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Well, what happens now to Bill Garrett, Emerson Johnson
and Marshall Murray? After the medals and trophies have
been stored away, what then? Was it all just moonglow?


Was all the celebrating merely a moment of brotherhood
in an eternity of intolerance?


THE INDIANAPOLIS RECORDER
APRIL 12, 1947




[image: image]





Prologue



ON A SPRING DAY WARM ENOUGH TO HINT AT THE HUMID summer to come, the Harlem Globetrotters landed in Indianapolis. It was April 19, 1951, halfway through the second annual “World Series of Basketball,” a Globetrotter-sponsored cross-country series of games between the Trotters and the college All-Americans—one of the best pro teams against the best amateurs. The Globetrotters were the most popular sports act in the world; their series with the All-Americans was drawing record crowds across the country, and Indianapolis was no exception. On that Monday night fourteen thousand people turned out, still, more than fifty years later, the largest crowd ever to see an athletic event at the Indiana State Fairgrounds Coliseum.


My family arrived early, and by the time the lights dimmed we were settled in our seats high up on one side of the vast Coliseum. We joined in the polite drizzle of applause as the first nine All-Americans, all of them white, were introduced in perfunctory succession. At some point my mother, who believed she could foresee the outcomes of horse races and basketball games, stage-whispered proudly, “He’s gonna be last.” And indeed, with only one player left, the emcee paused and the crowd quieted. When he started up again, his voice was a little deeper, his cadence a little slower. “And now… ladies and gentlemen… here is everybody’s All-American…. In 1947 he led Shelbyville High School to the…” That was as far as he got before fourteen thousand fans were on their feet, blocking my view, their cheers drowning out everything else as Bill Garrett, the lone black All-American, stepped into the spotlight and trotted to center court. I was eight years old, and I thought nothing in life would ever make me as proud as I was at that moment, hearing all those people—from all over the state—cheering the man who had been my, my family’s, and my town’s hero for as long as I could remember.


If anyone had been looking for a civil rights breakthrough in the years immediately following World War II, Indiana probably would not have been on their list. Often called “the most southern state in the North,” Indiana had a sorry history of race relations and was hostile to change. The Ku Klux Klan had controlled the state in the 1920s. In 1930 Indiana had been the site of a double lynching, one of the last north of the Mason-Dixon Line. And through the 1940s a patchwork of segregation blanketed the state.


But the war changed things, even in Indiana. In the years after 1945, all over the country, blacks emboldened by their wartime experiences and unwilling to return to the status quo were putting quiet pressure on institutions ripe for integration. One was the armed forces, another was major league baseball, and a third was college basketball—which from Pennsylvania to Oregon was as segregated as swimming pools, neighborhoods, and churches.


The key to integrating college basketball was to break the gentle-man’s agreement barring blacks from the teams of the Big Ten athletic conference.* Stretching across the Midwest from Ohio to Iowa, the Big Ten was at the center of the country’s industrial and psychological heartland—the place where “real Americans” set the tone of the nation, many believed. Big Ten universities were in or near major urban centers such as Chicago, Detroit, and Minneapolis. Some claimed a whiff of elite status, such as Northwestern and the University of Michigan, and a few, like Wisconsin and Minnesota, were keepers of their states’ progressive traditions. Several were in states that produced outstanding black high school basketball players year after year, such as Indiana, Ohio, and Illinois. As long as the Big Ten’s gentleman’s agreement held, others could hide behind it, and if it fell, others would be next in line.


Indiana in the 1940s had neither urban centers nor a progressive tradition; it was considered by many the sticks of the Midwest—its capital derided as “Indy-no-place.” But in the summer of 1947, as Jackie Robinson was integrating major league baseball, Indiana had four things that existed in combination nowhere else: a pervasive basketball tradition; a leader of the largest black YMCA in the world who was pushing sports as a wedge for integration; a state university president of boundless determination and finesse; and a teenager who was, as nearly as any civil rights pioneer has ever been, the right person for his role and his time.


In hindsight, it is easy to see that the Big Ten’s gentleman’s agreement was doomed and that basketball, along with other facets of American life, eventually would be integrated. But we didn’t know that at the time. Events usually look inevitable only after the fact. Like the emcee, the mostly white crowd at the Coliseum in 1951 knew there was something special about Bill Garrett’s presence among the college All-Americans, and we cheered harder because of it. But it would be a long time before we would fully understand what we were cheering so hard for.







*The Big Ten was called the “Big Nine” from 1946, when the University of Chicago withdrew, until 1950, when Michigan State joined. For simplicity, it is called the Big Ten throughout this book.





PART ONE






1
October 15, 1943



INDIAN SUMMER CAME LATE TO SHELBYVILLE, A WELCOME respite in hard times. The war in Europe and the Pacific was taking the lives of American soldiers at a rate of more than six thousand a month—some of them local boys drafted straight out of high school—and though the conflict was starting to turn in the Allies’ favor, the end was not yet in sight and the outcome was still uncertain.


Fear for the boys at war hung over the small Indiana town like a gray net. Families traced their loved ones’ movements with stickpins and crayons on giant maps spread across kitchen tables and tried to guess where their soldiers might be headed next. Starred flags dotted windows all over town, blue for a family member in military service, gold for a son or father who would not return. A few days earlier, a fight had broken out at Walt’s Bar & Grille when a farmer had boasted of high wartime grain prices, saying, “This is the best year I’ve ever had,” and a mechanic, with a son overseas, had responded with a right cross.


