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Foreword

By Dan Baker

What a joy it was growing up in Philadelphia and South Jersey and having professional sports teams to follow like the Phillies, Eagles, and Warriors, then later, the 76ers and Flyers! We also had our college football and basketball teams! The football was competitive though no longer nationally prominent as Penn once was in the 1940s and earlier, but basketball was special thanks to the Big 5! La Salle, Penn, Saint Joseph’s, Temple, and Villanova formed a unique alliance that no other city in the country could match before or since.

If you like Philadelphia sports history, and I love it, you need to learn about the importance of the Big 5 and what makes it so unique.

My first recollection of the Big 5 came from a City Series telecast I was watching on television in our Mt. Ephraim, New Jersey, home during the 1955–56 season, the first year of the Big 5’s existence. It was the Saint Joseph’s-Temple City Series game from the Palestra. Matt Guokas Sr. was the announcer on Channel 12 and couldn’t stop talking about the Owls’ backcourt combination of Hal Lear and Guy Rodgers. They were magnificent! Matt also raved about the mascot from Saint Joseph’s—the Hawk, who never stopped flapping its wings. The Hawks players were pretty good, too! The coaches were Harry Litwack and Jack Ramsay. In the background you could hear a large and enthusiastic crowd for both schools. I was hooked!

The first Big 5 team I really followed was the 1961–62 Villanova Wildcats coached by Jack Kraft. I’ll never forget them! They were led by a 6' 3 1/2" center, Hubie White, out of West Philadelphia High School. My father Ed was also a WPHS graduate, which further increased my affection for Hubie. The rest of Villanova’s starting lineup featured guards Wali Jones and George Leftwich and forwards Jim McMonagle and Jim O’Brien. They were terrific! I thoroughly enjoyed listening to Bill Campbell describe their games on WCAU Radio. When playing basketball myself, I tried to imitate Hubie. Fat chance! No matter. I tried and had a lot of fun doing it. Just like that Rodgers-Lear Temple team, these Wildcats went to the NCAA Tournament and had some big wins. My brother Rick and I joined thousands of other Villanova fans in the rhythmic cheer, “Let’s go Wildcats!”

We couldn’t get enough of Big 5 Basketball! Rick and I kept scrapbooks with photos and box scores from all of the teams. We saved our ticket stubs from the games just like we did for Phillies baseball games along with the Basketball at the Palestra information books and media guides for every school. They’re so dear to us that we still have them. We even organized trips for many friends by taking public transportation. We brought our own cheering sections.

You also need to know that my family and I loved Philadelphia immensely, and what is more Philadelphia than the Big 5?

Most of the top high school basketball players from the city, suburbs, South Jersey, and Delaware went to Big 5 schools. It was Philadelphia against the rest of the country, and the Big 5 more than held its own. How lucky were we? There wasn’t just one team to root for, but five, and in any given year, at least one was nationally ranked.

Of course, there was outstanding college basketball in Philadelphia before the Big 5 was formed. What the great Tom Gola accomplished at La Salle was legendary, leading the Explorers to the NIT championship in 1952, the NCAA championship in 1954, and NCAA runners-up in 1955. For good measure, in his first year as a pro, Gola helped lead the Philadelphia Warriors to the NBA championship in 1956. Take a good look at the rest of that NBA championship team’s roster–

Jack George and Jackie Moore from La Salle, Ernie Beck from Penn, Paul Arizin and Larry Hennessy from Villanova, and the coach was George Senesky from Saint Joseph’s.

From the beginning, the Big 5 has featured enormously talented players and coaches, many of whom have achieved similar success in the National Basketball Association. The strategy, the teamwork, the innovative defenses, the excitement that characterized Big 5 Basketball was something special. Every member of the Big 5 has made it to the NCAA Final Four. How many conferences can make that claim?

There’s much to learn from Skip Clayton about this cherished tradition. Skip has covered numerous Philadelphia sports meticulously for many years as a broadcaster and has done extensive research on the history of our teams. Nobody is more qualified to document the Big 5’s history than he is. There’s no better tradition in college sports than the Philadelphia Big 5, so you’ll want to read Skip Clayton’s take on it!

Dan Baker was the voice of Big 5 basketball for 21 years and its executive secretary from 1981 to 1996. He has been the public address announcer for the Philadelphia Phillies since 1972 and served in the same capacity for the Philadelphia Eagles from 1985 to 2013. He is a member of both the Big 5 Hall of Fame and the Philadelphia Sports Hall of Fame.


