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For my mother, Margie Rappoport, a shining example for us all.


PREFACE

Told in anecdotes, stories, and features, this book is a tribute to the phenomenon that is North Carolina basketball. It will be of interest to not only North Carolina fans, but also anyone who loves college basketball or is a sports enthusiast.

Tar Heel basketball is unique, but it is also representative of an American passion. In Carolina, it has been described as a religion. Dean Smith, the Tar Heels’ renowned basketball coach, has called the University of North Carolina a special place.

He didn’t have to sell me. I had covered college basketball with regularity for most of the seventies as the Associated Press college basketball writer and knew all about the Carolina tradition.

For various projects as an AP and freelance writer, I had the opportunity to interview many Carolina basketball personalities from the very beginning.

I’ve had the privilege of interviewing a member of the first basketball team, Roy McKnight, chatting with Smith at Carmichael Auditorium in the 1970s, and listening to veteran Tar Heel broadcaster Woody Durham and longtime sports information director Rick Brewer spin Carolina stories from the 1950s to the new millennium.

I have gathered many of their stories for this book, along with others I found in my research, in the hope of showing the evolution of a great sport woven into the heritage of a great university. I had a lot of fun writing these stories. I hope you will enjoy them as much.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Teens

It was the fall of 1916 and the “war to end all wars” raged in Europe. On the home front, America was changing from a rural to an urban society. And Henry Ford was revolutionizing auto making and other industries with his introduction of the assembly line.

At North Carolina, the basketball team had its own goal: beat Virginia.

Basketball was still trying to gain a foothold in the athletic scheme at Carolina. One sure way of measuring success was a victory over the Cavaliers, a formidable opponent that had beaten North Carolina seven straight times since the introduction of intercollegiate basketball at Chapel Hill in 1910.

North Carolina was playing under its third coach in seven seasons. Nat Cartmell, the first basketball coach at Chapel Hill, was fired after four years in the midst of a gambling scandal. He was replaced with Charles Doak, who also coached baseball and acted as a game referee. Doak coached the basketball team for two years, and he had some success, but not against Virginia.

Enter Howell Peacock, whose staff started virtually from scratch after a 12-6 season. The coach issued a call for aid from any able-bodied man on campus who wanted to “earn a place on the squad and the training table.”

“There were only two lettermen back from the previous season—myself and Carlyle Shepard,” said Rabby Tennent. “Peacock soon whipped up a team of fair grade.”

But could they beat Virginia? Yes, indeed.

The Tar Heels’ 35-24 victory immediately raised the standard of Carolina basketball, which could no longer be dismissed as an athletic stepchild to football.

The Boys from Charlotte

It’s hard to believe basketball could take a back seat to any sport at North Carolina. But in the early 1900s, that’s exactly how it was. Football and baseball were much more popular then.

“If we had 35 or 40 people out to see a game in those days, it was pretty good,” Roy McKnight, a member of North Carolina’s first intercollegiate basketball team in 1910, recalled. “There wasn’t much enthusiasm for basketball then.”
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The 1910-11 team was North Carolina’s first basketball team. North Carolina Collection

The basketball program at Chapel Hill had to start somewhere, however, and because administrators had to give unruly students something to do over the dreary winter months between football and baseball, Tar Heel basketball was born.

Before basketball came on the scene as an intramural activity in 1900, the main winter sport at Chapel Hill appeared to be “rowdyism.” Students were openly rebellious, pulling pranks all over campus at will.

“The students once got a horse up to the classroom at the entrance of Old East the night before classes to smell and dirty up the place,” recalled Raby Tennent, who played basketball in the early years. “I remember the professor calmly held his class as usual, despite all that mess.”

Credit goes to a group of young men from Charlotte for starting up intercollegiate basketball at Carolina.

“The boys from Charlotte just got together one day and started it,” remembered McKnight, who had played on a Charlotte high school team the year before. “We practiced outdoors at first because the director of old Bynum Gym didn’t want his pretty floor messed up. But we finally went to the administration about it, and he was ordered to let us use the gymnasium.”

