the score of 74–0 to Manual Arts High School in its opening game more than two months earlier. Coach Cozens had a young hoops squad, with the school only having a freshman class, and several of the players were playing organized basketball for the first time in their lives. Still, the team was good. The Cubs whipped the Manual Arts boys by the score of 46–38. The Cubs played three more games against high school opponents and won all three. It was time to take on conference opponents. The Southern Branch was a member of the Southern California Intercollegiate Athletic Conference (though unofficially until 1920–21), consisting of six teams, divided into two divisions. The first conference foe, the University of Redlands, playing in its home gym, handily beat Coach Cozens’s Cubs, 34–21. Though the final outcome of the game provided little drama, the Cubs showed promise: they were quick and well coached. They simply struggled to score the ball.
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1920 Southern Branch team photo (Southern Campus Collection).

Following the first loss in school history, the Cubs regrouped and found its rhythm. The first captain in program history was Si Gibbs, and in the game against Occidental College, he played his finest game of the season. He hit a variety of shots, from both near and far, from straight on to the corners. Coach Cozens stressed during practices that the ball must move, but ultimately it was to land in the hands of the most capable of scorers, and Gibbs proved that his coach was right. In the ensuing games, the team continued to win. Pomona College, Whittier College, and Caltech—none stood a chance.

Much like the Pac-10 Conference would do many years later, prior to the expansion to the Pac-12, the Southern California Intercollegiate Athletic Conference (SCIAC) played a double round-robin schedule. All teams that SBUC had played already in conference would get another shot. The Bruins were 4–1 in conference play and hoped to avenge their lone loss to Redlands. First, they had to beat the other teams in the way. The Cubs easily dismantled Occidental, before taking on the Pomona Sagehens for the second time. This time around the game was much closer, but the Cubs again came out on top. Eddie Rossell was on the mark from deep, and “Bugs” Woodard constantly found himself shooting foul shots, which he made at a high mark. The final score was 33–30. The Cubs would run its winning streak to six after beating Whittier, 33–21, again behind Woodard’s stellar shooting and smothering defense. The Cubs then slipped up, however; in the second matchup against the men from Caltech, the Cubs winning streak came to a close. The offense performed at a similar pace, but on defense the Cubs could not do enough. The final score was 41–30.

SBUC was 11–2, and though the team would not win the conference, Coach Cozens and his squad of nine desperately wanted to win the rematch against the University of Redlands. The game was played on a Thursday evening, February 19, 1920, in front of a large crowd of 400 fans. The game was hard fought. Both teams played stifling defense, and neither was able to score much. The players needed a team effort to stay in the game, as Redlands was a budding powerhouse program. The five starters played the entirety of the game, with Raymond McBurney and Rossell starring on defense, and Gibbs, Woodard, and Sterling Tipton scoring whenever they could. After the rough, physical game finally ended, the Cubs had done it. They had avenged their loss from earlier in the year, 23–17. It was the first loss for the University of Redlands in its two years of playing intercollegiate basketball.

While the 1919–20 SBUC basketball team is not one of the most memorable in school history, it is historically significant. Coach Cozens and his men forged a path for future success, the likes of which have not been matched anywhere. To Woodard, Tipton, Rossell, McBurney, and the rest of the team, a thank-you is owed. The Cubs finished with a 12–2 record and were optimistic about their future. The 1920–21 season would be one for the record books.

New York University and the University of Pennsylvania claim national champion status for 1920.

1920–21

Coming into season number two, there were considerable expectations. Coach Fred Cozens, no longer the football coach, was able to spend more time focusing on basketball. The entire team from the year prior returned, and the Cubs were looking to improve on the already impressive 12–2 inaugural season. They would prove to be a fine team once again and contend for the conference crown.

The Cubs opened its season with a slew of high school opponents. The games were not official, only scrimmages, but they gave Coach Cozens, as well as fans and students, a taste of what was to come. The Southern Branch team was good, easily dismantling the younger competition. The first official game, however, would not be like the scrimmages. SBUC took on its older brother, the University of California Berkeley. As with the football team in the Southern Branch’s earliest days, the basketball program was not at the level of Cal’s. The team was, however, more than simply competitive. It was impressive even in defeat. The game was played in Berkeley, and the home crowd expected an easy victory. The game was dubbed a race. Both teams played at a frantic, up-and-down pace, and while neither team shot particularly well, the level of play was still high. The fast pace of the game helped the Cubs players, who were much smaller but also quicker. Eventually the Bears wore down the Cubs, both with size and depth. When the final seconds ticked off, the score read Bears 36, Cubs 28.

The hard-fought game against the men from Berkeley helped the young Cubs. When they took on the Redlands Bulldogs in the first conference game, they were ready. Redlands was the heavy favorite, having returned the majority of its roster from the 1920 conference champion team. The game would be low scoring with neither team being able to break away from the other, and the score remained close throughout. Finally, however, the Cubs did enough to take the lead and hold it in the final minute, finishing at 29–26. The games would not get easier for the majority of the season. The Cubs played many close games, including the third game of the season, a three-point victory over Pomona. Sitting at 2–1 and 2–0 in conference play, the Cubs were in a fine early-season position. The team was sure not to slip up against Caltech, remembering the heartbreaking loss of one year prior. It easily dismantled them by 14 points. Despite Caltech’s fine passing and player movement, the Cubs were better, with more men capable of scoring.

Perhaps the finest moment of the season for Coach Cozens and the Cubs came in the rematch against the Redlands Bulldogs, though it didn’t seem to be early on. At halftime, the Cubs trailed 13–3. Coach Cozens, however, was not worried about making strategic adjustments. He felt his team was doing a fine job of getting shots in positions they could score. The shots were simply not falling. He was tasked with keeping his players optimistic about making a second-half comeback. When the two teams returned after intermission, they seemingly switched jerseys. Suddenly, the Cubs were the better team and shot lights out from the floor. The defense was stingy, as it had been all season. The final score was 26–22, with the Cubs on top.

Due to a series of postponements earlier in the season after experiencing travel issues, the Cubs had several games to make up on the back half of the schedule against conference foes they had yet to play. The Cubs were nothing other than solid on offense all season, but the defense was very strong. Against Occidental College, the team was again able to keep its opponent from scoring in bunches and won by the score of 36–26. The following week, the Cubs beat the Whittier Poets twice, 18–16 and 26–24.

With two conference games to play and an undefeated conference record, the Cubs were in position to bring home the first conference championship in school history. The rematch against Pomona was much like the first matchup earlier in the season. The Cubs easily won by a dozen points. In the final game of the season, the Cubs were playing for their goal. After defeating Caltech by 15 points, the Cubs won the 1920–21 Southern California Intercollegiate Athletic Conference championship, the first of many championships to come in program history.

The Cubs were 9–1 and riding a nine-game winning streak when it again took on the California Golden Bears. While the game was meaningless in the grand scheme of things, it was important to the players, as they hoped to improve on their season-opening performance. The seven varsity letter winners made the trip to Berkeley to take on the deep squad of ten opposing them. Cubs Captain Raymond McBurney, the vocal leader, as well as an excellent defender and rebounder, was tasked with leading the team over the top. It wasn’t to be, however, and the Bears beat the Cubs, 46–29.

In two years, Coach Cozens compiled a 21–4 record as the Southern Branch basketball coach and was responsible for the first conference championship in school history. After the 1921 season, however, he would step aside and focus on baseball for the next four seasons and teaching for the rest of his working career. The new coach that took over the varsity program was a familiar face. Pierce “Caddy” Works was the freshman coach before his promotion, and he continued the growing basketball legacy at the new school in Los Angeles. He coached at SBUC/UCLA for 18 seasons and took the team to new heights.

No team claims national champion status for 1921.





CHAPTER 2

Pierce “Caddy” Works (1921–1939)

Whereas the Southern Branch’s first coach, Fred Cozens, was slightly out of his comfort zone when coaching football and basketball, SBUC’s next coach was not considered a typical coach of any sport now or even then. Pierce Works, nicknamed “Caddy,” was not even a coach, or an athlete, for most of his life. He was a lawyer.

Born on January 2, 1896, Caddy, like many young boys at the time, experienced sports on the periphery when he was a child. He enjoyed watching early twentieth-century baseball, and boxing was, of course, something he often heard about. Basketball was a growing sport, but for many, it would be years before they even heard of the game. Caddy liked basketball from a young age, but his goal was never to play it at the highest level. He wanted to become a lawyer. But he had other goals in mind; he was talented. He played baseball and basketball at the University of California Berkeley and enjoyed a short stint in minor-league baseball with the Wichita Falls (Texas) Spudders, an affiliate of the Pittsburgh Pirates.

Caddy would, in time, reach his larger goal. He became a full-time lawyer at the firm of O’Melveny, Tuller & Myers. The firm dealt primarily with tax litigation, which suited Works’s mind just fine. He was a numbers-driven man, and he was considered a very good, prominent Los Angeles lawyer.
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Coach Caddy Works, 1924 (Southern Branch Collection)

Works always enjoyed basketball, however, though he was never a strategic expert. In 1920–21, the Southern Branch of the University of California had its first sophomore class, and thus a freshman team was born. While Coach Cozens taught the men on the varsity, Caddy Works coached the freshmen—his first coaching job. For Works, however, basketball was merely a hobby. He remained a full-time lawyer and would go from his day job to the Vermont Avenue campus to coach the team at night.

When Fred Cozens stepped away from basketball following the 1921 season, Coach Works was the logical choice to take over the varsity job, though he still had no plans for dedicating himself to basketball full time. For a substantial period, Works was able to balance both his day job and coaching a rising basketball program just fine, but eventually the demands of the job became too much, and the program began to suffer.

Still, Works was a winner, and he did most of his winning in his earliest years. While Cozens’s two teams played very good defense and were selective on offense, Coach Works taught a different style of play. SBUC played fast. The players took lots of shots and pressed full court on defense. It was often said that Coach Works’s teams played out of control, but the frantic pace was exactly what he wanted. In Works’s first six seasons, the Cubs, who would later become the Grizzlies and then the Bruins, won five conference titles, all of which came in the Southern California Intercollegiate Athletic Conference. His success, however, did not last, at least when it came to conference crowns. As basketball evolved and UCLA played a tougher schedule, eventually moving to the Pacific Coast Conference, balancing basketball and his work as an attorney became increasingly difficult. In basketball, UCLA took a backseat to the college’s crosstown rival, the USC Trojans, led by Coach Sam Barry. Over time, Coach Works was forced to change his style. While the early teams played fast and seemingly carefree, eventually they played methodically, dragging out the games and hoping to have a chance at the end. Coach Works would never win another conference crown, but he would provide stability, even if fans hoped for more dedication. When Coach Works finally ended his coaching career, he had accumulated 173 wins and 159 losses. He coached for 18 seasons and was UCLA’s all-time leader in wins until John Wooden passed him in 1954. Coach Works is, to this day, number four all-time in wins in UCLA history.

Coach Caddy Works would continue to work as a lawyer for several more years and eventually retire to his Beverly Hills home. In July of 1982, he passed away at age 86.

1921–22

With a new coach in charge, there were, of course, questions and concerns coming into the 1921–22 season. The Southern Branch program was still in its infancy, but the college had two successful seasons on the hardwood and were hoping to have a third, even better season. Every major contributor from the previous two seasons returned, and the program continued to add depth with each ensuing year. A key issue was whether Coach Caddy Works could balance his work as an attorney and as the head coach of the SBUC basketball program.

Prior to the official beginning of the basketball season, the Cubs played a series of exhibition games. Although the score was not kept in each game, and they were nothing other than glorified practices, the games meant a lot to the athletic administration. They were an opportunity to see where the Cubs stacked up against foes. The games were close, but the Cubs were the inferior team in each matchup. Los Angeles Athletic Club, Santa Clara, and Cal Berkeley each bested the Bruins, but all three games were highly competitive. In the lone exhibition game that the Cubs clearly won (though the score was not kept), Coach Works and his boys defeated the California freshmen team.

The official season opener pitted the SBUC Cubs against the Caltech Engineers. Though the game was not pretty, it showed Coach Works’s change in style. The Cubs played much faster than they had in the past, and though the team shot the ball poorly, they beat the Engineers by the score of 30–12. Starting forwards Cy Eaton and “Bugs” Woodard led the way in the first Cubs victory of the season.