Introduction

BY SKIP CLAYTON

I woke up on Saturday morning, December 12, 1953, and I was in the kitchen having breakfast and reading the sports page. That is what I always did. I saw an article about a doubleheader at the Palestra that night. Penn was playing Penn State in the first game and Villanova would play St. Francis of Pennsylvania in the second game. I had seen my first Phillies and Eagles games in 1948 at Shibe Park, which was a great place to watch baseball. When the Eagles moved to Franklin Field in 1958, I had already seen Penn play there and I was glad the Eagles moved there. It still is a great place to watch football.

I asked my dad if we could go to the games and he said yes. This was my first trip to the Palestra, but hardly my last. I also found out later on that La Salle, Saint Joseph’s, and Temple played doubleheaders three blocks away at Convention Hall. This became a problem later on when you couldn’t decide which games to see. I loved the Palestra the first time I saw the place. I remember saying to my friends that it was a shame that all the schools couldn’t play in one building. That changed in the 1955–56 season when the Big 5 was formed. No other city has done what the Big 5 did playing each other and having a city champion. It is more than just that. It is for bragging rights. Some players played together in high school and found themselves playing against each other in college. Others played against each other in high school and were playing together in college. It didn’t stop there. They battled each other in different recreation leagues around the city during the summer or played against each other in Wildwood, New Jersey.

Tom Gola was my favorite basketball player and when I started covering the games in the 1968–69 season, Tom was the coach at La Salle. It was great to interview him and he became a friend for life after that.

No other city has done what the Big 5 has accomplished.

Writing this book has been fun and it brought back a lot of memories for me. I hope you enjoy it.
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With Tom Gola at the Spectrum in 1969.
Photo courtesy of the author.


Jack McKinney’s Big 5 Hall of Fame Speech

On January 30, 1992, Jack McKinney gave his acceptance remarks for his induction to the Big 5 Hall of Fame. McKinney coached St. Joseph’s in the Big 5’s heyday, 1966 to 1974. His speech was also a memorable one.

“I got a call from Dan Baker. He said, ‘I want to congratulate you for being voted into the Big 5 Hall of Fame.’ I said, ‘You mean the same group that houses Ken Durrett? Guy Rodgers? Jack Ramsay? Wali Jones? Harry Litwack?’ Dan said, ‘Yes. And now you are one of them.’

I said, ‘Holy s—.’

For me, this is a very special honor. Simply because, in my basketball career, my fondest memories are of the days and battles in the Big 5 as a player and coach. There were great wins and, naturally, some heartbreaking losses, and they are all stored up in the memory bank and will never be forgotten.

When you get an award such as this, there is always someone to thank, and if you don’t, they would probably get ticked off. So I would like to thank three parties.

First, Jack Ramsay, my teacher, my coach, confidant, guru, and very good friend. He coached me in high school and college, and taught me what coaching is. He recommended coaching to me and got me started. He invited me back to coach with him and I learned. Then he set me adrift and said, ‘Go coach, You are ready.’ It was an education equivalent to a PhD from Oxford.

Secondly, 80 outstanding men at St. Joe’s who made my coaching career in the Big 5 a cherished event.

Last to all the other coaches and players in the Big 5 and the rest of the Big 5 family who made it such a friendly, fun-filled, memorable time.

A customer from Ampro, a very young man, noticed that I was wearing a Big 5 watch and asked, ‘What’s the Big 5?’ An avalanche of memories flooded my brain and absorbed my mind for the next half hour.

Do you remember the Big 5? What is the Big 5?

To me, the Big 5 was the Explorers, the Hawks, the Owls, the Quakers, the Wildcats, Jim Henry, George Bertelsman, Josh Cody, Jerry Ford, Bud Dudley.

And it was also Doo-rette, Clifford, Guy, Wali, Corky, John Smith, John Zipp, Joe Rapczynski, Sam Iorio, Decker Uhlhorn.

It was Harry Litwack, Jack McCloskey, Jack Kraft, Tom Gola, Jack Ramsay. And it was Philadelphia court generals, Jim Lynam, Jim Huggard, Jeff Neuman, Pickles Kennedy, Fran Dunphy.

It was the dynamic duos. Rodgers and Lear. Jones and Leftwich. Williams and Taylor. Hauer and Kelly. Bilsky and Wohl. It was high-ranking national powers—Western Kentucky, Columbia, West Virginia, Brigham Young, and Kentucky—all who came into the Palestra like lions and left like lambs.

It was going to the Palestra to see Wilt Chamberlain, Bill Bradley, Oscar Robertson, Calvin Murphy, and Julius Erving. It was drives to the city, no parking, miniature locker rooms, compressed crowds on top of players, hometown court atmosphere, pressing high-fives, rejecting, diving on the floor.

And it was pep rallies, marches, motorcades, parades, victory parties, streamers, rollouts, bands, cheerleaders, mascots. It was victory, jubilation, celebration, Cavanaugh’s, summer bragging rights, defeat, frustration, humiliation, Cavanaugh’s, summer excuses.