There were also wartime shortages: gasoline, coffee, sugar, and most other staples were rationed. But shortages did not bring dread of the next news bulletin, and making do with little was nothing new to a population that had just come through the Great Depression. In Shelbyville, as throughout the country, people were accustomed to low expectations and were told to be grateful for any job, eat what was put in front of them, wear what they had, and not whine or make trouble. Irving Berlin had captured the prevailing mood in song: “This is the army, Mr. Jones! No private rooms or telephones!”


On this warm day almost two years into the war, in the shops and offices on Shelbyville’s public square, men too old to be soldiers rolled up the sleeves of their white dress shirts and loosened their short, broad ties. Everywhere radios played low in the background, the surface calm belying ears and nerves alert for news. In neat frame houses along side streets women dusted and ironed to the click and rattle of electric fans, hurrying to finish and freshen up before their men came home to have their supper, listen to Gabriel Heatter deliver the day’s news with feeling (“There’s good neeeews tonight!”), and sit on the porch swing to read the Shelbyville Democrat.


In other times and other states people might call a sunny fall day like this a football afternoon, but in Indiana’s high schools it was the first day of basketball tryouts, and war or no war, few high school boys across the state could think of anything else.


At Shelbyville High School, a three-story redbrick rectangle in the town’s south end, 560 boys and girls fidgeted in their homerooms waiting for the 3:20 bell. In one of those rooms five boys, the school’s entire contingent of black freshmen, sat across the back now. Nearest the window Bill Garrett leaned back, stretched his arms, brought his hands together, right thumb against open left palm, and squeezed off an imaginary one-hander, his right wrist flopping forward on the follow-through. On the cusp of being handsome, three months shy of his fifteenth birthday, copper-skinned and wiry with a long rectangle of a face, Garrett had hands that belied his impassive expression: he couldn’t wait to get onto the court. Turning his head right, he held his pose and arched his eyebrows at his friend, Emerson Johnson, as if to say, “It’s almost time.”


If Emmie was excited about the start of basketball season, he didn’t show it. Johnson had a sly wit, but he spoke rarely and almost never smiled. To his right Marshall Murray was struggling to keep open his wide, saucer eyes, which had earned him the nickname “Goo Goo,” after the song about a cartoon character: “Barney Google (With the Goo Goo Googly Eyes).” As the bell rang, Garrett and Johnson surrounded Murray and lifted him up, Garrett with one hand, Johnson with two. “Come on,” Bill said, “let’s play ball.”


The three paused on the high school’s wide front steps as students swirled around them, some rushing away to farm chores or after-school jobs, others stopping to flirt or gossip. Freshman tryouts wouldn’t start for a few hours, and they had time to kill, but Garrett and his two friends knew they were not welcome at a lot of places uptown. On Bill’s nod, they made their way through the crowd, turned their backs on Shelbyville High, and started walking east toward their old school.


Booker T. Washington Elementary School sat by itself off Harrison, Shelbyville’s four-lane main street, a half-mile south of the public square on an island of land in the crook where Harrison bent sharply east, crossed the railroad track, and headed south out of town. Built in 1870, to separate black grade-schoolers from white, the building had been condemned by the State Board of Health in 1914.* In 1930, the editors of the Indianapolis Recorder, Indiana’s largest-circulation black newspaper, had demanded improvements, calling Booker T. “that old, ugly, dilapidated building where our children have to be housed.” A subsequent WPA project had stuccoed and whitewashed the walls, which were now a light gray, but little else had changed. For six grades and thirty children, Booker T. had two classrooms, two teachers, no lunchroom, and, alone among Shelby-ville’s schools, no gym. Every recess, regardless of weather, was spent outdoors.


One thing Booker T. had was an outdoor basketball court, one of the few in town, a patch of dusty ground with two usually netless goals near the railroad track behind the school. Bill Garrett had grown up playing there, his life tuned to the thud and ping of a dog-eared basketball bouncing on packed dirt. He played basketball all summer and after school, shoveling snow off the court in winter, often taking on older boys and grown men, some of them semipros on teams that barnstormed around central Indiana, who played rough and gave him no breaks. As he did, Garrett did not pretend to be the local high school star of the moment or imagine the hometown crowd cheering his name. Raised on Shelbyville’s sidelines, he played basketball because he loved it and because there was nothing else for him to do.


Approaching Booker T., Garrett, Johnson, and Murray could see Tom Sadler and Carl “Jelly” Brown, home on leave from the Navy, playing one-on-one. Four years earlier, in the fall of 1939, Sadler and Brown had been the first black students to play varsity sports at Shelbyville High School, Sadler in football, Brown in basketball. The boys watched from the sidelines until Sadler, with a wave of his hand, said, “I got Bill,” and Brown responded, “I got Goo Goo.” Johnson, still small enough to be mistaken for a grade-schooler, picked up the extra ball and headed off to shoot by himself, as Sadler tossed Garrett a bounce pass and said with a chuckle, “OK, little man, show Jelly what you got.”


Garrett was posted up, with his back to Brown, who stood between him and the basket. Sadler was still chuckling as Garrett feinted to his right with the ball, Brown went with the fake, and in one smooth motion Garrett swung his left foot backward and pivoted 180 degrees—leaving Brown off-balance and behind him. With one dribble Garrett was directly under the basket. Leaping off his right foot, he reached out to the far side of the basket with his left hand and softly laid the ball backhand against the backboard so that it fell through the rim: a perfect spin move and reverse layup.


“Damn!” Sadler whistled.


Two possessions later Brown waited under the basket for a rebound, using his larger body to block Garrett out, keeping Bill behind him and away from the basket. This time Garrett leaped from behind Brown, reached over him, and gracefully picked off the ball as it left the rim.


“Damn!” Sadler said a little louder.