The Cubs looked to continue its winning ways, but another conference crown would not be easy. In the second game of the season, much like the first, the Cubs shot the ball poorly. The team played fast, which pleased Coach Works. But again players failed to score consistently. Still, the Cubs led, 24–20, with time winding down in the second half. The University of Redlands, though trailing, was not out of the game. With time ticking down, the Bulldogs made three consecutive baskets and stole victory in the very last minute, 26–24. The loss hurt, but it was not soul-crushing. With eight games to play, the Cubs just needed to improve and win the remaining games, and the team would again be at the top of the Southern California Intercollegiate Athletic Conference.

Winning games was not much of an issue for the Cubs in 1922. A large crowd saw the Cubs take care of a weak Occidental squad. Prior to the next game, rumors circulated that the Whittier Poets had a strong team, but Coach Works and the Bruin five proved they were even better. The Poets stood no chance, losing 29–9, with nine points the least amount SBUC had given up in its brief hoops history at the time. The winning streak would run to four with a comfortable win over the Pomona College Sagehens. Halfway through the season, the Cubs stood at 4–1, with the second half of the round-robin schedule set to begin. Conference superiority was still clearly attainable; the Cubs just had to keep winning.

In the second matchup with Caltech, the game was sloppy, much like the first matchup, but it was thrilling nonetheless. The game was the fastest paced one of the year, but it also was one of the lowest scoring. At halftime, the score was 7–6 in favor of the Cubs, and with time ticking down in the second half, the score was tied, 17–17. SBUC had the ball; in the waning seconds, the players did what they seldom had done all season: they held the ball and played slowly. With no shot clock, the only way for the Engineers to get the ball back was to play tight defense and force the action, but they were content with playing slow as well. As time ticked off the clock, the ball found its way into the hands of SBUC’s most reliable player, its captain, Si Gibbs. From the center of the court, near the free-throw line, Gibbs released a shot that found its way through the basket with no time remaining. The Cubs won, 19–17. It was time for the rematch against Redlands.

The rematch was no contest. The Southern Branch played its best game of the season and thoroughly defeated their conference rival. SBUC had its highest scoring game of the season thus far and played strong defense, resulting in the final score of SBUC 41, Redlands 19. The rest of the year went much the same. The Cubs were the best team in the SCIAC and proved it each time they played. They beat Occidental by 20 and then beat Whittier College in front of a large crowd to clinch the conference crown for the second year in a row. With one final game remaining, the Cubs continued to play well. Pomona College played many of their backups against SBUC, and it paid the price, losing 46–18. Coach Works’s style of play was jelling, and opponents struggled to keep up. The solid play of Captain Si Gibbs all season; the shooting of “Bugs” Woodard, the best shooter in the conference; and the contributions of Tim Scott, Lamar Butler, Cy Eaton, and rest of the squad was a winning combination. The year 1922 was another good season for the young squad, which hoped to continue its success in 1923.
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1922 Southern Branch Cheer Squad (Southern Branch Collection).

Wabash College and the University of Kansas claimed national champion status for 1922.

1922–23

After three consecutive successful seasons on the hardwood, two of which culminated in conference championships, the Southern Branch was buzzing. While the men on the football field were still trying to find their footing, the players in the gymnasium had no such problem. Over 100 men tried out for the team in the fall of 1922, and because of Coach Works’s fast-paced system, the majority of those who tried out were forwards, the men who Coach Works insisted take the vast majority of shots. When the season finally came around, Coach Works had found his combination of men. The team goal was simple: to again win the Southern California Intercollegiate Athletic Conference. It would not be easy.

The season-opening game, played in front of a capacity crowd at the Pasadena YMCA, pitted the Caltech Engineers against the Southern Branch Cubs. The game marked a new wrinkle in Coach Works’s preferred style of play. Whereas Works had only experimented before with a four-man defense, with the fifth cherry-picking for the majority of possessions, he stepped up the use of this strategy during the 1922–23 season. Against the Engineers, it worked. Buck Beeson, Horace Bresee, Bill Goertz, Cy Eaton, and Si Gibbs all played well, and the Cubs cruised to a 40–15 victory.

Throughout the early part of the season, it appeared no team stood a chance against the Cubs. UCLA’s four-man defense and fast-paced offense was too much for Redlands. The Cubs won by a comfortable 13-point margin. The matchup with Occidental was not much of a basketball game, but more of a brawl. SBUC, the more skilled team, eventually prevailed, beating Oxy by 22 points. Whittier went down, as well, as did Pomona College. Against the Sagehens, Captain Si Gibbs recorded a game-high 17 points and 12 rebounds. After beating Caltech by 29 points during the rematch on February 14, the Cubs’ record was a perfect 6–0.

The game against Redlands was a crucial game in the conference race, and though the Cubs had defeated the Bulldogs soundly earlier in the season, Coach Works knew that his opponent was strong. The game would go back and forth for the majority of the two halves. Gibbs once again performed admirably, leading the Cubs with 10 points. In the final seconds, the score was tied at 24 and Redlands had possession. The final basket would come with just seconds left, and it was not a Cub who shot the ball, but a Bulldog. Redlands made a long jump shot to win the game and end the Cubs’ perfect season.

SBUC bounced back from the loss, taking out all their frustration on their next opponent, Occidental. The Cubs won by nearly 50 points, 61–12. Every player on the roster got into the game, with the backups playing significant minutes and scoring seemingly at the same pace as the starters. The Cubs would continue to beat their opponents in convincing fashion, but the schedule was back-loaded with tough opponents. After beating Pomona and Whittier by double digits, the Cubs felt for the first time what it was like to be on the wrong side of a one-sided game. The California Golden Bears beat the Cubs by the score of 47–15, the largest loss in the young program’s history.

One of the best rivalries in college basketball began in 1923. SBUC and the University of Arizona Wildcats played four games against each other, and, as would be the case in the decades to come, the two teams were closely matched. While Arizona and SBUC each won twice, none of the four games were particularly close. In the first matchup, the Cubs won, 43–30. Arizona would then beat SBUC by 11 in the second matchup in Los Angeles. Following the two games played in California, two games were played in Tucson, Arizona. The Cubs won the first game, 43–30, and the Wildcats won the next, 32–22.

Despite losing twice to the University of Arizona and also losing to the California Golden Bears, the Cubs were again the SCIAC champion, losing only one conference game. In four seasons, the Cubs had won three conference titles. However, in 1923–24, there would be change. The first graduating class in school history included some of the key contributors of the successful, early teams. Captain Si Gibbs was gone, and replacing him would be a challenge for Coach Works. In 1923, there would be other changes as well at the Southern Branch.

The University of Kansas claims national champion status for 1923.

1923–24

At the Southern Branch, basketball was becoming the athletic calling card. The team was good; the program was strong. Under Fred Cozens and Caddy Works, the Cubs had won three consecutive conference championships and were looking for more. In sunny Southern California, Coach Jimmie Cline entered his second year as the head coach of the Southern Branch football program, but unlike on the hardwood, it would take much longer for SBUC to find success on the gridiron.

For the basketball team, Coach Works was just trying to keep the train on the tracks following the loss of key players to graduation. Off-the-court changes were in store, as well. Though certainly not the consensus, many students on campus started calling their university the “University of California at Los Angeles.” They believed “Southern Branch” did not give due respect to the university. The name would eventually stick, but in ’23 and ’24, the name was still the University of California Southern Branch.

With Si Gibbs moving on following graduation, the new team captain was Bill Goertz. Though he had already played significant time prior to the new season, in 1923–24, he assumed the role as SBUC’s key player. He was the leading scorer for the Cubs and the leading scorer in the Southern California Intercollegiate Athletic Conference. After the season, he would be named to the mythical All-Southern California Conference team, made up of all schools in the Southern California region.

Although the games against Redlands had been the key matchups in the conference race in previous years, the main challenge for the Cubs would come not against the Bulldogs of Redlands, but against the Whittier Poets. Despite some close games with other teams, it was clear early in the season that the race was a two-team battle. The Cubs were scheduled for 10 games, and the eight played against other conference foes would all go the Cubs’ way. In the two games against Caltech, the Cubs dominated. Goertz scored 22 points in the first matchup, as the Cubs won by over 30 points. In the return matchup, played in Pasadena, the game was a bit closer, but still noncompetitive. Goertz, Horace Bresee, and Wilbur Johns all played well, and the Cubs won handily.
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1924 Southern Branch captain Bill Goertz (Southern Branch Collection)

Unlike the two matchups against the Caltech Engineers, the games against Redlands were close, but in both games, the Cubs came out on top. In the first game against Occidental, the Cubs led, 28–1, at halftime and finished with a 41–9 advantage. The second game would be much closer, but the Cubs again won, this time by six. Like the games against Caltech, Redlands, and Occidental, the two games against Pomona College would be all Cubs. SBUC won both. The two games that ultimately decided the SCIAC crown came against Whittier.

The first matchup, in the Whittier College home gym, was competitive, a back and forth affair. At halftime, the Cubs led, 12–10, but in the second half, the Poets played much better. Still, the game was close and could have gone either way. In the final minutes, the Poets outplayed the Cubs and came away with a two-point victory, 22–20. Though the loss was disappointing, it was not debilitating. The Poets would lose one conference game itself before the two teams met up in the conference-deciding game on March 5, 1924, at the USC Pavilion. The game went much the way of the first matchup. It was close throughout, with no team ever leading by more than three points. At halftime, the Cubs led, 11–8. If the team could hold its advantage throughout the second half, it would win the SCIAC once again. In the second half, both teams seemingly found their way on offense, at least in terms of taking better shots. Still, neither team shot particularly well. In the final seconds, the score was tied at 21. Whittier had the ball, and, with time ticking down, the ball was heaved from just inside halfcourt. As the ball came down, it went right through the hoop and the Poets were the SCIAC champions, breaking the three-year Southern Branch stranglehold.

While the ending to the 1924 season was undoubtedly disappointing, and the first taste of defeat on a conference level for many of the players involved, it was not altogether surprising. The varsity team had replaced many of its key players from the previous four seasons, and the team outperformed the expectations of most. The freshmen squad in ’24 was the best in school history to that point, so the future for hoops at the Southern Branch looked bright.

The University of North Carolina and Butler University claim national-champion status for 1924.

1924–25

In 1924, Soviet dictator Vladimir Lenin died. The Ottoman Empire was toppled. The British Mount Everest expedition ended in tragedy when George Mallory and Andrew Irvine disappeared trying to be the first people to reach the summit. In Los Angeles at Southern Branch, there was one notable change. While “Southern Branch” would remain, “Cubs” was no more. Students wanted a more ferocious name, and administrators wanted to stick to the University of California theme. In 1924, the Southern Branch athletic teams became known as the “Grizzlies.”

Entering his fourth season, even the most pessimistic of people were inclined to say Coach Caddy Works was doing a fine job, though he was still a full-time attorney and coached the basketball team at nights, after work. He had won the Southern California Intercollegiate Athletic Conference twice in his first three years, and in his fourth season, the team would again be good. The Grizzlies would play all its home games at Manual Arts High School, and many of the games became must-watch action. The team was exciting, played at a fast pace, and was to play its toughest schedule of any season to date. SBUC’s leading scorer for the season was Wilbur Johns, a third-year player and the captain of the varsity team. While Johns got the most attention, junior Horace Bresee was the unsung hero and the vocal leader on the team. He was quiet off the court, but he was a motivational teammate on it, and his toughness was never questioned.

Another man, just a sophomore and new to the varsity squad, was Ralph Bunche. Though in ’25 he was known simply for his aggressive play and underhand shooting, he would soon be known for much more. Bunche was black, the first minority player in Southern Branch/UCLA basketball history. Simply playing for the team is an achievement to be recognized, but it seems now like just a minor accomplishment on his impressive life resumé. As a boy, he was primarily raised by his grandmother after both of his parents died at a young age. When Ralph was ten, he began working, selling newspapers, working for a carpet-laying company, and even appearing as an extra in movies. He found his most success, however, in the classroom. In elementary school, he won awards for his work studying both history and English. Bunche was the valedictorian of his high school. When he arrived at the Southern Branch on a full basketball scholarship, he set his goals not only for the hardwood but also for academic success. While also spending time working as a janitor, Bunche thrived in every aspect of his studies. He graduated in 1927 summa cum laude and again was named valedictorian. Bunche went on to Harvard University and received a master’s degree in just one year and spent the majority of his career working in research and history. He studied social studies, world economics, political science, and philosophy. Bunche was one of the original founders of the United Nations and earned a Nobel Prize for his studies of the Arab-Israeli conflict in Palestine. He was later awarded a Medal of Freedom and was one of the preeminent twentieth-century Civil Rights leaders. Today, Bunche is honored on the UCLA campus with a building named after him, Bunche Hall, featuring his bust at the entrance.