It was Bob Vetrone, Stan Hochman, John Dell, Frank Dolson, Herb Good, Steve Honzo, Les Keiter, Bob McKee, Al Shrier, Big Al Meltzer. It was ‘ring-tailed howitzer,’ ‘in-again-out-again-Finnegan,’ bomb scare, Charlie Frank, Yo Yo. And it was dynamic, competitive, exciting, nerve-racking, friendly.

It was Penn, Temple, La Salle, St. Joe’s, Villanova. It was college basketball at its best. It was Philadelphia. It was the Palestra. It was the Big 5. It was beautiful. And it’s worth saving. Don’t let it get away.”

Reprinted with permission.


LASALLE

La Salle University was the fifth Big 5 school to start a basketball program in the 1930–31 season but became the first to win the NCAA Tournament in 1954 and the first to win both the NCAA Tournament and the NIT Tournament in the space of three seasons. La Salle also was a runner-up in the NCAA Tournament in 1955 and the NIT Tournament in 1987. They have been to the NCAA Tournament 12 times and the NIT 12 times.

The Explorers had the greatest college basketball player in Philadelphia, Tom Gola, who was a three-time All-American. Gola was one of only two players to play on the NCAA champions and the NIT champions. His resume also includes playing on an NBA champion. He was the second player to play for an NIT and NCAA champion and for an NBA champion with the Philadelphia Warriors in his rookie season in 1956. Gola later returned to La Salle and coached the greatest team in Philadelphia college history in 1968–69.

La Salle has also had three National Players of the Year: Gola (1954), Michael Brooks (1980), and Lionel Simmons (1990) and all were All-Americans. Six different players went on to win the Robert Geasey Award as the Player of the Year in the Big 5, and La Salle has had 39 players make the All-Big 5 first team.

BOB ALDEN

Bob Alden was a top rebounder at La Salle when he graduated in 1960 with 784 in his career, an average of 11.2 per game. When he graduated, Alden was third lifetime with the Explorers in both categories. Bob went to Hatboro-Horsham High School and graduated in 1956. Later on, he was voted into his school’s Wall of Fame for baseball, football, and basketball.

Alden helped the Explorers win the freshman Big 5 championship under Charley Greenberg. La Salle finished the season, 12–1. After playing one year on the freshman team, Bob spent three years with the varsity and was voted to the All-Big 5 team in 1960 when he scored 360 points in 22 games. He averaged 14.5 rebounds per game and only Tom Gola exceeded that in each of his four years at La Salle.

“My biggest moment came when we beat Saint Joseph’s in my senior year,” recalled Alden. “We had lost to them my first two years and we were inspired to beat them. We played a great game and it was the first time that La Salle had beaten Saint Joseph’s in a game that counted in the city series standings since the Big 5 was formed five years earlier.”

The Explorers had gone 17–9 in 1957 and tied Saint Joseph’s and Temple for the Big 5 championship. The following season when Bob began his varsity career, La Salle was 16–9. The City Series went in reverse as the Explorers lost two games in overtime to Penn and Saint Joseph’s and one to Temple. They beat Villanova in triple overtime.

“I remember when I played my first game against Saint Joseph’s and their cheering section rolled out this big sign about me,” said Alden. “It read, ‘Alden goes to Slenderella’ and my mom was at the game and she was so mad, in fact, after the game, she wrote a letter to the president of Saint Joseph’s about it.

The Explorers started the 1959 season under new coach Dudey Moore who had great success at Duquesne. He replaced Jim Pollard. La Salle went 16–7 and once again won only one City Series game.

Bob saved his best season for last. The Explorers started out by winning six straight games, but Bob Herdelin who made the All-Big 5 team in his sophomore year left. The Explorers ran their winning streak to nine and upped their record to 14–2 before hitting a slump at the end. The win over the Hawks was big and it looked like they might win their first Big 5 championship outright.

“We lost to Penn and Temple back-to-back and finished 16–6,” said Alden. “We never got it back.”

FRANK BLATCHER

He was never called the sixth man at La Salle, but one of the key players in their run for two NCAA championships was the hot shooting Frank Blatcher in the final two games in 1954. Frank was a part of the team the following year when they were runner-up to San Francisco and, in his final year, played in the first year of the Big 5.

Blatcher graduated from South Philadelphia High School in 1948 and spent four years in the Navy. After his discharge, he entered La Salle and played on the freshman team and then three years with the varsity. The freshman team moved up to the varsity in 1954 where they joined two holdovers, Tom Gola, who was a junior and Frank O’Hara, who was a senior.