Nat “Bloody Neck” Cartmell, the Tar Heels’ track coach at the time, was called upon to do double duty with the basketball team. The game was rough, more like football than basketball, as McKnight recalled.

“There was hardly anything such as a jump ball. When two men got the ball, they struggled for it fiercely. I [was] flung across the gym by a bigger man many a time.”

The schedule consisted of not only other college teams such as Wake Forest, Tennessee, Virginia, and Davidson, but the Durham and Charlotte YMCAs as well. For the record, the Tar Heels’ first official game was on January 27, 1911, a 42-21 victory over Virginia Christian. The record for their first season: 7-4.

Not So Scary After All

Imagine playing basketball for a coach named “Bloody Neck.” The nickname inspires visions of slasher movies, or at the very least, a bruising Marine boot camp. Actually, Nat “Bloody Neck” Cartmell was not as frightening as he sounded.

“He was grand to get along with, a wonderful fellow,” remembered Roy McKnight. “Everybody liked him.”

Described as “quiet” and “well behaved,” the English track star was brought to Chapel Hill to coach track in 1909 and eventually took charge of North Carolina’s first basketball team in 1910. He coached basketball for four years, leading the Tar Heels to a 26-23 overall record before leaving in the wake of a gambling scandal.

Now, about that colorful nickname: His family came from a village in England called Cartmell, and “bloody” was a popular English slang word. “He used the word bloody, but it was the worst word I ever heard him say,” his wife, Grace, said.

More than likely, the nickname came from a childhood accident, although “Bloody Fingers” would have been more appropriate: He lost two and a half fingers on his right hand when an ax slipped while he was chopping wood.

The Wrong Man

Before taking over North Carolina’s first basketball team, Nat “Bloody Neck” Cartmell was a noted international track and field man. At one time he held the world record in the 220-yard dash, and he had won gold, silver, and bronze medals at the 1904 and 1908 Olympics.

One day, he found another use for his running talents, according to a story told by his wife.

Cartmell and his Olympic teammates had traveled to Germany after the 1908 games. While out for a stroll on the streets of Berlin, he got into an argument with a policeman who “thrust himself into [Cartmell’s] face and jabbered something,” Grace Cartmell recalled.

Cartmell took the policeman’s hand, pushed him, and took off like a shot. With Cartmell’s sprinter’s speed, there was no way that the cop was going to catch up with him, and the English track star was soon out of sight.

Later in the day, police showed up at the hotel where the track team was staying. They found Cartmell, or at least they thought they did.

“They arrested Charles Hollaway, another member of the team who looked very much like Nat,” said Grace.

Cartmell hadn’t made his way back to the hotel just yet. But when he finally arrived and was informed of what happened, he readily admitted his guilt to the authorities. He apparently didn’t make much of an impression.

“They did not believe him, for he was such a quiet, well behaved fellow,” Grace said. “And as they had bailed Charlie out already, they left it there.”

A Top Lineup

What do a state governor, a general, and a corporation president all have in common?

They once played basketball at North Carolina, and amazingly, they were all on the same team.

It’s likely that not many college basketball teams spawned such a distinguished group of government and industry leaders as did the 1916-1917 squad at North Carolina.

That team included a future governor (North Carolina’s Luther H. Hodges), the president of an international civic organization (Charles G. Tennent), a corporation president (Elliott C. Grandin), a distinguished lawyer (Bryce Little), a well-known physician (coach Howell Peacock), two research chemists (George Raby Tennent and Frank E. Kendrick), a university professor (John Minor Gwynn), a bank president (William R. Guthberson), two notable business executives (Sidney Curtis Perry and Lewis R. McDuffie), and General F. Carlyle Shepard.

Although that Tar Heel team won only five of nine games, it was significant in that it was the first North Carolina team to beat Virginia, which was quite an accomplishment. That win helped raise the standard of basketball at Chapel Hill from a minor to a major sport.

According to George Tennent, “When you beat Virginia in those days, you more or less had it made.”

All Broken up

The renowned 1916-1917 team was invited back for a reunion at a Tar Heel game in 1958. It was just like old times, a bunch of former North Carolina basketball players just hanging together and kicking up their heels. Only this gathering took place in the North Carolina Governor’s Mansion in Raleigh.