With Johns, Bresee, Bunche, and the rest of the Grizzlies squad ready to play, the season began against the University of La Verne. The nonconference schedule was difficult for the Grizzlies, and the team stumbled through the difficult stretch. But during the earliest games, the Grizzlies were dynamic and played well. In the first game, SBUC won by a staggering margin, beating ULV, 54–11. Though San Diego College did better, the Grizzlies again dominated in the second game of the season, winning by 20 points. Overall, the Grizzlies played seven total nonconference games, but it won just those two. The team lost close games to both Oregon and Stanford early in the season. Over Christmas break, Coach Works took ten of his players to the Bay Area to play a series of games. The team lost to Stanford again, to California Berkeley, and to the local Olympic Club team.

In conference play, the Grizzlies performed much better than they did in nonconference games. After smashing the University of Redlands, 48–5, in the conference opener, the Grizzlies took on the Whittier Poets, the favorite to win the SCIAC. At halftime, the Grizzlies led, 12–6. The players were not shooting to Coach Works’s liking, but they played smothering defense. In the second half, the shooting picked up, and the defense remained strong. The Grizzlies won by the score of 32–11.

For much of the season, it appeared no team in the SCIAC stood a chance against the Grizzlies. The team pummeled Pomona in consecutive games, beat Redlands again, and then crushed Occidental College by 16 points. The rematch against Occidental was surprising, however. Playing one night after the initial matchup, the Oxy Tigers and the Southern Branch Grizzlies appeared to have switched uniforms. Bunche would start at guard for the first time in his career, and Edward Prigge would start at center, replacing Bill Goertz, who was out with an injury. The game went to overtime, and when the time expired after the extra five minutes, the Grizzlies were on the wrong side of the 24–23 score.

The final game had conference implications. With a win, SBUC would again win the conference crown, its fourth in five years. With a Whittier win, there would be a three-way tie between the Grizzlies, Whittier Poets, and Occidental Tigers. The first half was a seesaw contest. Both teams played well on defense and alternated the lead for much of the half. At the break, SBUC led, 12–10. The beginning of the second half was the same, and the game seemingly would come down to the final minutes. Midway through the half, however, the Grizzlies made a run and took control of the game. The final score was 22–15, with SBUC on top. Again, SBUC won the conference title. The 1925 team was tested outside the conference, and although the players knew they had a long way to go, the program was successful.

Washburn University and Princeton University claimed national champion status for 1925.

1925–26

Entering the 1925–26 season, the Grizzlies were expected to win. The team had won four conference titles in five years since officially joining the SCIAC, including three conference crowns in four years under Coach Works. The Grizzlies played a difficult schedule, its toughest yet, but the team was supremely talented. Horace Bresee was a senior and team captain; he was to have his best season yet. When the ’26 season ended, all close observers considered Bresee to be the best player yet in the young history of the university. He was a solid scorer, a smart offensive player, and a good rebounder for a guard. His prowess, however, came on the defensive end. He was feisty and aggressive and had a knack for the ball unmatched in the SCIAC.

While Bresee was the Grizzlies’ best defensive player, Ed Prigge, the captain-elect, was the main threat on the offensive end. He was tall, lanky, and an excellent offensive center. The season opened on December 12 against the Hollywood Athletic Club on Hollywood Court, and though the game was surprisingly close, due to the sloppy play of the Grizzlies, Coach Works and his men prevailed by the score of 27–25. Though not impressive, the win satisfied Coach Works. The Grizzlies ran its record to 3–0 by beating the Los Angeles Athletic Club by five points and trouncing San Diego State Teachers College by 15. Over Christmas break, several more nonconference games were played, and SBUC came out victorious in each. Montana State College and Oregon Agricultural College each lost by double figures, before the Grizzlies took on Stanford in Palo Alto. Though the Grizzlies were considered underdogs, they proved to be the superior team, trouncing the Stanford varsity, 28–15. It was the first victory for SBUC over Stanford in school history.

On January 9, the quest for another conference crown began. SBUC was without its top player, Horace Bresee, due to illness, and on the court it showed. The Grizzlies were not sharp offensively, but the opponent, the Redlands Bulldogs, proved to be no match. Redlands hoped to make the game a physical battle that the Bulldogs preferred. Although the game was rugged and SBUC guard Jimmy Armstrong fouled out, the final score showed the difference between the two teams. After leading, 14–1, at halftime, the Grizzlies cruised to a 32–8 victory. The win over Redlands would be a sign of things to come. SBUC beat Occidental, 38–11, and though it barely snuck by the Tigers in a rematch just days later, winning 15–11, sportswriters started to believe the Grizzlies were the best team on the West Coast. In the following game, Ed Prigge led the team with 15 points, and the Grizzlies’ unbeaten season remained intact.

On Friday, February 5, SBUC took on the Stanford team in a rematch, this time in Los Angeles. SBUC was 10–0, and Stanford’s lone loss came six weeks earlier at the hands of the Grizzlies. Over five thousand fans showed up and saw a thriller. Though both teams would start slow on the offensive end, soon they were able to find the basket. Throughout the first half, the lead repeatedly changed hands. At the break, SBUC led, 16–13, and the game was tough throughout. SBUC consistently got shots closer to the basket, but the Stanford players made tough shots to remain close. The early portion of the second half was a disaster for the Grizzlies. After SBUC quickly scored two baskets to extend the lead to seven, Stanford Coach Andy Kerr had seen enough. He removed all five of his starters and brought in a new wave. Suddenly the fresh Stanford squad looked to be the better team. Stanford went on a 15–2 run, and for the first time all season, SBUC trailed late in a game. SBUC cut the Stanford lead to three with two minutes to play. In the final minutes, the Grizzlies hit a basket and a free throw, but so did Stanford. When the final seconds ticked off, the score read Stanford 32, SBUC 29. The perfect season was over. While the Southern Branch varsity was certainly talented, they lacked the depth of the Stanford squad, and ultimately it cost them the game. In the following game, the California Golden Bears proved that Stanford and SBUC were not the only two teams on the West Coast that knew how to play ball. The Bears thrashed the Grizzlies, winning 22–8.
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1926 Southern Branch team photo (Southern Branch Collection).

While the Grizzlies’ depth was a problem against Stanford, it would not be when the team returned to conference play. Coach Works wanted to rest his usual starters when playing the Caltech Beavers. None of his usual five played in the first half. At the break, SBUC led just 9–7, but in the second half, with the help of the regulars, SBUC held on to win another conference game, 27–21. With three games to play, the Grizzlies were in a position to win the conference title with one victory. Coach Works still was unsure of the best lineup to start. Three players who were usually reserves—Scribner Birlenbach, Arthur Williams, and Franklin Pierce—started. The plan backfired, however, and soon the Grizzlies were down by five. Coach Works played his usual starters for the rest of the game, and the team easily came out on top. SBUC beat Whittier again the next day; then in the final game, it destroyed the Redlands Bulldogs, 46–17. The Southern Branch Grizzlies finished the season with a 14–2 record, and a perfect 10–0 conference record. SBUC again was the conference champion, and despite the hectic work schedule of Coach Works, he appeared to master his craft. The results of the ’26 season, beyond the conference title, served as a measuring stick for the young athletic program. With Coach William Spaulding leading the football program to the first winning season in ’25, and Coach Works leading the basketball program to consistent success in the SCIAC, the Southern Branch was on the rise. The team saw that it could beat Stanford on the hardwood, and though they lost to California, the team believed they were in the same class and could beat California in ’27. A new team that SBUC had never played was suddenly in the discussion, as well. Coach Works and his young squad wanted to play USC.

Syracuse University claimed national champion status for 1926.

1926–27

Prior to the 1926–27 season, change at the university hadn’t quite arrived; the period was more a time of reflection. The late ’20s would see many changes that shaped the future of athletics at the still new university. Until then, some changes had begun. In ’26, a new nickname was born, though it would not be official for another year. Many students who found the name “Southern Branch” insulting started calling the school “University of California at Los Angeles.” They believed doing so would force the change amongst administrators. Eventually they were proved right, but most in the media and all administrators still stuck with the old name. Though nothing abnormal would change with the basketball program prior to the season, obviously the Grizzlies would not be long for the Southern California Intercollegiate Athletic Conference. Football was improving under Coach William Spaulding each year, the basketball program was the strongest program on campus, and the other sports were also doing quite well. The ’26–’27 season would be the last for the basketball program in the SCIAC. In the six years the Cubs/Grizzlies competed in the SCIAC, they had finished at the top five times. In Coach Caddy Works’s five seasons, the varsity squad had a record of 54–13. In the final season in the SCIAC, Coach Works hoped to do what he had done so many times already—win.

Despite the loss of much of the conference championship roster of the season prior, the Grizzlies entered the season again as favorites and would again have a strong team. The new team captain was Jimmy Armstrong, a fast yet composed guard. He had the capability to play at a speed few could match, and his style worked well in Coach Works’s frantic offense. He was able to set his feet before shooting better than most players with his speed, and his two-hand jump shot was accurate. He was a vocal leader, as well, and the best perimeter defender on the squad.

Throughout the season, the Grizzlies would play six nonconference games, and as had been the case in recent years, the opponents in those games challenged the Grizzlies the most. In the first nonconference game, played over Christmas break, the Grizzlies won, 32–22 over the Oregon Agricultural College Aggies. Along with Armstrong, the other four starters—Milo Young, Jack Ketchum, Ralph Bunche, and Sam Balter—played well.

SBUC, hoping for an undefeated season, would not be so lucky. Though they beat Stanford twice in close games, they lost handily to the University of Idaho, Hollywood Athletic Club, and Pacific Coast Club.

Despite just a 3–3 nonconference record, which failed to include a game against USC despite the urging of many Southern Branch fans, Coach Works and players knew that the conference games were of much greater significance. On January 7, the SCIAC season opened with a tilt between the Grizzlies and the Occidental College Tigers. The game went through two distinct phases. Early on, Occidental played a stalling game, taking only wide-open shots, holding the ball for minutes at a time. Nevertheless, the Tigers trailed. When the Grizzlies had the ball, the players pushed the pace and scored quickly. Midway through the first half, the Occidental strategy changed, and with it, so did its hopes. Their players attempted to match SBUC’s speed, but to no avail. The Grizzlies won, 32–17, and were 1–0 in conference. As was the case for the majority of conference foes, there would be two meetings. In the second meeting with the Oxy Tigers, SBUC again won, this time by 28–14. SBUC beat San Diego State College twice, by a margin of more than 15 points per contest. The team beat Caltech in the lone encounter; Pomona twice, with Ketchum starring in both contests; and Redlands by 18 points.

While the Grizzlies were easily dismantling all their conference foes, so were the Whittier Poets. Although the matchups on the football field between SBUC and Whittier are more memorable, it was on the hardwood where conference crowns were decided. In the first matchup between the two teams, Whittier was superior from start to finish. The Poets held a lead for much of the game of around three to five points, but with a few timely baskets toward the end, the game was put away. The final score read Whittier 31, Southern Branch 22. The final matchup between the Grizzlies and Poets also concluded the conference season. Whittier held a 9–0 record, and SBUC came in at 8–1. With a win, Whittier would be the SCIAC champion. With a Southern Branch win, there would be a tie. Before the game, conference officials discussed the feasibility of a playoff tiebreaker, but they decided that an SBUC win would result in two cochampions.

The second matchup was one of the best games in school history at the time. The Poets jumped out to a quick lead. The two teams were getting quality looks at the basket, but only one team consistently scored. Unfortunately for Coach Works, the men able to find the hoop were wearing Poet uniforms. At the break, the score was 16–7. It appeared unlikely that SBUC would make a charge to win the conference crown alone again. However, the style of play in the second half again differed greatly from that of the first. In the opening half, the teams had constant motion, and though only Whittier shot the ball well, free-flowing offense was on both sides. In the second half, both teams played very physical defense, with many fouls called. With eight minutes left, the Grizzlies still seemed unlikely to win—the score stood at 20–12. SBUC’s inability to score was letting them down. Coach Works would make a key change, however, and suddenly the tide began to shift. Bill Woodruff, an oft-used backup center, was inserted into the game and instantly made an impact. Taking the ball back to nearly half court to get separation from the stingy defense, Woodruff fired a long shot, and to the amazement of all in the arena, it fell through the net. The Grizzlies’ scoring barrage was just beginning. Armstrong and Balter each hit short shots in succession to bring the score to 20–18. Whittier responded with a quick basket to grow the lead to four, but Balter and Ketchum again scored for the Grizzlies and suddenly the game was tied for the first time since the early minutes. After forcing a stop, super sub Woodruff scored again, and then put the game away with another late basket, bringing the score to 26–22. In the final desperate minutes, Whittier threw up several long shots, but its lone point came on a free throw. The Grizzlies played error-free in the final minutes and won, 29–23. The 17–3 scoring run following the insertion of Woodruff into the game helped the Grizzlies win the third consecutive SCIAC title, and the graduating seniors would finish their careers having never lost the SCIAC crown as members of the varsity squad.