“My biggest moment was winning the 1954 NCAA Tournament over Bradley, 92–76,” recalled Blatcher. “I came off the bench in the third quarter and Charlie Singley and myself started making a lot of shots from the outside. We scored 30 points in the third quarter and Charlie and I were the high scorers with 23 points each. I made 11 field goals and a lot of them would have been three-point field goals today. We had beaten Penn State to get to the championship game. Getting back to the championship game the following year was a big moment, but not as big as the year before.

“The 1954 and the 1955 teams had great chemistry and balance and were magnificent teams. We lost Frank O’Hara from our NCAA championship team. Alonzo Lewis joined us the next season and we went back to the NCAA Tournament, but lost to San Francisco in the championship game. We started off and beat West Virginia, Princeton, and Canisius. This put us into the Final Four and we beat Iowa who gave us a lot of trouble. The 1955 team was as strong, maybe stronger. San Francisco had a great team and won the NCAA Tournament the following season.”

In Frank’s first year, La Salle went 26–4 and finished with an eight-game winning streak. The following season, the Explorers went 26–5 and had a 13-game winning streak before losing to San Francisco, 77–63.

“A big moment I remember was when we beat Saint Joseph’s and I had a big game scoring 27 points and I had 10 rebounds,” added Blatcher. “That was a double-double but the headline in the paper the next day said, ‘Saint Joseph’s Holds Gola to 15 points.’”

Gola graduated and joined the Warriors, helping lead them to the NBA Championship. The Big 5 was formed and La Salle played the first game in the first Big 5 doubleheader at the Palestra and lost to Muhlenberg, 69–58. This was the first season for new coach Jim Pollard who replaced Ken Loeffler who resigned and went to Texas A&M and eventually was voted into the Basketball Hall of Fame.

“My biggest moment in my senior year took place in the Holiday Festival Tournament at Madison Square Garden in New York and we beat St. John’s, 85–76,” said Blatcher. “Alonzo Lewis had 33 points and I had 23 points. The game before that, we beat Syracuse and I played against Jim Brown and he was a heck of a basketball player also. We played Syracuse again 16 days later at the Palestra and beat them again.

In 2013, Frank was the sixth player from the 1954 and 1955 teams to be selected for the La Salle Hall of Athletes and he certainly played a big part in helping La Salle win 67 games in his three years.

HUGH BROLLY

La Salle not only added a top flight basketball player to their freshman basketball team in 1955–56, they also added a top flight football player, although the Explorers had dropped football over a decade earlier. Hugh Brolly had led La Salle High School to the city championship in football when they beat Northeast High School, 26–0, at Franklin Field and Hugh was the game’s MVP. La Salle went 10–0 and shut out their opponent in eight games.

Brolly also had an outstanding career in basketball at La Salle High when he made the All-Catholic League second team in his junior year and made the first team in his senior year. In his junior year, he helped La Salle get to the Catholic League championship game, but they lost to West Catholic High School, 63–55. The following year, trying to win the Catholic League championship after winning the football title, La Salle fell short to North Catholic who was led by Bobby McNeil, 48–47.

“I played on the freshman team my first year and Charley Greenberg was our coach,” recalled Brolly. “We won the Freshman Big 5 title and had a good season. Then I moved up to the varsity along with my former teammate in high school, Joe Heyer. Jim Pollard was our coach my first year but he left and Dudey Moore came in.

“My biggest moment was beating Saint Joseph’s in my senior year,” said Brolly. “We had beat them for the first time. We had lost to Saint Joseph’s my first two years. In fact, it was La Salle’s first win over Saint Joseph’s in five years. It was a big win for us.

Brolly’s first year saw the Explorers lose their opener to Millersville, 90–80. There were a couple of highlights that season when La Salle won their first in-season tournament in Richmond and in their first City Series game they defeated Villanova, 111–105, in triple overtime. La Salle finished 16–9 and Pollard was let go and Dudey Moore came in. He started off 16–7 and went 16–6 the following year.

“I played a lot of basketball down in Wildwood,” said Brolly. “That was a big help preparing us for the new season and I always played against guys that we played against in high school and college. It helped us prepare a new season. The first time I saw Bobby McNeill, he couldn’t dribble and next time I saw him, he was one of the best.

“Tom Gola made a comment to me one time. He said, ‘It looks like you are going to be the next Tom Gola.’ I guess my head triple sized. That was the best compliment I ever received. He was a tremendous person.”

LARRY CANNON

Larry Cannon was La Salle’s first player to be voted to the All-Big 5 team three straight years, the first La Salle player to be voted into the Big 5 Hall of Fame in 1973, and was voted into the La Salle Hall of Athletes four years later. He certainly was one of the all-time greats in Big 5 History. Cannon graduated from Lincoln High School in 1965 and in his senior year, led his school to the Public League championship as he averaged 35.1 points per game, which was third highest in Public League history at the time. Only Wilt Chamberlain exceeded that twice at Overbrook High School.
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Larry Cannon played for three coaches in three seasons for the Explorers.
Photo courtesy of La Salle Athletics.