Brown raised his eyebrows and said softly, “Guess we been away a while, Tom.”


By the time Loren Hemingway got to Shelbyville High School’s Paul Cross Gym, the narrow basement dressing room assigned to freshmen was packed with ninth-grade boys horsing around, snapping jockstraps and towels. Hank, as friends had called him back in Franklin, didn’t know any of them beyond a nod. A few months earlier his family had moved to Shelbyville from Franklin, a smaller town fourteen miles east. His father had taken a job managing Shelbyville’s first supermarket, and even if the family could have afforded a car for the commute, wartime gasoline rationing would have made it impossible. Polite and shy, Hemingway had spent the summer exploring the new town with his younger brother, carrying his mother to Saint Joseph Catholic Church on the handlebars of the boys’ shared bicycle, and waiting for basketball season.


Big-boned, still awkward, and barefoot, Hemingway edged around the clumps of boys in the dressing room and headed upstairs holding his worn sneakers in one hand. The shoes had been a parting gift from Tim Campbell, Franklin’s head basketball coach. Twenty years earlier, when he had a swagger and a black mustache, Campbell had been Shelbyville’s first real basketball coach, but now he was on the downside of his career. Campbell had found his rising ninth-grade basketball star sitting on the steps of Franklin’s gym distraught over his family’s impending move. For a long moment coach and young player had sat silently, until Campbell rose and slipped inside the gym without a word, returning with an old shoe box. Kneeling to face Hemingway, Campbell set the box beside him and said gently, “It’ll be OK, son, once you get to Shelbyville and go out for basketball.”


After almost three hours of tryouts by sixty-plus boys, the gym was as humid as an Indiana July, and it smelled of fresh sweat. The playing floor was a few feet shy of the maximum regulation length, with a small dead spot under one basket where the ball refused to bounce, but in other ways it was one of the better gyms in the state, and to Hank Hemingway it looked bigger and the court more brightly polished than any he had seen before. The goals at each end had black rims and gray-tinted retractable glass backboards suspended from the ceiling. Twenty-four rows of worn, backless, dark wood bleachers rose at steep angles up each side, framing the playing floor. Ten more rows filled each end, and in the four corners little “crow’s nests” of seats were wedged above broad entrances. Thirty-five hundred men, women, and children—one-third of Shelbyville’s population—crowded into these stands at every home game.


Hemingway had thought he was early and was surprised to see a few boys already on the floor shooting around and warming up. He recognized Bill Garrett, shooting by himself at the nearest basket. Until now, Garrett had looked to Hemingway like a gawky freshman, but on the court he had an easy grace and unforced air of confidence that commanded attention. In Franklin, Hemingway would have joined Garrett on the court immediately, but in Shelbyville, Hemingway was new, and he was shy and white and not sure what to do next. He stood staring longer than he realized until Garrett looked over and tossed him a bounce pass. “Hey, man,” he asked, his voice as easy as his shots, “wanna shoot with me?”




*Before 1869 there had been no public schooling for black children in Indiana. Required to offer public education to blacks after 1870, communities could choose whether their schools would be integrated or segregated. Shelbyville schools were segregated through the sixth grade until 1949, when the state legislature mandated integration.





2
The Way Things Are



BABE RUTH PASSED THROUGH SHELBYVILLE, AND ABE LINCOLN and Al Capone and everyone else who ever moved by rail or road between Chicago and Cincinnati in the days before interstates. The train was the James Whitcomb Riley. Named for the “Hoosier Poet” from nearby Greenfield, it whistled and chugged through town every evening just after bedtime. The road was the Michigan Road. Built in the 1830s to slice the length of Indiana diagonally—connecting the Great Lakes steamer port of Michigan City with the Ohio River paddle-wheeler landing at Madison—it ran through Shelbyville two-thirds of the way down. By train the town was a blur in the night, by car another slow spot on the Michigan Road—a bridge, two stoplights, a left turn, another stoplight, and on past the cornfields to the next town like it, two hundred miles down from Chicago, another ninety to go before “Cincinnatah,” as the locals called it.


It was like thousands of other small midwestern towns, only more so: almost at the center of the state; its population of eleven thousand average for an Indiana county seat; astride the population median between the East and West coasts. In just about every way Shelbyville hit, as journalist John Bartlow Martin wrote of Indiana as a whole, “the mean that is sometimes golden, sometimes only mean.”


Indianapolis was only twenty-five miles away in a ten-o’clock direction, but a trip to “the City” was not easy. A century earlier a frustrated traveler had declared the Michigan Road “impassable, hardly jackassable,” and though pavement had replaced mud, the road was still narrow, its curves were deadly, and the drive to the City took the better part of an hour. Indianapolis was for a trip—the Indy 500 qualifications in May, the state fair in August, a show at one of the ornate movie theaters, or a medical problem that stumped a local GP—but it was not part of the day-to-day life of the town.


Shelbyville’s public square, with a small fountain at its center instead of the traditional courthouse, hummed with business every day of the working week and overflowed on Saturdays, when farmers came to town for their supplies, stores stayed open late into the night, and everyone turned out to see and be seen. On one side of the square the four-story, limestone Shelby Hotel, its entrance shaded by a four-poster balcony, was picturesque but plain: “Shelby Hotel pants,” local men joked about tight-fitting trousers, “no ball room.” South of the square the banks, shoe stores, dress shops, and movie theaters, where kids under twelve could get in for twelve cents, were practically all locally owned, managed, and staffed. Even the modest factories were owned by local tycoons and manned by nonunion workers.