Soon, the competition would get much more difficult. While Coach Works was able to balance his work as an attorney during the day and his coaching at night with stunning success in his first six seasons, he thereafter found success much harder to obtain.

The University of Notre Dame claimed national champion status for 1927.

1927–28

The year 1927 brought more change. The nickname that was born in 1926 became reality in 1927. No longer was there a University of California Southern Branch. The new name was the University of California at Los Angeles (“at” was removed in 1958). Although the football program remained in the Southern California Intercollegiate Athletic Conference for one more year, the basketball team, along with several other teams in other sports on campus, joined the preeminent college athletic conference on the West Coast, the Pacific Coast Conference. In basketball, there would be two divisions, the North and the South. The North Division had six teams: Washington, Washington State, Oregon, Oregon State, Idaho, and Montana. The South Division had just four teams: UCLA, USC, Cal, and Stanford. The winner of the conference was not decided by a conference championship game at the end, but simply by conference record. Although the PCC crown was the goal for each team, the reality of the scheduling dictated that the more immediate goal was to win the division. The northern teams played their northern rivals twice each, and southern teams played their southern rivals three times each. There would be no crossover between divisions.

While the 1927–28 Grizzlies were solid, the switch to the PCC, as well as the acceleration of basketball competition on the West Coast, made Coach Caddy Works’s job even more difficult. Whereas conference and division rivals each had full-time coaches, Coach Works’s first obligation was to his legal practice and would remain so for the entirety of his career. In the first year for the Grizzlies in the PCC, the situation did not pose much of a problem, but soon the program fell behind.

UCLA began the season with six nonconference games before the start of PCC play. With an added interest in basketball on campus amongst students, the Grizzlies set out to prove itself. In the six preliminary games, the Grizzlies went 5–1. The nonconference games are memorable for two reasons. Most important to the long-standing record, they were a success on the scoreboard. Though the squad lost a close game to the Los Angeles Athletic Club, it also trounced several opponents, including a 53–32 win over Pomona and a 70–10 win over Caltech, in which every Grizzly player appeared in the game. However, not all was great for Coach Works in the early-season slate. The Grizzlies outscored the six opponents by 229–156, but the man most responsible for the scoring would not play again for quite a while. Guard Bob Baker started the season excellently, but he was injured in the final tune-up before PCC play. Suddenly Coach Works had to replace a key player.

UCLA opened PCC play with a three-game series against new rival Stanford. Though the two teams had played in recent years, the games took on more importance with UCLA’s arrival to the PCC. Coach Works always measured his success against his rivals from Palo Alto. When the UCLA team took off on the trip to Palo Alto for the first two games, a crowd of more than two thousand fans wished them well. The rally at the Glendale Station for the departing men turned into an impromptu party, and though the players would have loved to stay with their beloved classmates, they knew they had a job to do. Playing in Stanford’s gymnasium was a challenge. Practically no fans ever attended, and while Stanford was a good team, the games therefore always felt substandard. Early in the game, Stanford struggled to keep up with the fast pace of play by the Grizzlies. Though the game remained frustratingly close for Coach Works, when the final seconds ticked off the clock, UCLA was victorious, 29–22. Jack Ketchum led the way with 13 points for the Grizzlies.

One day later, the two teams played again, and though the score was almost identical, the game was much different. UCLA’s speed was vanquished. Stanford played better transition defense and forced the Grizzlies to score in the half-court offense. The Grizzlies were the more disciplined team, however, which showed most prominently in the second half. UCLA continued to pass the ball for an open shot, even if doing so took minutes off the clock. Stanford was more rushed and took many long shots. All but 10 attempts for Stanford were from long distance, and even down low their players struggled, finishing just 2-for-10 on layup attempts. William Woodroff was the leading man for the Grizzlies, finishing with 12 points. The final score was 28–22, making the Grizzlies 2–0.

The third game in the Stanford series disappointed Coach Works in many ways. At 2–0, UCLA was tied with USC at the top of the division standings, and a sweep over a strong Stanford team would go a long way toward helping reach the end goal. In front of a large crowd back home at Olympic Auditorium, the Grizzlies stormed out to what seemed like an insurmountable 24–13 halftime lead. In the second half, however, things changed dramatically. The Stanford men found their rhythm on offense, and the Grizzlies played sloppily, not showing the patience they exhibited one week earlier. Stanford outscored UCLA, 19–3, to win by a five-point margin.

If the loss to Stanford frustrated all UCLA rooters, the first game of the series against California was heartbreaking. With the score tied at 34 with five seconds left, a foul was called on UCLA. Vern Corbin of California would make one free throw, and the Golden Bears came away with the one-point win. In the second game, the Grizzlies changed strategy. Despite being much smaller and faster, Coach Works wanted to muck the game up. UCLA played a physical brand of basketball, knowing it would force the Bears to match their physicality. The plan worked, as the second half ended up being essentially a free-throw contest in between periods of wrestling. The Grizzlies were the better shooting team and came away with a 12-point victory. The plan gave the Bears an idea of what would happen again in the rematch one day later. Instead of trying to avoid the physical strategy, Cal doubled down and played an even more physical game. This time, however, the team also shot the ball well. In the rubber match between the two UC rivals, the men from Berkeley won, 33–26.

UCLA and USC met at Olympic Auditorium in 1928 for the first matchup between the two schools in a major sport in history. Coach Works and many of his players had hoped to play the Trojans in nonconference games for years; now, they needed to beat the men they had asked for. The games against USC meant more to the players than those against early rivals Stanford and California. USC entered the first matchup with a 22–2 overall record and a 5–1 conference record. The Grizzlies came in at 8–4, with a 3–3 conference record. On paper the Trojans seemed superior, so Coach Works needed to convince his players that they could beat USC. As was to be the case so often in many sports, the games were close, and drama was always one possession away. In the first matchup, the sportswriters appeared to be right. Though the game was tied at 32 deep into the second half, the Trojans rallied and won, 45–35. UCLA would get revenge, however, and win the second game of the series. UCLA’s starting five, Ketchum, Woodruff, Larry Wilds, Sam Balter, and Bob Baker each played well. Baker, who was injured in the final nonconference tune-up, returned for the USC series, and was a key player in the Grizzlies’ victory.

The final game of the season brought with it the largest crowd to date at Olympic Auditorium. Fans stood outside, just trying to glimpse the action. The first half was a battle, as both teams were sharp. They played strong, tight defense, but they were equally impressive on the other end. With the score tied at 20, USC scored just before half to take a two-point lead into the break. In the second half, the Grizzlies played the finest basketball of the year. Players smothered the Trojans on defense and executed flawlessly on offense. An 11–0 UCLA run to start the half proved to be the difference. Though USC would make a run of its own, the surge was not enough. UCLA finished with a flurry and won, 47–37.

The 1928 Grizzlies did not win the PCC, instead finishing just third in the South Division. But the team was undoubtedly impressive in its initial PCC season. With a 10–5 overall record and a 5–4 mark in conference play, the squad exceeded all outside expectations. Going forward, however, the team was about to enter into the darkest period in UCLA basketball history.

The University of Pittsburgh claimed national champion status for 1928.

1928–29

Prior to the start of the 10th season in UCLA basketball history, more change occurred. Unlike with the basketball side, the football PCC conference was not split into divisions; teams could play any team in the conference. The University of Montana Grizzlies was a member institution, and the PCC would not allow two teams to have the same nickname. Gone were the days of the UCLA Grizzlies. In 1928, every athletic team on campus was called the UCLA Bruins.

Caddy Works’s eighth season was unlike every other season in his career to that point. For the first time, UCLA struggled. Although the team was relatively experienced, the returning players did not play as successfully as in previous seasons, nor did any newcomers pick up the slack. Coach Works constantly fiddled with his lineup trying to find the right combination, but nothing seemed to work. Twelve players earned a varsity letter during the season, but none stood out as true stars. Larry Wilde, Dick Linthicum, Milo Young, Bill Woodroff, Sam Balter, Bob Baker, and Al Sunseri each started at different points during the season. Key scorers Balter, Baker, and Sunseri were all of similar size and skill, and all graduated at the end of the season. The Bruins big men, on the other hand, were younger but struggled mightily for the majority of the season.

When looking at just the results of the early contests, one would be shocked to find out how poorly the season turned out. The Bruins, as was expected, started the season with a flurry of wins. On December 14, the ball was in the air for the first time during the new season. The game was played at Pomona College and the Sagehens were no match. UCLA won, 43–22. One day later, the Bruins took on La Verne College and again won decisively, this time by the score of 46–24. The Bruins cruised through the next two opponents, beating Hollywood Athletic Club by 17 and Los Angeles Club by 18. Sam Balter was the Bruins’ best early-season scoring threat and led on the defensive end as well. UCLA finished the nonconference slate by beating the University of Utah in the first ever meeting between the two schools, in Salt Lake City. The thrill of victory did not last long, as Utah won the rematch one day later. Finally, the nonconference slate finished with another Bruins victory on January 4, this time over the University of North Dakota.

With a 6–1 record, Coach Works, as well as players and fans, was confident that 1929 could be a championship season. The offense was strong in early-season play and the defense was much improved over the prior season. But their early hopes and dreams were not based in reality. In the first conference game of the season, the Bruins defense played well, but the offense suddenly went cold. When UCLA headed to Berkeley to take on the Bears, they went to win the series and return home to study for final exams the following week. In the first half, the Bruins outplayed the Bears but struggled to score when they had open looks at the hoop. The two teams exchanged the lead several times, but the halftime score was just 10–7 in favor of the Bruins. In the second half, scoring picked up, but only slightly. The score was tied at 19 with under eight minutes to play. In the final minutes, however, only the team from Berkeley rose to the occasion, outscoring the Bruins, 7–2, and winning the game, 26–21.

The second game against the Bears was not much like the first, but the end result was nevertheless frustrating. UCLA led 15–14 at half, but the Bears stormed out of the break and rallied to take a 35-24 lead. Though UCLA would score the final seven points, it wasn’t enough. The Bruins had chances, but the game was lost at the free-throw line. Three Bruins fouled out (four fouls was the maximum at the time) in the physical game. Cal shot 14 free throws, making 12. UCLA shot 17, only making nine. Though the final game of the three-game series would be played weeks later at Olympic Auditorium in Los Angeles, it mattered little. The Bears crushed the Bruins and swept the three-game series.

Though Stanford was not the team that Cal was, and two of the three games would be played in Los Angeles, the result was the same in the second series of the season. Stanford was big and strong, whereas UCLA was fast and shifty. In the end, size won decisively. Stanford won by double digits in the first game. In the second game, Coach Works’s frustration began to show. He started three players who were normally substitutes: Al Sunseri, Erwin Piper, and Carl Knowles. It didn’t work, and the Bruins fell to 0–5 in conference play. The five-game losing streak would reach six, then seven, and then eight. The latter two losses would come against the University of Southern California.

With an abysmal 0–8 conference record, Coach Works struggled to find the words to motivate his men to finish the season strongly. Many of his players were multisport athletes who started to focus on their next season. Still, some were seniors thinking about life after school.

USC, however, also stuggled. Its only two wins in conference play had come against the Bruins, and the Bruins hoped to return the favor in one final showdown. Sophomore Dick Linthicum, who played only the first half, was expected to be the star in the coming years, and against USC, he had his finest half of the season. He scored 12 points before watching the second half from the bench. Seniors Sammy Balter and Bob Baker got their last wish, winning in the final game of their careers. The score was 44–33, bringing some comfort to a disappointing season. UCLA finished with a 1–8 conference record and just a 7–9 overall mark. The season was the first losing one in school history, and the eight-game losing streak was the longest in history. The Bruins finished in last place in the four-team South Division and had the worst record of any school in the ten-team Pacific Coast Conference.