Cannon joined a La Salle team after a year of freshman ball in the 1965–66 season and was a starter all three years under three different coaches. The Explorers went 14–12 under Joe Heyer who left and was replaced by Jim Harding. Cannon poured in 448 points. La Salle improved to 20–8 the following season, but lost to Columbia, 83–69, in the first round of the NCAA Tournament. Larry scored 546 points and was the fourth Explorers player to score over 500 points in a season. La Salle went on probation for two years, ruining any chance of a shot at the NCAA championship under new coach Tom Gola. With all five starters back joined by Ken Durrett, La Salle went 23–1 and was the best team in Big 5 history.

The most significant moment among countless Big 5 memories was surprisingly easy to choose, recalled Cannon. It was the day that Tom Gola agreed to become the coach of the 1968–69 La Salle team. “Along with my fellow seniors, we had struggled through three years of controversy, disappointment and multiple coaching changes. Tom’s returning to La Salle where he had established himself as one of the NCAA best players ever, was not only a breath of fresh air, it was the talk of the town. Tom’s influence was immense. He was a bigger than life figure, a genuine basketball icon. Adding to the intrigue was the fact that Tom’s decision coincided with the addition of sophomore Ken Durrett. Kenny, like the man who would now be his coach, was a very smooth 6'7" small forward who possessed a multitude of magnificent basketball skills. Tom and Kenny joining the team constituted two new exceptional pieces that fit very nicely with the existing team members.

“The celebration of Tom’s decision had hardly begun when news from the NCAA arrived. Two years of probation with no NCAA Tournament appearance permitted. There was no doubt we were a tournament team and with the addition of Kenny to our roster, we knew we would be more than a formidable team. Tom in a fatherly fashion talked to us about accepting the obstacle of disappointment. Suggesting the group form a resolve to make the most of the unfortunate circumstance, he began by taking the lead and started preparing us to play in a straightforward, unselfish matter, with emphasis on defensive fundamentals. In retrospect, it seems obvious he was asking us to play the way he had played the game. All in all, it was great team, a great time and for a kid from Philly, it was the experience of a lifetime.”

Cannon scored 436 points in his final year and for the second time at La Salle, they had three players score over 400 points in the same season, as Durrett poured in 480 points and Williams had 442.

“A senior, Stan Wlodarczyk started in the frontcourt with Ken Durrett and myself,” recalled Cannon. “Our backcourt was Roland Taylor who was the primary ball handler and he was an exceptional defensive player. Alongside him on the 1969 team was Bernie Williams who was our shooting guard. Stan was a very competent all-around player, particularly rebounding the ball and responding to a defensive challenge. Also, a senior, Ed Szczesny came off the bench providing both rebounding and scoring. The last man in our rotation was Fran Dunphy who was a quiet unassuming hard-nosed player who at the time didn’t realize how good a player he was. He found out the following year when he was selected MVP of the Quaker City Basketball Tournament. Needless to say, all three players made significant contributions to our team success. Being a part of that team has provided a lifetime of wonderful memories. But the season throughout was under a mammoth dark cloud.”

Cannon finished his career scoring 1,430 points, averaging 19.1 points per game at La Salle. In his final game at the Palestra, he scored 32 points as the Explorers beat Detroit, 98–96. Larry spent four years in the ABA and NBA finishing up with the 76ers in the 1973–74 season.

FRANK CORACE

Frank Corace was one of the top players in La Salle history. In 1963–64, his senior year, the Explorers won their first Quaker City Basketball Tournament and he led them to their first Big 5 outright championship. He finished the season with 601 points and was only the second player at the time to score 600 or more points in a season after Tom Gola did it twice.

[image: images]

Frank Corace was selected MVP of the 1963 Quaker City Tournament.
Photo courtesy of La Salle Athletics.

A 1960 graduate of Monsignor Bonner High School, he helped his school become the first suburban team to win the Philadelphia City championship, defeating West Philadelphia High School, 55–46. Corace led Bonner with 19 points and 11 rebounds, Frank was selected to the All-Catholic League teams in 1959 and 1960. After playing on the freshman team in 1961, where he set the La Salle freshman record for highest points per game average with 26.8, Frank was a starter for the next three years. In his sophomore year, he tallied 369 points and the following year, scored 441 points to become the fifth Explorers player to score over 400 points in a season.

“My biggest moments at La Salle both happened in my last year,” recalled Corace. “We won the Quaker City Tournament in [December]1963 and I was selected as the Most Valuable Player. In the first game, we beat Northwestern, 91–69, and then beat Georgetown, 80–69. In the championship game, we defeated St. Bonaventure, 83–80.”