Shelbyville was the market town for Shelby County, and it drew on the surrounding farms that were its economic engine, smelling of corn dust from the grain elevators on late summer days and pumpkinlike sweetness from the canning factories on fall evenings. Thousands of years earlier glaciers had passed through without stopping, pressing Shelby County flat. With nothing to block the horizon, cold winter winds swept down unhindered from north central Canada, and the summer thunderstorms’ purple clouds and lightning could be seen for miles, long before the first waves of rain came shushing across the cornfields. In both town and country the predominant sound was stillness, broken regularly by working sounds: the elevators’ metallic rasp, the tow chains’ clank, the hiss and huff of a steam engine on a siding. Shelbyville moved to the measured pace of people who knew where they belonged, and their limits. Striving was frowned on, “don’t work too hard” a common good-bye.


This part of Indiana had once been almost all woods. The white oaks, black walnuts, and sycamores had supplied a thriving furniture industry before they were all cut down. Now the loam nurtured by millennia of fallen leaves, dead trees, and varmint droppings gave Shelby County some of the richest farmland in the world. Year after year, the “International Corn King” came from Shelby County or someplace nearby. All over the county families made decent livings on farms of 80, 120, 160 acres—their dimensions neatly reflecting the original survey of the Northwest Territory—fathers and sons milking cows and baling hay while mothers and daughters raised chickens, cooked, and canned. Few farmers held second, city jobs, and few city folk braved the dusty gravel roads to live in the country. No self-respecting farm family would ever say they were from Shelbyville, that den of city-slicker ways and easy office work; they were from Boggstown, Ray’s Crossing, Fairland, Flat Rock, or one of the other small farming communities that dotted the county.


It was in this rural territory that Shelbyville’s favorite native son, Charles Major, set his second novel, The Bears of Blue River. Published in 1901, the book tells a story of life on the Indiana frontier in the 1820s; the ever-present dangers settlers faced amid Shelby County’s dense woods; and fourteen-year-old Balser Brent’s fear and excitement in confronting with his muzzle-loader a succession of increasingly menacing bears. East Coast critics dismissed the book, but in Indiana teachers and parents read The Bears of Blue River to children from the moment it appeared in print, and soon people all over the state knew the tale of the most ferocious bear Balser encountered: “the fire bear,” whose phosphorus-covered fur glowed gold in the moonlight.


Shortly after Major’s book swept Indiana, Shelbyville found a new source of pride. This one would last a hundred years and called on the town to adopt a nickname—one with a local connection and a connotation of combative courage. For the people of Shelbyville the choice was a no-brainer. They called their high school basketball team “the Golden Bears.”


Shelbyville High School first played competitive basketball in 1908 at the Bijou roller rink. There, on the second floor of a warehouse, a couple of hundred spectators stood with their toes practically in-bounds to watch players in black wool tank tops and gold knee-length leather shorts shoot underhand, often arching court-length shots over low rafters. In 1917 Shelbyville’s team captain was a long-shooting guard named Paul Cross, son of the pastor of the West Street Methodist Church. When the United States entered World War I, Reverend Cross was at the forefront of those speaking out for young men to answer the call of duty. Paul signed up with the first wave of local recruits. That August, a crowd of thousands turned out to see Shelby County’s first volunteers march to the depot to board a troop train and head off for a few months’ training before shipping out to France.


On Memorial Day, 1918, Reverend Cross spoke out against workers striking during wartime, telling a crowd gathered on the square for the Sunday holiday: “With a heart just as full of father-love, and just as weighted with anxiety as any heart in this audience, I would rather my son should fill a soldier’s grave yonder in France in the defense of righteous principles than to fill a fine bullet-proof job here at home with neither inclination nor desire for aught other than selfish personal interests.” Two weeks later, on another Sunday afternoon, a telegram arrived at the West Street parsonage. Paul Cross had been killed in the Lorraine Sector of France on June 5, 1918, the first Shelby County boy to die in the Great War. The town that had waited anxiously to hear which of its sons would be lost first, and quickly let the Cross family know that “the great sympathetic heart of the community bleeds with theirs,” as the Shelbyville Republican put it. Flags were lowered to half-staff, and that evening churches all over town held impromptu memorial services.


Reverend Cross asked the Methodist authorities for a transfer and moved with his family to Sullivan, in the western part of the state. It was too painful to stay in Shelbyville, and they needed a fresh start. But they wanted their son to be remembered in his town, so in 1919 the Cross family conceived and funded the annual Paul Cross Award, which would quickly become the best-known honor the town bestowed, symbolizing qualities the people of Shelbyville wanted most to see in themselves. The award was given each year to the Shelbyville High School basketball player who “ranks the highest in athletic ability and skill, and in sportsmanship; in studentship and interest in school work; in loyalty to the best interests of the school; and who is clean, honorable and self-controlled in his personal habits; in short, to that player who is at once a student, an athlete, and a gentleman.”


Then it all happened so fast—the Great War, the Depression, and the Second World War—that in the 1940s signs of “the old days” were still all around Shelbyville: in the two blacksmith shops, the ice plant, the horse-drawn wagon Compton’s Dairy used for making home deliveries of milk in glass bottles, and in the outhouses—“Eleanor Roosevelts” many called them—tucked behind houses and tipped over by teenagers on Halloween. Most people over thirty knew how to crank a Model T so it wouldn’t break their arm if it kicked back. To them, history was Grandma’s time or Great-grandpa’s. It was known firsthand and felt in the gut. The people of Shelbyville believed to their bones in American progress, for they had lived it.


But not all had lived it the same way.