Montana State University and Butler University claimed national champion status for 1929.

1929–30

The 1929–30 season was in a way one of redemption, but it was also one of disappointment. The Bruins, under Coach Caddy Works, improved greatly from the prior season, but still the squad failed to reach the success of just a few years earlier. Though Coach Works implemented a fast-paced offense like that of his first year at UCLA, his defense began to stand out. For years, he was flexible with his chosen defenses, implementing strategies still common today. Whereas almost every team played exclusively man-to-man defense, Coach Works and the Bruins implemented zone defense, as well as tactics that became known later as “box and one” and “triangle and two” coverages. By the 1930 season, however, UCLA did not mix defenses much. They played almost exclusively zone.

Leading the way for the Bruins on the court was Captain Larry Wilds. As a three-year varsity letter winner, Wilds was the most consistent Bruin on the court, and the coaching staff claimed he was the most mature, the man they could always trust to make the correct play. Though the 1929 season was the worst thus far in UCLA history, word had spread that Coach Works had built a strong program, and the student body caught basketball fever. The 1930 Bruins had 18 varsity players, more than any thus far in school history. Along with Wilds, Richard von Hagen, Carl Knowles, Frank Lubin, and Carl Shy were the usual starters. Coach Works was well aware that the 1930 season would need to be a strong one. The team was experienced, senior-laden, and coming off of a disappointing prior season. Though the freshmen of 1930 were splendid players, the best thus far in school history, Coach Works knew that 1930 brought a unique opportunity to win, and early in the season, the Bruins did just that.

The Bruins played eight nonconference games against teams they were expected to handle easily to open the season, and they won them all. Carl Knowles led the Bruins in scoring in the first game of the season, thrashing the much larger Elks Club, 51–34. As it turned out, nearly every team was much bigger than the Bruins. Yet the team possessed excellent ball-handling skills and accurate shooting and was able to wear down many of their opponents with sheer pace. This was displayed in the second game of the season against the University of La Verne, which was able to keep up with the Bruins through the first half before tiring in the second, losing by 15 points. The Bruins played fine basketball in the remaining early nonconference games. The team’s largest victory came by 29 points over Pomona. It also beat Occidental by 25 and thrashed Caltech again by 29 in the final tune-up game. The closest affair came against Los Angeles Athletic Club in a low-scoring game, just 23–17.

Coach Works and the Bruins believed the following series against nonconference Brigham Young University was vitally important to their success, more so than the previous eight games. BYU was a strong team. In the first game of the series, the tables were turned on UCLA: BYU played a similar style, but the men from Provo played it better. The players excelled on timing, with excellent passing and constant movement. To the surprise of everyone in attendance, UCLA was tired. Its speed and conditioning advantage was nonexistent here. BYU played an excellent game, but still the Bruins were close. In the end, the difference was just seven points: BYU 47, UCLA 40. The second game was much like the first, though the outcome was different. Rather than trying to change the way the Bruins played, Coach Works drilled in his players the importance of teamwork. He wanted them not to try to beat BYU by themselves, but rather to note how their opponent beat them the day before—with teamwork and excellent passing. This was the UCLA way, and it would be the strategy going forward. Despite playing much better, the Bruins still trailed by two points at halftime. The second half would be a back-and-forth battle, with each team exchanging the lead several times. In the end, the victor earned the victory at the free-throw line. UCLA was the better foul-shooting team and came away with a 47–43 victory. The Bruins were 9–1.

Next on the schedule was the University of Utah. The series would be one of highs and lows for fans of the Bruins. In the first game, UCLA easily dismantled the men from Salt Lake City. In the second game, however, a flaw in the Bruins surfaced. After jumping out to a fast start and building a 14-point lead, Coach Works pulled his starters and inserted backups. He hoped they would gain valuable experience, play well, and give the starters rest. With four minutes remaining, however, the contest was knotted. Coach Works put all five starters back in the game. UCLA went on a run to close the game and finished with an 11-point victory. With two wins over Utah already in the books, Coach Works chose to play his backups for the majority of game three. Though the normal starters would eventually reenter, it was too late. After falling behind by 14 points, the Bruins lost, 52–44.

The rest of the season would consist of three three-game series in conference play. There were several thrilling moments for Bruins fans, but none would top the first matchup with Stanford. Though heavy underdogs, the Bruins played its finest basketball. The game was at Olympic Stadium, and the Bruins faithful showed in full force. Both teams started slowly, and several minutes in, the score was just 2–1. The game seemed like it would be a low-scoring, slug-it-out affair, but soon things changed. The Bruins would find their shot over and over again. The Stanford players and coaches were stunned. UCLA could seemingly do no wrong. Knowles led the Bruins with 20 points, and Wilds finished with 19. When the final seconds ticked off the clock, the final score was UCLA 63, Stanford 30. The 63 points scored was the most in the history of the Pacific Coast Conference to that point.

As would be an issue throughout all conference play, the Bruins were inconsistent in the second matchup with Stanford. The game was played in Palo Alto three weeks after the first game, and it appeared early to be much like the game in Los Angeles. The Bruins built a 13-point lead at halftime, but it did not last. Stanford charged back to take a lead. Trailing by two points with less than 30 seconds to play, Wilds hit a shot for the Bruins to send the game to overtime, but the Bruins lost in the extra period.

Unlike the previous two matchups, the third meeting was low scoring. The final score was just 20–15, and though the game was not aesthetically pleasing, and resembled a football game more than a basketball game, the Bruins won the slugfest to take two out of three.

UCLA was still an underdog against the California Golden Bears in the next game, and in the first half, one could see why. UCLA was unable to do anything well on offense, and on defense, it couldn’t stop Kent Pursel, who accounted for 13 points in the first half. The Bruins trailed, 22–11, at the break. In the second half, the Bruins picked up their offense a bit, but their defense brought them back. California hurt itself as well in the half. It finished just 1–6 from the free-throw line, and remarkably, the one point was the only one it scored all half. UCLA tallied 15 second-half points and won, 26–23. The breaks evened out in the second game, however, and though UCLA outplayed Cal for much of the game, the Bears finished with three more points, winning, 32–29. The final game against Cal was one that players and coaches would have to think about for the entirety of the offseason. UCLA led, 30–28, with time ticking down in the final minute. UCLA would have won if they were simply able to get a stop and then stall to run out the clock. Joel Cottfield was able to hit an incredible long-range shot for the Bears, however, and suddenly the game was tied. UCLA failed on the offensive end, and Cal’s best player, Kent Pursel, then hit the game-winning shot to break the Bruins’ hearts. The chance at a conference crown was over.

The final games against the University of Southern California were anticlimactic. The Bruins could not win the conference title, and the team was without one of its better players for the first two games. Carl Shy was sick, and Dave Williams, a strong defensive player but not the offensive scorer Shy was, didn’t make up the difference. USC beat UCLA in all three contests, winning 33–16, 42–30, and finally, 33–28. Shy played in the final game; by scoring 15 points, he secured the title of leading scorer in the South Division of the Pacific Coast Conference. UCLA finished with a 14–8 record, but just 3–6 in conference play.

The University of Pittsburgh claimed national champion status for 1930.

1930–31

By the fall of 1930, the United States was in a period of prolonged struggle. The collapse of the stock market in ’29 triggered uncertainty. The economy collapsed, and a brief upswing was a mirage. Lives were destroyed, professions ceased to exist, and many were left to start over. For UCLA basketball, the 1930–31 season was much like the early years of the Great Depression. In the 1920s, both the US economy and the UCLA basketball program were strong. As the Roaring Twenties ended, so did the success of UCLA basketball, a growing regional power. In the first dozen years that SBUC/UCLA played basketball, the varsity team finished with a winning record eleven times and six times officially won the conference title. In 1930, the Bruins won 14 games but had an overall losing record in Pacific Coast Conference play. In 1931, the Bruins would accomplish the same feat again. They were good enough to finish with more wins than losses, but not good enough to compete for a conference crown. Things looked bleak, with the Bruins disappointing for the second year in a row, but times would only get worse. The Bruins wouldn’t have an overall winning record for twelve more years, and the team was never again competitive under Coach Caddy Works. Fifteen more years elapsed until UCLA had a winning record in conference play. While many understand today that UCLA basketball has a rich tradition of winning, these years were truly dark for the program. Crosstown rivals USC would start beating UCLA repeatedly, with the UCLA coach a laughingstock in his own town. Coach Caddy Works was no longer the right man for the job, but still he remained, and still the Bruins continued to lose.

The 1931 Bruins were the last of Coach Works’s teams with promise. To be certain, the squad was quite talented. Leading the Bruins was senior Carl Knowles, the elected team captain. Knowles, a product of local Fairfax High School, was not always a sure thing. In high school, he was not even a starter on the varsity team, and he rarely got any playing time even with the second string. He had more value on the practice court than during games. Still, he continually worked hard and steadily improved. He enrolled at UCLA following his graduation from Fairfax in 1927. Much like his time with the Fairfax basketball squad, his experience on the freshmen team at UCLA was rather forgettable. He was awkward without much talent. As a sophomore on the Bruins varsity squad, Knowles showed vast improvement, and though he was not a regular contributor, for the first time he showed potential. As a junior in ’29–’30, he was a valuable member of the team and the best all-around player. By ’30–’31, he had progressed from below average high school player to the best player on the Bruins squad. He was not the best shooter, though his one-hand shot had become a strong weapon. He was not the best passer, though he was mostly reliable in making the correct pass. His athleticism was still a question mark, and he was still a bit awkward at times. But he was smart, and he was the man that all could trust.

Joining Knowles on the varsity were six other players. The senior class of ’31 was strong. Two other senior starters played key roles for the starting five, including Dick von Hagen, who led the conference in scoring, and Frank Lubin, the most intense player on the squad. Though three seniors led the team, the most talented player was Dick Linthicum, and Dudley Tower was a reliable fifth starter. Coming off the bench for the majority of the season was Ted Lemcke, who improved greatly as the season went on, and backup center Carson Binkley.

Strategically, the team was much like previous years. It still relied heavily on outpacing the other teams and playing zone defense, but as PCC opponents became familiar with the Bruins’ tactics, the tactics were less successful. Coach Works had begun to use stalling tactics sporadically the previous few years, and he would continue to do so in ’31. The Bruins would play a condensed schedule compared to the year prior. Six nonconference games began the season; like they had done one year earlier, the players got off to an excellent start.

The season opened against former rival Whittier College. Once a leading contender, along with the Bruins, in the old Southern California Intercollegiate Athletic Conference, Whittier was a shell of itself. UCLA had outgrown Whittier, and easily handed the Poets a defeat, 57–23. The Bruins led wire-to-wire, and Linthicum led the team with 20 points. All Bruins fans, players, and coaches expected to come away victorious in the opening game, but they knew the schedule would eventually get tougher. The margin of victory, however, surprised even the most optimistic of Bruins. In the following game, Pomona was no match for UCLA. Coach Works mixed some normal starters with several backups, and UCLA cruised to a 28-point win. UCLA would continue to win games throughout the nonconference season, but one defeat is most memorable. The underdog Los Angeles Athletic Club trounced the Bruins, 41–24, and soon the once promising season took a turn for the worse.

Captain Carl Knowles, the most important player on the team, and Coach Works’s most trusted confidant, was sick. He was unable to play more than a few minutes against the Montana Grizzlies, and his illness would be a large part of the poor close to the season. Without Knowles, UCLA squeaked by Montana, 29–28, in a closer than expected game. UCLA played much better in the second matchup, winning by over 20 points. The Bruins had a strong record, but entering the three series that always defined the PCC season, the team would need their leader at full strength.

When UCLA took on Stanford, California, and USC, they were in for a challenge every year. In ’31, all had strong teams, and the South Division of the PCC was wide open to any of the four. Coach Works believed the “Red Men” from Stanford were the conference favorites. All week he drilled into his players that they needed to be their best to win. So when UCLA went north to Palo Alto, players brought with them an intensity they had not yet shown all season and a skill Stanford did not expect. In the first game, UCLA stunned Stanford with its teamwork. The Bruins passed the ball well, were in sync on defense, and shot well enough to build a lead. Though Stanford would close the gap, the Red Men never seriously threatened, and UCLA won, 32–23. The second matchup against Stanford was much like the first. UCLA built a 10-point lead, and Stanford then made a run. Though the Stanford Indians would inch closer in the second affair, UCLA held on to win again, this time by 28–26. Going for the season sweep would not be easy, however, and the third game was a back-and-forth matchup. With under a minute on the clock, UCLA led, 28–27, but the game-winning shot was hit by Stanford, and the Bruins lost by one.