With under four minutes to play, the Explorers trailed, 76–75, when Roger Bauer of the Bonnies missed a shot and Walt Sampson grabbed the rebound. The Explorers came back upcourt and scored eight straight points. First up, Sampson scored, putting the Explorers up for good, 77–76. Curt Fromal followed by making two foul shots, then Sampson canned two foul shots, and Frank scored on a layup that completed the Explorers’ scoring.

“My other biggest moment was in my last year when we beat Utah State at the Palestra and I scored 40 points,” recalled Corace. “This was the last game that I played in the Palestra and we won it, 90–85.”

In Frank’s three years at La Salle, they were 48–26 and they got to the postseason tournament only once, losing a first round NIT game to St. Louis, 62–61 in 1963. When Corace graduated, he was third on the Explorers scoring list with 1,411 points, averaging 19.3 points per game.

Two final honors came Frank’s way. He was inducted into the La Salle Hall of Athletes in 1971 and was the second Explorers player to be voted into the Big 5 Hall of Fame in 1974. Although Corace was drafted by the 76ers, he passed on the NBA but played in the Eastern Basketball League.

FRAN DUNPHY

Success as a player and success as a coach has been the story of Fran Dunphy who played at La Salle for three years and later became the coach at Penn and Temple. Dunphy graduated from Malvern Prep in 1966 after lettering in baseball, basketball, and football. He played his first year at La Salle on the freshman team in 1967. Moving up to the varsity, Fran was the top backcourt reserve for two years before moving into the starting lineup in his senior year. In 1968, Fran’s first year, the Explorers went 20–8 and went to the NCAA Tournament for the first time since 1955. La Salle then went on probation for two years and Jim Harding left after only one year as the coach. His replacement was Tom Gola who turned the program around in a hurry.

“My biggest moment at La Salle was my junior year when we beat Villanova,” recalled Dunphy. “That was a special team and a special year. That team had total balance and was a great defensive team.”

The La Salle-Villanova game was the most anticipated game in years. Both teams were ranked in the Top 10 and it was the first time that Ken Durrett and Howard Porter would oppose each other. La Salle came away with a 74–67 win and won the City Series championship a week later when they beat Saint Joseph’s, 84–67.

The Explorers finished 23–1 and were the best team in Big 5 history. Tom Gola said this team was better than any of the four teams that he played on including the 1952 NIT champions and the 1954 NCAA champs. Four of the five starters graduated and only Ken Durrett returned. Fran had been a backup to Bernie Williams and Roland Taylor and moved into the starting lineup. Fran showed he could also play as a starter as he tallied 485 points, which was the 11th highest in Explorers history at the time. He pulled down 123 rebounds and handed off 113 assists. He also made the All-Middle Atlantic Conference Team.

‘We won the Quaker City Tournament in my senior year when we beat Georgia, Cornell, and Columbia,’ said Dunphy. “It was great to win the tournament and I was selected as the MVP but I shouldn’t have been. Ken Durrett should have gotten the award. He was so graceful and set the tone out there.”

Fran scored 24 points and at one stretch was eight for eight as La Salle won the game, 89–74. Durrett scored the most points in the tournament with 71.

Dunphy got into coaching beginning as an assistant at Army. Fran left West Point and coached Malvern for two years before he began two tours of duty with La Salle as an assistant coach. In between his time at La Salle, he was an assistant coach at American University. Fran came to Penn beginning in the 1989 season as an assistant under Tom Schneider. When Schneider left, Fran became Penn’s coach and posted a record of 310–163 in 17 years and won nine Ivy League championships, finished tied for a 10th with Princeton but lost a one-game playoff. His 310 wins are the most by any Penn coach. He left at the end of the 2005–06 season and took over at Temple for John Chaney who retired after 24 years. Fran became the first coach to coach two different Big 5 schools. Dunphy was also a solid player for La Salle.

KEN DURRETT

After finishing the 1967–68 season with a record of 20–8 and a berth in the NCAA Tournament, things looked up for the Explorers but at the same time, things were not as good as you would want. The down part was that under Jim Harding, the Explorers would be put on probation when the NCAA charged them with five violations of principles governing financial assistance and violations of principles of ethical conduct.

On the bright side, just about everyone was back, and coming up from the freshman team was Ken Durrett who turned out to be the greatest player in Big 5 history. Harding was gone and La Salle bought back three-time All American Tom Gola to coach the team. Gola took everything he learned from his old college coach, Ken Loeffler, using the five man weave.
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Ken Durrett reached the 1,000 point mark faster than any player in school history.
Photo courtesy of La Salle Athletics.