Less than two decades before Bill Garrett and Hank Hemingway met on the basketball court at Shelbyville High School, the Ku Klux Klan had dominated Indiana, claiming between three hundred thousand and a million members—one-quarter to one-third of all the state’s white, Protestant, native-born men.* It had taken hold in early 1922, with crosses burning in lonely country fields. Within a few months the crosses had moved to town squares, many Protestant ministers were promoting the Klan from their pulpits, and soon “monster rallies” of up to one hundred thousand robed Klansmen were taking place throughout the state. In the elections of November 1924, candidates publicly supported by the Klan were elected governor, mayor of Indianapolis, to most seats in the Indiana congressional delegation, to a majority of the seats in the state legislature, and to almost all other top positions in the state government. D. C. Stephenson, the state Klan leader, was boasting publicly, “I am the law in Indiana!”


Indiana had a long history of unhappy race relations. The state’s early settlers were hardscrabble whites from the hills of Kentucky, Tennessee, and North Carolina, too poor to own slaves and unable to make a living competing against slave labor. To them, blacks were rivals for jobs, for land, and for next-to-last place in the social pecking order, a prejudice they passed on to their descendants. For much of the nineteenth century, state law had barred blacks from public schools, the state militia, testifying against whites in court, marrying whites (a ban not removed until 1969, making Indiana the last northern state to do so), and, at one point, from settling in the state at all. In Reconstruction’s wake, as black migrants poured up the Michigan Road—giving Indianapolis in 1900 a higher per capita black population than New York, Chicago, or any other northern city except Kansas City—many Indiana communities reacted with hostility.


Directly north of Shelbyville, in Hancock County, signs warned residents not to help black migrants, and those who did suffered retaliation: a barn burned down, a horse’s throat cut. Riverboat captains plying the Ohio learned to discipline black crew members by threatening to put them ashore at Jeffersonville or other Indiana river towns with reputations for violence. Lynchings were common enough that, by the 1890s, the governor of Georgia, which led the country in lynchings, was citing Indiana’s record in defense of his own state. “Sundown towns” sprang up—places where no black dared linger, some with signs at their outskirts, “Nigger, don’t let the sun set on you here.”


David Curtis Stephenson, a pudgy, itinerant salesman in his early thirties from Texas, with blond hair, hard eyes, and a politician’s ready smile, seized on Indiana’s streak of intolerance to transform the Indiana Klan from a marketing gimmick into the most powerful political force in the state in less than three years. Starting in 1922, Stephenson brought in Texas “bond daddies” and Florida real-estate hucksters to promote the Klan, promising them part of his own cuts on ten-dollar membership fees and on the sales of white robes, hoods, and pointed hats. Claiming to stand for Prohibition, small-town family values, and the racial and ethnic purity of native-born white Protestants, the Indiana Klan was in reality a power trip and money machine for Stephenson, a twice-divorced heavy drinker. In his thirty-six months as Indiana’s Grand Dragon, “Steve,” as cronies called him, pocketed between two and five million dollars—equal to about twenty million to fifty million dollars today.


Calling himself “the country’s foremost mass psychologist,” Stephenson tapped into white Protestant Hoosiers’ fear of a post–World War I world gone chaotic: immigrants and blacks competing for jobs; jazz and bathtub gin percolating down from Chicago and up from Cincinnati and Louisville; a collapse of farm prices and the ever-present longing to feel connected over the empty stretches that separated Hoosier farms and towns. Just as high school basket-ball—also hitting its stride in the early 1920s—gave Indiana communities tradition and pride expressed in energy and ritual, Stephenson gave them klaverns, klavalcades, konklaves, and kloranic orders—a goofy fraternity at once slapstick and menacing. In Shelby County, a Klan-sympathizing country preacher reportedly set fire to his own church in order to blame the deed on the Catholics—and inspired a mob to burn down St. Vincent Catholic Church. A crowd in northern Indiana, brought to fever pitch by a Klan speaker’s claim that the pope was on his way from Rome to take over America, stopped a train near Fort Wayne and demanded its lone passenger, a frightened ladies corset salesman, prove he was not the pontiff.


Railing against Jews, blacks, Communists, pacifists, evolutionists, foreigners, feminists, and “bootlegging Catholic democrats,” the Klan seemed unstoppable for a little while. But in March 1925—as the national Klan leadership was moving to expel him for “conduct unbecoming to a Klansman”—Stephenson kidnapped and brutally raped Madge Oberholtzer, a twenty-eight-year-old Indianapolis woman. A month later, after trying to kill herself by ingesting bichloride of mercury tablets, Oberholtzer died of blood poisoning related to infected bite wounds Stephenson had inflicted on her breasts.


Stephenson bragged that no Indiana jury would convict him, but as the details came out Hoosiers were appalled. Convicted of second-degree murder, Stephenson was sentenced to life in prison and served thirty-one years. Klan membership immediately plummeted, and association with Stephenson and the Klan became political poison.* By 1929, within a decade of its fiery arrival, the Klan was gone as an organized force in Indiana.


But bigotry in Indiana ran too deep to be discredited by a single crime, no matter how sordid. The Klan’s messenger failed, not its message. On the night of August 7, 1930, a white mob from all over north central Indiana dragged three black teenage boys—accused of killing a white man and assaulting his female companion—from their jail cells and beat them in the public square of Marion, Indiana, sixty miles north of Shelbyville. They strung up two of the teenagers, Abe Smith and Tom Shipp, from a tree on the Marion courthouse lawn, and a crowd of thousands posed for pictures beneath their dangling corpses. The third boy, James Cameron, was spared at the last moment by what he later claimed was divine intervention and others remembered as a man’s voice proclaiming Cameron’s innocence. The murders of Shipp and Smith would be the last lynchings in Indiana and among the last anywhere north of the Mason-Dixon Line.