The series with the California Golden Bears was a microcosm of the season. UCLA was a good team, but far too often it came up short. In a home matchup against the Bears at Olympic Auditorium, the Bruins lost by two points, 24–22. It was the second consecutive game that the opponent scored right at the end to beat the Bruins. The Bruins would have no better luck in the next matchup, losing, 43–39, and in the final game of the three, the team again lost a close one, this time by 30–28, with Cal again scoring in the final seconds to beat the Bruins.

While the three close losses to California doomed the Bruins’ hopes for a conference title, there was hope heading in to the series with USC. After battling illness for much of the season, Knowles felt much better, and he would play against the Trojans. In the first matchup, the Bruins won a dull game by 25–16. UCLA built a comfortable lead early, and neither team made another noteworthy run for the rest of the game. Unlike the first matchup, the second game between the two rivals offered much to talk about. UCLA seemingly was the better team, but the referees were whistle-happy, and UCLA was unable to keep USC from the free-throw line. Despite just one first-half field goal for the Trojans, USC led by a point at the half. In the second half, UCLA continued to foul, and USC finally started making outside shots, dooming the Bruins. In the final game, UCLA led, 19–9, at half. In the second half, USC slowly closed the game, inching closer to the Bruins. It looked to many like UCLA would lose again at the end, a theme for the ’31 season. UCLA went on a run in the final few minutes, however, playing its best basketball of the entire season. After a 21–2 run, the game was essentially put away, and the Bruins cruised to a dominant win. Although the Bruins finished the season with a 9–6 record, the 4–5 conference mark clearly disappointed. With a talented senior class moving on, the season was Coach Works’s last chance at a conference title. The series with the Golden Bears and inability to win close games ruined UCLA’s season. The ’31 squad was one of UCLA’s best early teams, but those that can’t win at the end can’t be champions.

Northwestern University claimed national champion status for 1931.

1931–32

The 1931–32 Bruins players were an interesting bunch. The starting five was young but talented. Coach Caddy Works was still seen in a positive light, but his best days were behind him, and his darkest days lay ahead. Joining the returning players on the varsity team were two sophomores who were key contributors. Don Piper started, and though he was not a star by any means in his first year, he was a steady performer and became one of the most trusted Bruins in 1931–32. The second sophomore, Lou “Bud” Rose, also started, and though he was more inconsistent than Bruins rooters had hoped, he was immensely talented, as well. Ted Lemcke was the captain-elect, and his backcourt defense was superb. “Jimmy the Windmill” Soest started alongside Lemcke in the backcourt, but he was known more for his success in another sport. Soest was one of the top amateur boxers in the United States and hoped to one day make it big as a fighter, not a baller. Rounding out the starting five was captain Dick Linthicum, best known today as the first All-American in not only UCLA basketball history but also all of UCLA athletics. He was truly the glue that held the Bruins together. Joining Linthicum on the All-America team was a man unknown to almost all in Southern California, a man who would eventually become synonymous with UCLA basketball and American athletics in general. In 1932, Purdue guard John Wooden’s name was right beside Dick Linthicum on the All-America list.

The Bruins opened the season, as always, with a stretch of nonconference games against seemingly inferior teams. The first game of the season pitted UCLA against the Hollywood Athletic Club. The Bruins had no problem dispatching its opponent, winning by 35–20. Linthicum led the way with 12 points. UCLA won its next two games by an average of 16 points, both coming against the Whittier Poets.

In the early-to-mid-twentieth century, scheduling was much different than it is today. During World War II, military teams, filled with many current college-age men and even players who had already used their collegiate eligibility, were formed. They played games that counted on the official record even though they were seemingly at an advantage. The practice happened before the war as well, though many sports historians don’t recognize that. Those teams were usually part of a club rather than the military, however. UCLA’s fourth game of the season came against one of these teams: the Pasadena Majors consisted of many UCLA basketball alumni, as well as several former USC players. The Bruins were no match for the older, better players and lost, 34–24.

UCLA was 3–1 in nonconference play and few were discouraged by the loss to the Pasadena Majors. The following three-game series with Utah State, however, humbled the Bruins. The team was thoroughly dismantled twice, losing by double digits in both affairs. Though they beat USU in the third game and then Los Angeles Athletic Club to close out nonconference play, its 5–3 record was disappointing.

In the early years of UCLA basketball, success was most clearly defined by the games against Stanford, Cal, and USC. They were the Pacific Coast Conference South Division competitors. The Bruins opened conference play against Stanford, and the worries that Coach Works had following the nonconference slate proved to be legitimate. The first game was mostly a back-and-forth affair. The game was tied at 22 with one minute to play, but the Indians scored the final basket and added a free throw to win, 25–22. One night later, the teams played again, and though the game was much different than the first, the result was the same. UCLA started slowly, made a major run, and then faltered at the end: Stanford 31, UCLA 26. The Bruins were 0–2 in the conference. Things changed, however, when the Indians came south to take on the Bruins at the Olympic Auditorium. With six minutes to go, the game was tied. Unlike in Palo Alto, however, the Bruins would not falter down the stretch. Bud Rose played a brilliant final five minutes, and the Bruins won, 35–31. The second game back in Los Angeles was different than the previous three games played thus far. It was a blowout. UCLA led, 19–5, at halftime, and the final outcome was never in doubt. Linthicum led all scorers with 10 points.

Although splitting four games with the Indians was not ideal, the result was also not crushing. Stanford was a strong team in ’32, but the tougher test was the California Golden Bears. Any hope of winning the conference crown would soon be dashed. The two teams played four games, two in Berkeley and two in Los Angeles. Cal won all four contests, and the Bruins were eliminated from conference contention. After losing by double digits in the first matchup, the second game was a nail-biter. Cal’s Ted Ohashi scored in the final seconds of regulation to send the game to overtime, and in the extra period, Cal snuck by, 26–25. In Los Angeles, much was the same. Cal won by six and then won again in overtime in the final game. Losing four in a row to Cal crushed the Bruins’ season.

Though the 1932 team was not remembered for success on the hardwood, pride was still on the line when it took on the USC Trojans. The teams played three times, and the Bruins won twice. There was also a fight in the final game, and the Bruins won that too. USC’s coach, Sam Barry, was, in a way, innovative. Stalling tactics were nothing new in college basketball, but Coach Barry took stalling to a new level. In ’31–’32, the pace of play for the Trojans suddenly came to a crawl. Barry knew that his tactic was successful, but he was often influenced by public pressure. His plan was to hold the ball as long as possible, even minutes at a time, without even looking to score. UCLA played almost primarily zone defense, and he wanted the Bruins to overextend pressure so his team could pick apart the zone. In the first half of the first game, neither side caved. Coach Works demanded that his players stay back in their zone, and Coach Barry demanded that his men wait it out. The first half was a total bore. Fans booed, yelled, and even threw things on the court. After a while, players noticed not angry fans, but distracted ones. Many took to reading the newspaper during play, knowing they weren’t missing any action. In the second half, the public pressure got to Coach Barry and he called off his “stationary offense.” It was time to play. UCLA, though, was the better team. The game was close, but UCLA prevailed, winning by 19–17 on a half-court shot by Bud Rose.

The second game was different than the first, but the scoring hardly indicated so. Despite abandoning slow tactics for the majority of the game, UCLA and USC still hardly scored. With time ticking down, the score was 24–22, USC. The magic of one night prior was still with the Bruins, however. Rose again proved he was clutch and tied the game at 24, and then captain Dick Linthicum won it with a last-second shot. The season had been a disappointment, but beating the Trojans in the final series of the season was sweet. With one final game to play, the Bruins hoped to go out with a third victory over USC. It wasn’t to be, however, as USC won the final game, 35–31. The game is most notable not for the final score but for the big fight. After a hard foul, in which James Soest was sandwiched between two Trojans defenders, fists flew. Little did USC know that Soest was an elite amateur boxer. He didn’t need any help, and he resolved the situation in the way he knew best. He knocked two Trojans to the floor with his thundering right hand. Others tried to get in on the action, but it was soon broken up. The Bruins had fight in them the entire season, but for Coach Works, a man who had far exceeded expectations in his early years, it was another disappointing season. The Bruins finished the year with a 9–10 overall record and were 4–7 in conference play. For Dick Linthicum, the season was unquestionably a success. Though his name has long been lost to history for many UCLA fans, he should always be remembered as the first All-American for the Bruins. The man who joined him on that list will never be forgotten. John Wooden was a senior in ’32. His college playing career was over. It was time to start the next phase of his life.

Purdue University claimed national champion status for 1932.

1932–33

While athletic greatness was seen throughout Los Angeles during the Summer Olympic Games in 1932, the UCLA basketball team was far from great. Coach Caddy Works was still supported by the vast majority of the UCLA faithful, but doubters believed that coaching the Bruins basketball team on a part-time basis was becoming too difficult. The UCLA yearbook of ’31 called Coach Works a “genius.” The yearbook of ’32 called him “brilliant.” Opposing teams were not intimidated, however. The Bruins had become a pushover in recent years, and the ’32–’33 season was another in the long streak of losing seasons.

Dick Linthicum, the All-American of one year prior, was gone; replacing him was a monumental task. He was the best player yet in UCLA history. Ted Lemcke was in his third season on the varsity squad and was elected captain by the coaching staff, but his play was slowed for much of the season by a bum ankle. Fellow captain Don Piper, chosen by the players, was the best all-around scorer on the team, and one of the best in the conference. He finished the season second in the Pacific Coast Conference South Division in scoring and earned the nickname “Dynamite Don.” Carson Binkley, Cordner Gibson, Bill Maxwell, George Brotemarkle, Shelby Johns, and a plethora of players off the bench received significant playing time. Though many played well at moments, none were consistent performers.

The Caddy Works brand of basketball had usually been fast. He wanted his team to run the floor, fast-break at every opportunity, and beat the other team with conditioning. Over the previous several years, however, Coach Works began to doubt his own ability, and the ability of his team to play with pace. He mixed in periods of stalling, with usually poor results. In the ’32–’33 season, he was committed to playing his way. He wanted no longer to shorten the game by holding the ball. The squad would play fast, and if it didn’t work, Coach Works was determined to abandon it all together. The season would be a test. If 1933 didn’t produce a winner with speed, 1934 would bring an entirely new style.

UCLA’s season was a tale of two parts. The season began in incredible fashion. During nonconference play, the Bruins put on a show, playing with speed and grace. The team shot the ball especially well. In ten nonconference games, the Bruins won nine, including wins over Nevada, Utah, and Santa Clara. Then came conference play. The team that dominated early in the season was steamrolled the rest of the way. Many of UCLA’s losses were close affairs, and some on campus believed the Bruins were jinxed. UCLA started the conference season against California in Berkeley. In the first game, the Bruins laid an egg. At halftime, the Bears led comfortably, and though UCLA played a strong second half, the Bears won, 40–37. The two teams played again one night later, and the game unfolded much the same way. Hal Eifert, Cal’s top scorer, finished with 19 points. Ted Lemcke was the high man for the Bruins, but the home team again came away victorious. The final score was 33–29 in favor of the Bears.
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UCLA vs. Santa Clara, 1933 (Southern Branch Collection).

Following the two losses to Cal, UCLA returned to Los Angeles to take on USC. The games against the Trojans in ’33 did not have the drama of the big fight or the boredom of stalling in ’32. In the first matchup in ’33, USC coach Sam Barry did not need to stall. His team got out of the gate fast and never looked back. USC cruised to a 22-point victory.

The Bruins were 0–3 in conference play after the game against the Trojans, and in the blink of an eye, their 0–3 mark turned to 0–5. They traveled north to Palo Alto for the second road trip of the conference season and came home with two more losses. Much like early in the conference season, the Bruins returned to Los Angeles following their two losses up north with hopes of beating their crosstown rival. Just like earlier, however, the Trojans weren’t keen to let the Bruins have their way. In the second matchup between the two, USC won again, this time 39–33.