Eleven of the 14 players showed up, including Governor Luther H. Hodges, a substitute on the team that beat Virginia in 1917, securing its place in Tar Heel basketball history.

Following the game, Hodges received his former teammates at the state capitol. There they relived old times; Hodges recalled having one of his teeth knocked out in a game.

They tossed a basketball around the executive offices. The governor showed off his ball-handling skills, spinning the basketball on his index finger.

Then, suddenly, disaster struck. Hodges flipped an errant pass, and the ball broke a chandelier.

“A wild toss shattered the chandelier and covered the floor with broken glass,” George Tennent recalled. “I can remember an attendant in full dress picking up the pieces.”

The 1916-1917 team now had something to remember other than their victory over Virginia.

Officially Speaking

It is difficult to imagine a head coach pitching in as a court official for North Carolina games, but that’s just what Charles Doak did at North Carolina in the 1915-1916 season. Doak, also the baseball coach at that time, was asked to referee basketball games involving North Carolina, as well as coach the team.

“As basketball increased in interest and the number of games involved became larger, getting qualified referees became a problem,” George Tennant remembered.

Doak had to referee several games. The Tar Heels finished with a 12-4 season, their best record to that point. There’s no record of how many North Carolina games Doak officiated, but he probably never received a technical from the referee.

Paying Their Way

The 1914-1915 North Carolina Tar Heels had a miserable season under Charles Doak, finishing an atrocious 6-10. But the team was nevertheless distinguished at Chapel Hill.

That season, the Tar Heels nearly paid off all of their expenses. According to The Daily Tar Heel, the squad “only” lost $62.98 for the season.

Maybe that is in part due to the players’ help in paying the bills. Believe it or not, they had to buy their own shoes and launder their own uniforms, a set of 50-cent gym shirts and shorts.

Catch of the Day

Mixing social activity with basketball in the early days at North Carolina was not uncommon. Once when the Tar Heels traveled to Wake Forest during the 1915-1916 season, a dance had been arranged for them after the game.

George Tennent recalled the “lovely ladies in evening dresses.” Partners were decided by the “catch” method, according to Tennent.

“Each lady tossed a red carnation with her name attached down to the players from a balcony. As one sailed my way, the ‘catch’ was made, and to my surprise, I had the [school] president’s daughter, Louise Poteat.”

For the North Carolina players, it was much more pleasant than the game, which they lost 27-22.


CHAPTER TWO

The Twenties

It was the Roaring Twenties in America. Flappers, jazz, and a so-called “Golden Age” of sports. Before the Great Depression ended the decade-long party, it was also a golden age for basketball at North Carolina.

The “White Phantoms,” one of the great early North Carolina teams, raced to the 1923-1924 national championship with a 26-0 record. The up-tempo Phantoms, led by Jack “Spratt” Cobb, Cart Carmichael, Monk McDonald, and Bill Dodderer were the early basketball version of the Lakers’ Showtime. They had very few close games, usually outscoring opponents by a composite 2-to-1 margin.

“That 1924 team was characterized by quickness and speed,” said Norman Shepard, who coached basketball at Carolina for that season alone. “It was a very, very fast team, and we used the fast break effectively.”

His best player might have been Carmichael. “Carmichael could drive for the basket with unbelievable speed and hold himself in the air for a long time, like he was suspended,” Shepard said. Can anyone say Michael Jordan?

During the Southern Conference playoffs in Atlanta, sportswriters were searching for words to describe the speed with which the Tar Heels played both on both offense and defense. They called the players “shadows and ghosts,” and thus coined the nickname “Phantoms.”

[image: ]

Was Cart Charmichael the 1920s version of Jordan? North Carolina Collection

Not to be forgotten were other Tar Heel teams of that decade, starting with the state champions in 1921 and Southern Conference champions in 1922. The old Southern Conference tournament was the forerunner of the Atlantic Coast Conference playoffs and created as much excitement. In fact, it may have been more difficult to win, because it required beating five teams in five days.