With Durrett moving into the starting lineup joining holdovers Larry Cannon, Roland Taylor, Bernie Williams, and Stan Wlodarczyk, the Explorers went 23–1 and won the City Series championship, going 4–0. This team turned out to be the greatest in Philadelphia history. They finished the season ranked No. 2 but because they couldn’t go to the postseason, never had a chance to play UCLA. Six times, the Explorers scored over 100 points in a game and they also had three games in a row when they went over the century mark. Both are team records. The biggest game with city opponents was the Villanova game. Both were ranked in the Top 10 and both had great newcomers, Durrett and Howard Porter. La Salle won the game, 74–67.

Durrett had a fabulous sophomore year, making the All-Big 5 team for the first of three times and winning the Robert Geasey Award along with Howard Porter. After that, he won the award his last two years and became the second La Salle player to make the All-Big 5 team there straight years. He was voted the Most Valuable Player of the Middle Atlantic Conference in 1970 and 1971. His highest scoring game that year came when he poured in 40 points at St. Francis of Pennsylvania. He led the Big 5 scorers in the City Series games with 94 points. Durrett finished the season with 480 points, second highest in La Salle history for a first year player behind only Gola, who scored 504 in 1952.

“When asked about Ken, Hall of Fame Legend Tom Gola recalled the first time he observed Kenny on a basketball court,” said Larry Cannon. “Tom said, ‘I saw Ken Durrett and I knew he was going to be a better player than I was. Kenny was a basketball player but more accurately, he was an athletic artist.’

“Kenny’s gifts for the game were pure and natural, fluid and graceful. What more need be said except maybe to say thanks for entertaining so many people, especially for the thrills he provided at the Palestra. Of all the great Big 5 players who have stepped onto that historic court over the past 60 years, Kenny is considered by most to have been the best of the best.”

The following season, Durrett set the La Salle record at the time for the most points in a game with 44 against Lafayette and finished the season with 632 points, which was the fourth highest in one season at La Salle at the time. During the year, Ken scored his 1,000th point and made it in his 46th game, reaching 1,000 points faster than any player in Explorers history. In his final year with the Explorers, Kenny got off to a great start. He scored 40 points against Miami of Florida, then 45 points against Western Kentucky five and a half weeks later and followed up in his next game with 40 points at Niagara.

Ken’s 45 points against Western Kentucky set the Palestra record for the most points scored in a game by a Big 5 player, but the overall record of 46 had been set by Bob Schafer of Villanova 17 years earlier. The 45 points was also a new school record at the time. La Salle led, 50–32, at the half and cruised to a 91–76 win.

The Explorers were 15–2 when Ken hurt his knee against Canisius. He missed six games as La Salle finished 20–7 and lost a first round game in the NIT Tournament to Georgia Tech, 70–67. He was selected fourth overall in the NBA draft by the Cincinnati Royals, but he never came back from his knee injury. He played in only 120 games over four years in the NBA, finishing up with the 76ers in 1975 where he played in only l7 games.

Ken suffered a heart attack and passed away on January 7, 2001. He was only a month past his 52nd birthday. Durrett was voted into the Big 5 Hall of Fame in 1975, the La Salle Hall of Athletes in 1976, and his number 33 was retired. Ken Durrett will always be remembered as the greatest player in Big 5 History.

TOM GARBERINA

Any time that people thought the little guy couldn’t play in the Big 5, all they had to do was see Tom Garberina play. Tom graduated from North Catholic High School in 1954 and played a year on the freshman team. He moved up to the varsity the year after the Explorers went to the Final Four in the NCAA Tournament and finished second to San Francisco. Four of the five starters were back and Garberina spent most of the season on the bench. He moved into the starting lineup the following year and had his biggest moments at La Salle over the next two seasons.

“My first biggest moment at La Salle was when we beat North Carolina State at the Palestra and I had my highest scoring game with 30 points,” recalled Garberina. “It seemed that every time I put up a shot whether it was a set shot, hook shot, jump shot, they all seemed to go in. I remember one basket when I was getting ready to put the ball up and a big guy was covering me, and my coach, Jim Pollard yelled at me not to shoot, but when I put up the hook shot up, he was yelling at Bill Lavery, ‘Go in for Garberina.’ When he saw I made the basket, the next thing you know, Pollard is telling to Lavery to come back and sit down.”

La Salle finished the season winning seven straight games and in a three-way tie for the Big 5 championship with Saint Joseph’s and Temple. The Explorers beat the Wildcats, 75–61, in the next-to-last game of the year to create a tie with Temple and Saint Joseph’s. Earlier the Hawks beat the Explorers, the Explorers beat Temple, and the Owls beat the Hawks. All three schools had beaten Penn and Villanova. At the end of the season, La Salle beat Saint Joseph’s in a rematch but the game didn’t count towards the championship. Garberina was voted to the All-Big 5 Team.