UCLA’s strong season had quickly turned into a porous one during conference play. The Bruins and their fans once believed the team had a chance to win the PCC, but after starting 0–6 in conference play, the goal shifted to simply winning a game. With consecutive games against Cal at Olympic Coliseum in Los Angeles, the Bruins seemed to have a chance to come out on top. In the first game, however, UCLA fell once again. With Piper being the only effective offensive player for the Bruins, UCLA was easily dismantled. The second game, however, was competitive the entire way. At halftime, the score was tied at 18. UCLA held a small lead for much of the second half. With under two minutes to play, Cal finally overtook the Bruins and held on to win, 37–36. The Bruins were still winless in PCC play. The team was finally able to win a game at the end of the conference season over Stanford but lost two more to finish with a 1–10 conference record after starting the season 9–1 in nonconference play. For the first time, UCLA had two consecutive losing seasons.

No school claimed national champion status for 1933.

1933–34

The 1933–34 UCLA basketball season turned out to be the worst thus far in school history. The team was loaded with inexperienced sophomores who had yet to see varsity action. Many of the upperclassmen had spent the previous years playing in limited roles, and now they were tasked with carrying the load for the Bruins. One of the few experienced players on the team was captain Don Piper, who was the only consistent performer for the Bruins and one of the top scorers in all of Pacific Coast Conference play.

Like so many seasons before this one the nonconference slate for the Bruins was not particularly difficult. Though the season turned out to be subpar for the Bruins, it was impossible to tell by judging the early season games. UCLA tipped off its season against Long Beach Junior College and easily won, 50–29. The Bruins had a balanced attack and shot the ball well. UCLA continued its hot start by beating Whittier by 10, La Verne by 24, and Los Angeles Junior College by 19. Along with Piper, Clem Melancon and Don Ashen were the two performers who caught the attention of Bruins rooters early in the season.

After starting the season undefeated in their first four contests, the Bruins went north. On back-to-back nights, the Bruins took on Chico State and came away with two wins. The team then beat St. Mary’s by double digits and beat Athens Club Aggregation, 33–26. The Bruins were 8–0 with three nonconference games to play before it was time for the PCC. The first loss of the season came at the hands of the Olympic Club Cagers, who beat the Bruins, 35–30. UCLA then lost twice more to Santa Clara, stumbling into conference play with a three-game losing streak.

The conference season would, as always, consist of matchups with three South Division rivals. The Bruins didn’t know what to expect. On paper, Stanford, Cal, and USC were all expected to be better than the Bruins, but college athletics are always hard to predict. The Bruins had new players that their conference mates had yet to see, and Coach Works instilled a new brand of basketball. Though the Bruins would still fast-break during nonconference games against inferior opponents, the game plan in conference games emphasized slowing the pace. Coach Works was determined to run a stalling offense, just as Coach Sam Barry had so successfully implemented at USC. The results were disastrous.

In the four games against Stanford, three were fairly close, but the Indians proved to be superior to the Bruins in totality. The first game, the only noncompetitive game of the three, finished with a score of 45–26, with the Bruins on the losing side. UCLA fans at Olympic Auditorium were predictably upset, but one night later, they saw a reversal. The Bruins trailed for much of the night, but in the final minutes, Bill Athey, Ralph McFadden, and Shelby Johns each hit clutch shots, and the home team stole a victory: UCLA 32, Stanford 31. When the series resumed in Palo Alto, the Bruins had no such fortune. Stanford won both games.

The series against the California Golden Bears was much like the series against Stanford. The Bears won three of the four games and were clearly the better of the two teams. In Berkeley, neither game was particularly close. Despite the slow play, UCLA’s defense struggled for much of the year. Against Cal, the Bruins gave up an average of 40 points per game in the first two contests. When the Bears made their way to Los Angeles to take on UCLA in back-to-back nights at Olympic, the games were a bit different. Though UCLA lost again in the first game, they played better offensively and kept the game close. In the final game against Cal, the Bruins finally broke through. Piper hit a late shot to send the game into overtime, and McFadden hit two free throws in the extra period to secure the victory.
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UCLA basketball uniform, 1934 (Southern Branch Collection).

USC was the class of the South Division of the PCC, and beating the Trojans seemed much harder than beating Stanford or California. Though Coach Works tried his best to motivate his men, USC was much too talented, and UCLA was much too weak. The Trojans were bigger, had more offensive skill, and were coached better. The four games were each blowouts. USC won the first game, 39–26. They followed that up with a 39–22 win. The third game was even worse for the Bruins: USC won 46–21. In the final clash, the Bruins put up a bit more of a fight but still succumbed to the Trojans by 32–23. Despite an 8–0 start, the season was miserable for the Bruins.

The University of Wyoming claimed national champion status for 1934.

1934–35

By the time the 1934–35 season tipped off, Coach Pierce “Caddy” Works was in his fourteenth year as the UCLA basketball head coach. Since leaving the Southern California Intercollegiate Athletic Conference following the 1927 season, UCLA had failed to capture a single Pacific Coast Conference title. Despite accumulating winning records in three of the first four seasons in the PCC, the previous three seasons all resulted in losing records, even with an increase in nonconference games against subpar opponents.

In 1935, UCLA improved, but only slightly. The team still played slowly, and scores were often very low. But the Bruins were a good offensive team, though they failed to show it in the early games of the season. The team was loaded with good scorers but didn’t have enough talent to win consistently in a strong conference. The squad struggled on defense, and despite shortening games by stalling, many times UCLA was unable to maintain defensive effort and focus for the entirety of the game. One player who was able to lead by example was captain Cordner Gibson. Along with Gibson, Bill Maxwell and John Wells, both seniors, started the majority of the games. Joining the senior trio were John Ball and Don Ashen, who each earned All-PCC recognition. Several others contributed as well, as Coach Works continually looked for the right combination of players.

In the first game of the season, the Bruins traveled to Whittier to take on the old foe, the Whittier Poets. The Bruins played well, though the Poets were a notch below the level of the Bruins. UCLA was expected to win comfortably, and it did, 47–30. The 1–0 Bruins record soon became 2–0 after UCLA doubled up Los Angeles Junior College, 30–15, in what many saw as an unimpressive performance. In the third game of the season, UCLA suffered one of its most embarrassing losses thus far in school history, to a private club team put together by Universal Pictures. The Universal Pictures team only had five players, but they were good enough to drop the Bruins from the ranks of the unbeaten. More embarrassing than the loss, however, was the dismal offensive showing. The final score was just 20–11. UCLA was a good offensive team in ’35, but when players struggled to shoot the ball well, there was no alternative to their slow play. They continued to play slowly even when all in attendance knew it was time to pick up the pace.

Next, the Bruins set out on its annual barnstorming tour in Northern California. The results were mixed. The team beat Fresno State and Chico State in close games. It also lost close games to St. Mary’s and Santa Clara and then finished the five-game trip with a 10-point win over San Jose State before returning to Los Angeles. After a few practices back at Olympic Stadium, the Bruins went south to take on San Diego State. UCLA won both affairs in the final nonconference tune-up games.

The conference schedule was, like always, a California affair. The South Division of the PCC consisted of UCLA, USC, Stanford, and California. Though the Northern California schools were once UCLA’s greatest competition, Sam Barry had built a winner at USC, and that team was the prohibitive favorite going into every game. As was expected, the games against Stanford and California were very competitive. The games against the Trojans were much tougher.

In the first conference game of the year, sophomore center John Ball was the star for the Bruins. He racked up 19 points and was also key in the Bruins’ zone defense that held Cal to just 25 points. The final score was 36–25, and the Bruins began conference play with a much-needed confidence boost. In the second game in Los Angeles against the Golden Bears, the script was flipped. Cal easily won, racking up a double-digit victory, 38–26. Cal and UCLA were evenly matched, and it showed in Berkeley as much as it did in Los Angeles. In the return trip, the Bruins won the first game due to the clutch shooting of Bill Reitz, and the Bears won the second game. The two teams split their four contests on the year.
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UCLA vs. Cal, 1935 (Southern Branch Collection).

The four games against Stanford were much like the games against Cal. UCLA won the first game at home by the score of 34–27. Despite an excruciatingly slow first half, in which the score was just 10–9, the second half was action-packed, and the Bruins pulled away for the victory. UCLA then won again the next night and was 2–0 against the Indians. Several weeks later, the Bruins went north to Palo Alto and looked like a different team. Stanford won both games. Ultimately, the two teams tied for third place in the South Division of the PCC.

While UCLA, Stanford, and Cal were all competitive, USC was the dominant team of the year. The Bruins played its best game of the series in the first matchup. UCLA led for much of the first half but ultimately fell, 39–34, as USC played a much better second half. In the following two games, USC played focused basketball the entire way, and its superior talent and coaching was more evident than ever. USC won the second matchup, 52–22, and the third, 55–22. The losses were embarrassing, and though UCLA played better in the fourth and final game, losing, 43–33, it showed itself a second-rate team in Los Angeles. The season was another disastrous one, with a final record of 11–12. Though the 11 wins for UCLA was the most since 1930, the Bruins finished with just a 4–8 conference record. All luster from UCLA’s early basketball success was gone. The Bruins’ basketball program was a train wreck.

Louisiana State University claimed national champion status for 1935.

1935–36

The 1935–36 UCLA basketball team consisted of a fine mix of seniors, juniors, and sophomores. There were five seniors, including both backcourt starters, Don Ashen and Ralph McFadden. There were five juniors, as well, with John Ball starting at center and Orv Appleby starting at forward. Chet Freeze showed the most potential early among the six sophomores on the roster, starting the majority of games at the other forward spot. Sophomore George Robinson was valuable when he was inserted into the starting lineup midway through the year at the news that Don Ashen had eligibility issues. Freeze shifted from the backcourt to the frontcourt to make way for Robinson at the other forward position. Though UCLA had a solid starting five, one man was the clear star of the team. John Ball was UCLA’s best player and a unanimous choice for Pacific Coast Conference honors.

UCLA began its season as they had so many seasons in recent memory, with a handful of home games before going on a Northern California barnstorming tour. As had been the case in recent years, UCLA won the majority of its preseason games. The first game of the year pitted the Bruins against the Baxter Club of Glendale, a private club team consisting of mostly former players from the Rocky Mountain region. The Bruins trailed for much of the game but eventually pulled ahead to win, 36–28. The following weekend, UCLA took on a pair of local junior colleges, beating Los Angeles Junior College and then crushing Glendale Junior College. The Bruins were 3–0 with one game to go before the early-season road trip. In the fourth game of the season, UCLA took on the Universal Studios club they had lost to one year prior. Universal Studios had improved their roster and were led by three former Bruins—Frank Lubin, Carl Shy, and Carl Knowles. Despite being considerable underdogs, UCLA looked the better team much of the day. When the game ended, the Bruins were atop on the scoreboard. UCLA was 4–0.

UCLA’s Northern California road trip consisted of four games, and the Bruins were expected to sweep the competition and remain undefeated. In the first game, the Bruins took on College of the Pacific and were stunned, losing, 31–28. Two nights later, UCLA captured a win against San Jose State, though with an underwhelming performance. With the exception of John Ball and Alex Widlicska, who was the first man off the bench for Coach Works, the Bruins struggled mightily to score. The backcourt was anemic offensively to start the season. After two subpar performances, UCLA looked strong against Santa Clara, playing its best game of the year thus far. Orv Appleby and Chet Freeze played much better, and Ball continued to lead the way for the Bruins. The final game of the trip was played against Utah State, which traveled to Northern California to meet the Bruins at a neutral site. UCLA was unable to come away with a victory this time, and its trip ended with a 2–2 record. After returning to Los Angeles, the Bruins practiced for a full week before resuming the nonconference slate. UCLA took on the Joe E. Brown All-Stars, a club team that handily defeated the defending PCC champion USC Trojans already. UCLA played its A game, however, and pulled off the shocking upset, 36–26. Keeping with the theme of inconsistent play to start the season, UCLA lost the final nonconference game one week later to Utah State and finished the early-season slate with an 8–3 record.

While the aggregate result of the nonconference slate was disappointing (some observers expected the school to finish the nonconference portion undefeated), it actually represented the high point of the season. The Bruins at least accomplished the most basic of goal in sports: it won at a fairly high clip. Conference play was much more difficult. The Bruins began on the road with two games against conference favorite Stanford. Hank Luisetti was Stanford’s star player, but in the games between the two teams, John Ball won the statistical battle over Luisetti. Ball dominated the two games up north, finishing with 15 points and then 21 points the next night, leading all scorers in both games. UCLA lost the first game, but upset the Indians, 44–37, in the second. It was the only game Stanford lost all season on their home court, as it indeed won the PCC as most predicted. In the return trip to Los Angeles, some things stayed the same and some changed. Ball was again the best player on either team. He finished the two games with 21 and 26 points. He outscored Luisetti in all four games. But Stanford was the better team, winning both games at Olympic Stadium.