Born April 4, 1929, the second of Laura and Leon Garrett’s five children and the first to survive infancy, Bill Garrett grew up in a world that had changed little since his great-grandparents had trudged with their eleven children up the Michigan Road from Kentucky searching for work, housing, and a little more freedom. What they found in Shelbyville was an attitude best expressed by a local newspaper editor who, urging whites to contribute money for the building of Booker T., had written, “These people can’t help being colored among us.”


The racial violence that plagued other Indiana communities had largely passed by Shelbyville. The town’s only lynching victim had been a white ne’er-do-well, Charlie Hawkins, who was strung up in 1891 for shooting the town marshal. Prominent black speakers such as Frederick Douglass and George Washington Carver had been well received at the city’s opera house (after speaking before an integrated crowd in nearby Richmond, Douglass had barely escaped with his life). And though the editor of the Shelby Democrat had railed against an impending “Ebon onslaught,” when a ragged group of seventeen starving men, women, and children had stumbled into town during one of the harshest winters on record, they had been fed, clothed, and housed at public expense.


But charity was one thing, full acceptance another. There was no mistaking the fact that Shelbyville was a segregated town. Like all the town’s black children, Bill Garrett attended Booker T. The public swimming pool was closed to him, except on Tuesday mornings just before it was cleaned. On hot summer days, Bill and his friends swam instead in Little Blue River, behind the county fairgrounds, near the spot where they hosed down the elephants when the circus came to town. Since his family would not have felt welcome at most white churches, Garrett missed most of the church-run summer camps and enrichment programs. He could not belong to “the Rec,” the town’s teen center. When he could scrape up pocket change for a Saturday double feature at the Strand, Garrett and his friends had to sit in the balcony. One day a week was “Negro Day” at Kennedy Park, when Garrett and others who won footraces received ribbons with “Colored” stamped on them.


Few blacks could get bank loans, which put home ownership out of reach for most. Practically all blacks in Shelbyville lived in a sixteen-block mixed neighborhood, where the Garrett family rented their house. Almost the only employment open to black women was domestic work; most black men were laborers, and since there were few standard wage scales they were often paid less than their white counterparts. Black customers could not try on clothing at most of the town’s shops, black visitors could not stay at the local hotels, and blacks could not get sit-down service at Shelbyville’s restaurants.


Cut off from much of the life in Shelbyville, the black community linked up with a network of black communities throughout the state that gave both adults and children a wider circle of reference and identity. The Garretts, like blacks all over the state, read the Indianapolis Recorder, which few whites knew existed. Together with the leaders of the Second Baptist Church, Booker T.’s longtime principal, Walter Fort, established a summer enrichment program for black children. After the Rec, the segregated teen center opened in 1943, Fort started one for black teens at Booker T. Every spring, Fort, a fine artist and calligrapher, meticulously hand-lettered diplomas for his graduating sixth graders, knowing it might be the only such certificate some would ever receive. Under Fort’s direction Booker T. was a bulwark against segregation’s daily insults, providing its students a sense of dignity and belonging as well as a solid education. To Shelbyville’s black community he was “Professor Fort,” and by the 1940s even some white parents, seeing him on the street, whispered to their children, “There goes Mr. Fort,” as if the governor himself were passing by.


In all this, there were no signs saying “Colored” or “Whites Only.” There was very little explicit enforcement, and most day-to-day interactions between blacks and whites were polite and respectful. Segregation was the crazy uncle in the attic, the unspoken code of conduct, just “the way things are.” “Nobody said directly, ‘You can’t go there,’” said Bill Garrett’s younger sister, Mildred Powell, “you just knew.”


Tacit acceptance of “the way things are” served a purpose—albeit a different one—for whites and for blacks. It enabled whites to keep the status quo without acknowledging responsibility for it and without having to commit or witness overt meanness. And it helped black parents to ease a bit the sting for their children—as they learned the implicit boundaries and unspoken limits of their world—by teaching them that segregation and discrimination were “just the way things are.”


If Bill Garrett chafed against the restrictions on his life, he never said so. He was raised to succeed in this world, not challenge it. His mother, Laura Belle O’Bannon Garrett, had taught Bill and his younger siblings, Jim, Mildred, and Laura Mae, to read before they started school. Despite the family’s limited means, she filled their rented homes with books and newspapers, took them on trips to Indianapolis and the Cincinnati Zoo, and spent time talking candidly with them about anything and everything. “If you got sense enough to ask,” Laura told them often, “you got sense enough to hear the answer.” Segregation, she told them, was the way things were—but it was never an excuse to do less than their best.


Laura Garrett was her own best example. Tall, with wide, high cheekbones, auburn hair, hazel eyes, and the same grit and determination that had propelled her grandparents north, Laura was the type of woman, her white lawyer recalled, who “made you sit up straighter when she entered a room.” At a time when few black girls continued school beyond the sixth grade, and despite the death of her father when she was eleven, Laura graduated from Shelbyville High School with honors in 1924, tenth in her class of seventy-six. But in 1924, with the Klan on the upswing, there were few jobs for black women, even honors graduates, so Laura worked as a domestic, cleaning houses for well-to-do whites, as her mother and grandmother had done before her, and threw herself into volunteer activities. She helped neighbors with their taxes, taught Sunday school, organized black history lectures at the Second Baptist Church, and registered voters for the state Republican Party. When Republican Ralph Gates was elected governor in 1944, Laura got her reward: a clerical job at the state Auto Licensing Bureau in Indianapolis. It required an hour’s commute each way by bus, leaving Bill to bring in coal for the family’s stove every morning and to watch over Jim, Mildred, and Laura Mae in the afternoons, but it was better than anything available to black women in Shelbyville and a step up for the Garrett family.