“My next biggest moment came the following season when we played in the Richmond Invitational and we won it and it was the first time that La Salle won a tournament during the season,” added Garberina. “Bill Katheder was MVP and rightfully so. I made the All-Tournament team and I hardly did anything in the first game when we beat Virginia. In the championship game against Richmond, Pollard took me out after I missed some early shots. Late in the game, we were down by four points and Pollard sent me back in and I scored two quick baskets to tie the game and send it into overtime. In the overtime, I scored 10 points. I remember taking a fadeaway shot. Alonzo Lewis had the ball and Jim Pollard our coach yelled to Alonzo, ‘Give it to Gabby.’ Alonzo passed it to me and I made the basket. I got my nickname of Gabby because I really liked Gabby Hayes and I always had a picture card of him like a baseball card with me.”

In his final year, La Salle and Villanova hooked up in the Explorers’ first City Series game of the season and it turned out to be the longest game in City Series history. Several triple overtime games were played later, but this was the first one as the Explorers beat the Wildcats, 111–105.

“That was another big moment to win that game,” recalled Garberina. “I made a tip-in just as the horn sounded to send us to the third overtime. Another big moment for me was in my senior year when I was picked to play in the North-South All-Star game in Raleigh, North Carolina. Everett Case, who was the coach at North Carolina State, remembered me for my big game at the Palestra and he was supposed to coach the North squad but he couldn’t coach that night. He asked Joe Lapchick of St. John’s to coach the North squad and to be sure to start the kid from La Salle, referring to me. Hal Greer, who went on to be a star in the NBA with Syracuse and the 76ers, came off the bench to take my place. I always tell people that I started ahead of a Hall of Fame player.”

Tom was excited during the 2014–15 season when his grandson, Chase Kumor, played on the Cornwell-Egan High School basketball team that won the PIAA AA State Championship defeating Aliquippa Quips, 62–51 in the final game.

TOM GOLA

Tom Gola did it at La Salle High School, La Salle University, and the Philadelphia Warriors, winning championships at each level in the 1950s. Born and raised in Philadelphia, he led La Salle to the City championship as they defeated Overbrook High School, 55–31 in 1950. Gola made the All-Catholic League team in 1950 and 1951 and won the Markward Club Award as the Philadelphia High School Player of the Year both times. Tom scored 1,392 points in his high school career.
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Tom Gola won championships at the high school, college, and professional levels.
Photo courtesy of La Salle Athletics.

Gola was the first of two college players to score 2,000 points and have 2,000 rebounds. His 2,201 rebounds is still an NCAA record. Joe Holup of George Washington University was the other. Gola was the second player to win the NIT Tournament, the NCAA Tournament and the NBA championship. Arnie Ferrin was the first at the University of Utah and with the Minneapolis Lakers.

“We were the last team chosen for the NIT in 1952,” said Gola. “They took only 16 teams. We were the Cinderella team. We had five losses and everyone was seeded above us and the four teams that we played all were ranked above us. It was a great tournament. I always tell people that my biggest thrill in life in basketball was the fact that we won the NIT in 1952. I was a freshman, 18 years old and I was impressed to play in the old Madison Square Garden. The crowds were packed in there every night, sellouts. Most of the teams and the powers were concentrated in the east and Seton Hall had a big following. We upset them, 80–76. Then we went onto play St. John’s who was also a local favorite and we ended up beating them, 51–45. Then we played Duquesne and of course that was neutral as far as the New York crowd went. They rooted more for us than Duquesne and we defeated them, 59–46. They rooted more for us than Dayton who we beat in the finals, 75–64.”

Nine players from the NIT championship team went to Philadelphia high schools. Tom Gola and Norm Grekin shared the Most Valuable Player Award for the tournament. La Salle finished the season 25–7 and went 25–3 the following year, but lost to St. John’s in the quarterfinals of the NIT, 75–74.

“Jackie Moore’s mother passed away and I had hurt my ankle in the Temple game,” recalled Gola. “I sat out the first half. Ken Loeffler put me in in the second half. We should have won that game. That team my sophomore year was the best of the four that I played on.”

When the 1953–54 La Salle Handbook was printed, Ken Loeffler had this to say about Gola:

“Tom’s poise is perhaps his greatest asset. He can do everything and do it well. His reactions are quick and he’s never rattled, what’s more important, he’s always coachable.”

The following year, Tom led the Explorers to the NCAA Tournament championship. Gola, who was voted the College Player of the Year, had one teammate that was a senior, Fran O’Hara, who played with Tom at La Salle High School. The remaining eight players came up from the freshman team. La Salle set a record (since broken) for the most points scored in a championship game when they beat Bradley, 92–76.
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