The four games played against the California Golden Bears were all extremely close games. The 1936 UCLA yearbook would say of the matchups, “This year’s basketball series with the University of California at Berkeley was probably the closest and most exciting series of games ever played in the history of the two schools.” The games were no doubt exciting, but frustrating, like much of the last half decade for the Bruins. The Bruins lost by two, and then four, and then two again. The Bruins were at a major disadvantage, however. Orv Appleby didn’t play because of a minor operation. John Ball, too, was out for much of the series. After suffering a sprained ankle, he was limited to only a few ineffective minutes. Despite the personnel issues, UCLA won the third game, 32–28.

Bruins fans, players, and coaches would like to forget the games against USC. The Trojans came away victorious in each of the four. Two of the games were close, but two were blowouts. UCLA finished the conference season with a 2–10 record and had an overall record of 10–13, its fifth straight losing season. The Bruins hadn’t beaten USC since 1932. Things would get worse.
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1936 UCLA team photo (Southern Branch Collection).

University of Notre Dame claimed national champion status for 1936.

1936–37

In 1936, UCLA football was led by veteran head coach William Spaulding and coming off the two best seasons in school history. The Westwood campus was buzzing with sports fever, but the UCLA basketball team was just an afterthought. They had played well in previous years in late fall and early winter, only to fall apart when conference season came around in the New Year. Unfortunately, the theme continued in the new season, and UCLA was again poor.

The Bruins basketball squad of ’36–’37 faced a new challenge. Though it would again go on an early-season barnstorming tour, they faced a much tougher schedule. Wins would be hard to come by, and the usual pushover games that appeared on the schedule in previous years were now gone. The Bruins replaced the second-tier programs with West Coast powerhouses and mixed in nonconference games with Midwest teams, as well. The Bruins started the season with two consecutive wins against junior college programs. But in early-season play, UCLA finished with just four wins, to go along with five losses. UCLA lost to Oregon, Washington State, Idaho, Washington, and Ohio State. Its only semi-impressive early-season performance came against Oregon State, in which the Bruins came away on top.

The Bruins opened the 1937 Pacific Coast Conference season against the USC Trojans. UCLA outplayed USC for much of the game and held a three-point halftime lead, but the Trojans stormed back in the final 10 minutes and defeated UCLA, 41–31. Orv Appleby, the captain of the 1937 squad, was the high scorer for UCLA with 13 points. The game story was a pattern for the Bruins against the Trojans. In the second matchup two weeks later, the Bruins again led at halftime and fell. The third game was much the same. John Ball of UCLA and Eddie Oram of USC each had 16 points, but Ball was without help for much of the game. Oram, on the other hand, had his USC teammate Gail Goodrich (father of the more famous UCLA and NBA player by the same name) by his side. Goodrich added 13 points, and the Trojans won. After three heartbreaking losses to USC, the fourth matchup late in the season was not competitive. The Trojans cruised to another season sweep over the Bruins. Coach Caddy Works could not crack the Trojan code.

Things weren’t any better for the Bruins against the Stanford Indians. In four games, the Bruins finished 0–4. One year prior, John Ball vs. Hank Luisetti went the way of Ball, at least in individual success. The script was flipped in ’37 and Luisetti outscored Ball in three of the four games. In the one game in which Ball topped Luisetti, the Bruins kept the game close before losing, 42–40. In the other three games, the Indians easily topped the Bruins.
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Bill Reitz, 1937 (Southern Branch Collection).

Although games against USC and Stanford clearly showed that the Bruins were a long way from the top of their division, the games against Cal were more competitive. In the second week of conference play, Coach Works and the Bruins traveled to Berkeley. As was the trend throughout the season, the Bruins led at halftime, but fell apart in the second half and lost. The second matchup was different. There were no long runs for either team, and the game was close throughout. When the final seconds ticked off the clock in the second half, the teams were tied. The game went to overtime; in the extra session, Bill Robinson scored three of his game-high 13 points, and the Bruins won, 46–44. Along with Robinson and Ball, Crossan Hays and Paul Slaughter played extraordinarily well. The two teams would not meet again until late in the season in Los Angeles. The Bruins beat the Bears once again in the first game of the two-game series. Ball scored 16 points and Jack Cooper added 10. The next night, the shots were no longer dropping, and UCLA lost, 43–31. When the season came to a close, the games against Cal were the only ones the players, coaches, and fans thought were even worth remembering. The season had been a disaster, but it is hard to say whether it was a disappointment. The Bruins had become accustomed to losing, and no change appeared in sight.
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Kenny Lueke drives to the basket against Cal, 1937 (Southern Branch Collection).

Stanford University claimed national champion status for 1937.

1937–38

After the 6–14 season of 1936–37, few felt the lack of experience on the ’37–’38 team was something to worry about. Sure, the Bruins were young, but the experienced team of one year prior finished with the worst record in school history. The situation would only get worse. The 1937–38 UCLA Bruins basketball team is the worst in school history to this day. The six leading scorers of the year prior were gone, and their replacements were incapable of winning games at a high or even average clip. Coach Works was in his seventeenth season. Long gone were the days of fast-paced hoops and top conference finishes. Winning any game was a struggle, as was drawing enough interest from fans who clamored for a more exciting brand. The Bruins played at a snail’s pace, and it didn’t work.

The first game of the season was slated for December 1 against a poor Los Angeles Junior College team. Neither team played particularly well, but the Bruins did just enough in the second half to secure victory. The University of La Verne outplayed the Bruins for much of the second matchup, but the Bruins finished with the top hand on the scoreboard. So too did Chico State outplay the Bruins. For the vast majority of the game, the Bruins trailed, but in the final few minutes Bob Calkins found his shot, and the Bruins escaped with a win. UCLA was 3–0, but the season would not be defined by the pre–New Year’s Day games.

UCLA’s annual barnstorming tour in the Northwest was a disaster. Six games were played on six consecutive days, and the Bruins finished with six losses. Oregon State won by 14. Oregon won by 21. Washington State won by 23 and then again by nine. UCLA failed to even keep any of the games close, as they lost the last two to Idaho by 14 and then nine. The Bruins, who went north with a 3–0 record, returned with a 3–6 record and shattered confidence.

There were few high points during the ’38 season, but the game against the Loyola Marymount University Lions was one of them. The prior year, the Lions wanted to play UCLA because the team believed it could stack up well against a program in a top conference and UCLA was the best matchup. UCLA refused to play, saying its schedule was full. This year, the Lions got the matchup. The game went back and forth, but in the end the Bruins were the top team. The final score was 29–26, and the six-game losing streak was over. When one losing streak ended, however, another soon began. Purdue and Indiana traveled to Los Angeles to take on UCLA and USC. The first game for the Bruins was against the Hoosiers, and UCLA played respectably, considering they were a major underdog. The final score was 42–33. The next night UCLA took on Purdue, and the result was much different, but not in a way Coach Works had hoped. The game was an embarrassment, the worst loss in UCLA’s young history, 69–33 in Purdue’s favor. Fans in attendance and local reporters admitted that Purdue toyed with the Bruins. It could have been worse.

Following the disastrous nonconference season, UCLA began conference play against the USC Trojans, who had won 20 consecutive games over the Bruins in the previous five seasons. The game was no match, as proved to be the case for most conference games. USC easily beat UCLA. The Bruins then took on California at home, and the results were no better, at least in terms of wins and losses. In both games, the Bears finished with more points than the Bruins, though the games were fairly competitive. UCLA was unable to break the losing streak in the next game, either, and USC once again beat UCLA.

Sitting at 0–4 in the conference, the next task seemed monumental. The Bruins took on Stanford University, the defending national champions and one of the best teams in the nation, led by Hank Luisetti, one of the best players in college basketball history. In the four games played during the conference season, UCLA won none. Expectations had so been lowered that the UCLA Yearbook believed the trip was a success simply because UCLA kept Luisetti from scoring a record amount of points in a single game in any of the four meetings. UCLA was slaughtered in each, however, and Stanford’s second string, nicknamed the “Laughing Boys,” played huge chunks of time in each of the games.
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1939 UCLA team photo (Southern Branch Collection).

UCLA went to Berkeley and the losing streak continued. In two games, in which both teams played incredibly slowly, the Bruins were on the losing side. The Bruins sat at 0–10 in conference play with two games left. In the first game of the final weekend against USC, Will Munkers and Paul Slaughter each played well, but it was not enough to topple Hal Dornsife and the Trojans. Following the final game, a season celebration was scheduled at Coach Works’s home, and the Bruins planned to go out with one final win. It wasn’t even close. USC crushed UCLA again. The Bruins ended their season on a 14-game losing streak, and the losing streak against the Trojans stretched to 24 games.

Temple University claimed national champion status for 1938.

1938–39

Coach Caddy Works in the 1938–39 season once again decided to change his offense. In his earliest days at UCLA, his teams played fast, but over time they increasingly employed the stalling tactic. In recent years before this season, the complete offensive strategy was to play slow, extremely picky offense. In what would be Coach Works’s last season at UCLA, he decided to revert back to what worked in his early days. Assistant Coach Dick Linthicum, former All-American under Works, was in charge of installing and teaching the new fast-paced offense. In part because of the new strategy, and in part because the team was more talented than the previous year and the schedule was easier, the Bruins appeared to be an improved team.

The Bruins began the season in Northern California, playing three games in Berkeley—one each against Ohio State, Nebraska, and Cal. Though Cal was in the Pacific Coast Conference, the game would not count as a conference affair. Bob “Ace” Calkins proved during the early games that he was the best offensive weapon on the team, and he was able to continue his fine play for the entirety of the season. The team had a number of other key contributors, but none played with the consistency of Calkins. The Bruins began the season with a 1–1 record after losing to a strong Ohio State team and then beating Nebraska the next night. In the third game up north, Cal and UCLA played a close game, but the Bears finished on top. The Bruins played twelve more nonconference games before the start of the conference season, their largest nonconference slate to date. UCLA finished with seven wins before starting PCC competition.

Though UCLA was 7–8 going in to conference play, there was a sense that UCLA was an improving team. Its style was more attractive to fans, and they had already nearly doubled the win total from the previous year. Early conference play, however, showed UCLA clearly was still not what any fans had hoped. For the second season in a row, UCLA went winless in PCC play. The Bruins and the Stanford Indians played a competitive four games, but the men from Palo Alto came out on top in each matchup. The games against Cal and USC were much more decisive. Cal was led by Bill Ogilvie, a 6’6”, 222-pound big man, and the Bruins were powerless to stop him. The final two games were played at the San Francisco Fair, and everyone in attendance saw a show. Cal won by an average of 21 points. Against USC, the Bruins again stood no chance. USC forward Ralph Vaughn was too much to handle. In one game, he scored 36 points, breaking the PCC single-game scoring record. UCLA finished with a 0–12 conference record.

After the season, Coach Works resigned as the UCLA head basketball coach to devote more time to his law practice. The writing was on the wall. He wasn’t getting the job done, and though he still had support from the UCLA athletic administration, confidence was quickly dissipating. Though the resignation was notable in Westwood, something more notable occurred in college basketball: in 1939, a new way to determine the national champion was introduced.

In 1939, a postseason basketball tournament was organized by the NCAA for the first time. Though the NIT (National Invitation Tournament) was still seen as the decider of the national champion, time has since added relevance to the first NCAA Tournament, and most now see the winner of the 1939 NCAA Tournament as the true national champion. In the first ever tournament, only eight teams were invited. It was a single-elimination tournament and the winners of the first round all made it to the semifinals, which was then dubbed the “Final Four.” The eight teams to compete in the first ever NCAA Tournament were Oregon, Texas, Oklahoma, Utah State, Villanova, Brown, Wake Forest, and Ohio State, with Oregon, Oklahoma, Villanova, and Ohio State advancing to the Final Four. On March 27, 1939, the first national championship game was played in Philadelphia between Oregon and Ohio State.

For UCLA’s best player, Robert “Ace” Calkins, 1939 would be his last season at UCLA because he graduated. Soon he would was in a place he never would have expected to be. When the United States was attacked in 1941 and entered World War II, Calkins quickly joined the fighting force. He served in the European theater, but his story in the military is one of tragedy. On May 16, 1943, Calkins, of the 341st Bomb Squadron, died as a POW in a military hospital in Lucca, Italy.

The University of Oregon won the NCAA basketball national championship in 1939.
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