As Laura thrived, her husband faded as a factor in their family’s lives. Known as “Pokey,” Leon Garrett had come to Shelbyville from northern Kentucky in the early 1920s. He had been aiming for Indianapolis but stopped short, more comfortable with the unspoken rhythms and rules of small-town life. Working a series of factory jobs, Leon was a steady provider but a wispy presence to his family, often sitting silently for long evenings. “Nothing about him stood out, nothing at all,” a coworker remembered.


Named William Leon for his father, Bill was closest to his mother and absorbed her lessons. Mellow on the surface, at his core he was always a fierce competitor. From a young age, Garrett entered every competition he could, often crossing Shelbyville’s color line to do so. He learned early that once he was present and ready to play few white adults would exclude him. By ten, he was the town’s grade school marbles champion and regularly won footraces at Kennedy Park. He became the town’s teen tennis champion at thirteen, despite never having played before and the organizers’ efforts to give him the slip by telling him the wrong time for the final match. He played a year of football on the high school freshman team, and with his outward nonchalance and deceptive quickness he might have been a great wide receiver. But in Indiana football was a minor sport. The best athletes concentrated on basketball.


Basketball in the 1940s was tailor-made for Bill Garrett. He was only six-two, but that was about average for a high school center of his time. Agile players taller than six-four were rare in an era when people were shorter, summer basketball leagues were strictly prohibited, and total-immersion basketball camps were nonexistent. It was a different game then. The jump shot—graceful, quick, and accurate—remained the experiment of a few. With most players still gravity-bound, the game was less fluid and shooting percentages were lower; one field goal in three was the mark of a hot-shooting team. Zone defenses, in which players guard areas of the floor instead of particular opponents, were rare at the high school level, and aggressive physical defense—overplaying to keep the player being guarded from getting the ball, and using a weight advantage to push an opponent out of position—would almost always get the defender called for a foul.


Garrett learned to use these limits on his defenders to his advantage. A natural center, he played best posted up, with his back to the basket, ten to fifteen feet from the basket at one side of the narrow free-throw lane (then only six feet wide, compared with twelve feet today). Few who guarded him ever solved the dilemma: Play him close, chest-to-back, and with a quick first move he would spin around the defender for a reverse layup, as he had done to Jelly Brown on the court behind Booker T. Lay off him, sagging back to prevent him from using his quick spin move, and he would nail a one-hander, or even a turn-around jump shot—leaping with his back to the basket, spinning in the air and releasing a soft one-hander—a rare sight in the 1940s.


He had a striking instinct for being in the right place on the court at the right time. He was almost always the fastest player on the floor, an advantage enhanced by his deceptively casual style. At the high school level he could play all five positions, and he often did so in the same game—on successive possessions, even—controlling the game like a pro among amateurs. And he played poker-faced—sweet-faced, almost. Bob Collins, a columnist and sports editor of the Indianapolis Star, would describe him as “the silent assassin” because, Collins often said, “Garrett will kill you on the court before you even notice.”


After their meeting in Paul Cross Gym, Bill Garrett and Hank Hemingway had become fast friends and the stars of the best freshman basketball team Shelbyville had ever had. Along with Emmie Johnson and Marshall Murray, they played pickup games behind Booker T. and hung out at Garrett’s house, sharing lemonade and cookies Laura Garrett made them, playing cards, and listening to the radio. By the end of the season, Garrett and Hemingway were both over six feet and were ready for varsity play the next year. Soon adults were greeting Garrett on the street, shaking his hand, and discussing last week’s game. Grade schoolers, tossing rubber balls against door sills, pretended to be him. And for the first time since Jelly Brown, many black adults and students began to attend Shelbyville High School basketball games.


Garrett had reached this point on natural talent—speed, coordination, and feel for the game—not special effort. Walter Fort had taught him to play organized basketball on the outdoor court behind Booker T. His freshman coach, Ray Hinshaw, had drilled him on basketball fundamentals—screening and blocking out, staying between the player he was guarding and the basket, looking for the open teammate, not “telegraphing” his passes, playing under control—all season long on winter nights in empty Paul Cross Gym. Arthur “Doc” Barnett, Shelbyville’s interim head basketball coach during World War II, had hoped moving Garrett up to the varsity in his sophomore year—playing against tougher competition and in front of bigger crowds—would draw from him greater intensity. But none of his early coaches had been able to fully get inside his head—to make him want to practice and play every minute as hard as he could, not because it was needed to win but because it was the only way to develop fully his extraordinary gift for basketball.


In part, it was a problem of motivation; Garrett did not feel responsible for upholding Shelbyville’s basketball tradition, and he could not see a future for himself in basketball beyond high school. Also, appearances were deceptive. Garrett’s easy grace could make it look as if he was dogging it when he wasn’t. His run had the gentle rhythm of a lope; his style was economical and unadorned and he never huffed or grimaced. Additionally, he played with the pain of inflamed arches, a condition that bothered him off and on throughout his career. Sometimes, too, Garrett’s detachment was just the shrug of a gifted teenager getting by on superior talent.


In November 1945, at the start of basketball season in Garrett’s junior year of high school, Ray Hinshaw sat in the bleachers of Paul Cross Gym with his freshman players, waiting for the varsity to finish its practice. Small but tough, a former Shelbyville football player, Hinshaw believed in the basics—in sports, in school, and in life. Watching Garrett spin around a teammate for a clean reverse layup, Hinshaw said aloud, as if to himself, “That boy could be a tremendous basketball player if he ever puts his mind to it.”




*In some communities membership was as high as fifty percent. Exact membership numbers are impossible to verify. At its height, the Klan said it had 500,000 members; historian Leonard Moore offers a “conservative” estimate of 300,000.


 


*The Klan’s chosen governor, Ed Jackson, refused to pardon Stephenson. When the Indianapolis Times launched an investigation into Klan corruption, Stephenson cooperated, hoping to shorten his sentence and exact revenge, pointing investigators to reams of evidence against politicians he had bribed. By 1928, the Times had won a Pulitzer Prize for its coverage of the Stephenson debacle. Governor Jackson, Indianapolis mayor, John Duvall, six members of the Indianapolis city council, virtually the entire city administration, the Republican state chairman, judges, and many other officials were impeached, indicted, or forced to resign.
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Frank’s Office



IN THE FALL OF 1945, HEAD BASKETBALL COACH FRANK BARNES returned to Shelbyville after three years as a captain in the Army Air Corps, part of it with a B-29 group in wartime India and China. Gruff and acerbic, Barnes was the polar opposite of Doc Barnett, the interim coach, in personality and coaching style, and the town was not at all sure which coach it liked better.


Barnes was an out-of-towner, the son of a banker from north central Indiana. He was in his early forties, older than most high school coaches, and stocky, with salt-and-pepper hair parted down the middle. He had no roots in town; he had been in Shelbyville only two years—the 1940–41 and 1941–42 basketball seasons—before heading off to war, leaving no children or family to remind the town of his absence. All the time Barnes was away, Shelbyville fans had carried the painful memory of how his last season had ended: his 1942 team had been picked to win the state tournament but instead was beaten by their archrival, nearby Columbus, in the tournament’s opening round. During Barnes’s absence, Doc Barnett’s teams had enjoyed three strong seasons; Bill Garrett, Hank Hemingway, and other promising young players were coming along, and the people of Shelbyville had grown used to thinking of Doc as the town’s basketball coach.


Doc Barnett was a local man, tall, gracious, and genial, the son of a respected country doctor. Barnett was also a former Shelbyville High School basketball star and University of Michigan baseball pitcher who, twenty-five years later, could still outshoot his teenage players in free-throw practice. Doc considered himself an educator, a science teacher, more than a basketball coach.


In contrast, coaching basketball was Frank Barnes’s life. Barnes spent his days in the gym, presiding casually over a few physical education classes and holding court at his desk in the varsity basketball dressing room, known to all as “Frank’s Office.” His players hung out there at lunchtime and listened to Barnes’s management style as he dealt with rival coaches and unreliable equipment salesmen on the telephone (“I think you’re a goddamn liar, and I’m not gonna do business with you anymore”). Hanging up, Barnes would tell his players, “Boys, business is business, and friendship’s friendship, and the two have nothing in common.”


During preseason tryouts Barnes was gentle with the many whose hopes exceeded their talent and had no chance of making the team. But when practices began, Barnes was relentlessly demanding of his players and a master of motivational mind games. Early in the season Barnes pitted his players against each other one-on-one, and then walked among the pairs telling one, “If you don’t score, you’re running laps!” and then the other, “If you let him score, you’re running laps!” Whenever a player gave less than his best, Barnes was in his face, and if the player sulked or talked back Barnes would challenge him, “Come on in my office, big boy. We’ll lock the door, and whoever comes out is the boss.” No one had ever taken him up on that offer.


His players loved him for his rough intensity, his firm and clear example, his ability to take it as well as dish it out. One winter, a group of players taped rancid jockstraps and socks onto a hidden surface under Barnes’s desk, which was next to a radiator, and watched for weeks as Barnes opened windows, sprayed air-fresheners, and searched for the source of the foul air. When Barnes finally discovered the problem, as the desk was being removed from the dressing room, he laughed long and hard—and then bit the ringleader’s ear until the boy screamed for mercy. On the bench Barnes elbowed Doc Barnett repeatedly, leaving the assistant coach’s ribs sore all season. To adult fans he met on the street Barnes could be cordial and charming, but he often ended these conversations with an anecdote that set up his parting punch line, “If I have to choose between being liked and being respected, I’d rather be respected.”


A lot of Shelbyville’s adult fans had lost sight of the upside of Barnes’s strong character during the years he was away at war. In the fall of 1945, when Barnes returned, Shelbyville still considered him an outsider and on probation.


A rocky relationship with local fans was nothing new to Frank Barnes. He was in his twentieth year of coaching when he came to Shelbyville in the fall of 1940 from the Ohio River town of Jefferson-ville. It had been a lateral career move at best, for Jeffersonville was twice Shelbyville’s size, but Barnes’s years there had not been happy ones. He had taken the job at Jeffersonville in 1935 under spectacularly notorious circumstances: his predecessor, Hunk Francis, had just been run out of town—despite an undefeated, top-ranked season—for inexplicably sitting propped up, head on his chest, passed out, the entire day and night of the state championship in Indianapolis, leading to the upset defeat of his heavily favored Jeffersonville team. Rumors flew that Francis had been drugged, possibly by mob-connected gamblers who worked the boats along the Ohio River.


During his five years at Jeffersonville, Barnes was never able to beat rival New Albany in the first round of the state tournament, and by 1940 the fans were hanging him in effigy and planting “For Sale” signs in his front yard. Barnes took the hint and headed north to Shelbyville, where two years later his strong 1942 team suffered an unsettlingly similar first-round tournament loss to rival Columbus, in the last season before Barnes went off to war leaving angry Shelbyville fans with an unhappy memory of him.
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