“I remember going to the first game in the old Atlanta Auditorium with its high roofs and the fans hanging off the girders,” said Dean C. P. (Sally) Miles, who represented Virginia Tech in an organizational meeting of the new Southern tournament in 1921. “People actually fell out of the girders that night.”

The Tar Heels also won the Southern Conference tournament title in 1924, 1925, and 1926, highlighting one of the best periods in North Carolina’s early basketball history.

Jack of All Trades

In the 1920s, Ty Cobb was in the full flight of a Hall of Fame baseball career. At North Carolina, another Cobb was making a name for himself as well. That was basketball star Jack “Spratt” Cobb.
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Mr. Basketball—Jack “Spratt” Cobb. North Carolina Collection

Cobb could do it all. And he often did, leading the Tar Heels to a 66-10 record and a national championship in his three years at Chapel Hill. While Cart Cartmichael, who also played in that era, was North Carolina’s first All-American in any sport, Cobb was known as “Mr. Basketball” at Carolina. He was UNC’s first three-time All-American and the Helms National Player of the Year in 1926.

“He was the most graceful player you ever saw,” said Curtis “Sis” Perry, who played at North Carolina a couple of years earlier. “Jack never just threw the ball up there. He fully intended to make every shot.”

And he nearly did, averaging 15 points a game from 1922 to 1924, while the entire North Carolina team was averaging about 35.

At six foot two, Cobb was a skyscraper for his day, literally head and shoulders above the crowd. He was a ferocious rebounder, a slick passer, and a deadly shooter from his forward position. Cobb was never better than when he played in the Southern Conference tournaments in Atlanta, which he usually dominated.

Cobb didn’t have to travel far to attend North Carolina. He was from nearby Durham. After graduating, he faced a far tougher battle than he ever had on a basketball court. Shortly after leaving school, he was involved in an auto accident and lost part of his left leg. Although a lifelong invalid, he later devoted some of his spare time to coaching Little League baseball. He died in his home in Greenville, North Carolina, in 1966 at the age of 62. Cobb died without the knowledge that he would be elected to the North Carolina Sports Hall of Fame.

Coachless in Carolina

So who needs a coach? Certainly not the 1921-1922 and 1922-1923 Tar Heels, who had a combined record of 30-7 and won the school’s first Southern Conference championship in 1922 without a basketball coach. Really.

Bob Fetzer, who coached football and baseball, usually accompanied the team on road trips. During a game, he would go into the stands and watch the proceedings from there. Sometimes he didn’t even do that.

Tom Bost Jr., one-time director of Alumni Giving at North Carolina, once recalled, “They took the team up to play at Madison Square Garden [in New York], and Fetzer, who was in charge of them, said he wasn’t going to stick around for the game. He told them, ‘I’m going to see Paavo Nurmi run. I don’t know a thing about basketball. You people just go out there and play.’”

Fortunately, Carolina then had “coaches on the floor,” including Monk McDonald, who captained the 1923 North Carolina team and later coached the 1925 squad.

A Change of Plans

Norman Shepard never wanted to make a career out of coaching. He would just do it for a while, until he graduated from law school. At least that’s what he thought when he accepted the position of head basketball coach at North Carolina in 1923.

“I decided I’m going to come back and coach and go to law school on the side,” recalled Shepard, a three-sport player at North Carolina and one-time minor-league baseball player. “That’s what made me make the decision to come back. I hadn’t intended to stay in coaching.”

But the law career didn’t work out. Though he remained at North Carolina for only one year, he led the Tar Heels to a 26-0 record and the 1924 national championship.

[image: ]

The 1924 national championship team. North Carolina Collection

He then departed for the Far East to work as a sales manager in China for the Liggett and Meyer tobacco company. It wasn’t the first time that Shepard had left America’s shores. He had spent three years in the Army, including a year and a half in France during World War I as an artilleryman.

He wasn’t finished with basketball, though, and played for and coached the Chinese basketball team in the Far Eastern Olympics.

Having been married at the American legation in China, he returned to the United States after a five-year absence. He was looking for a new career, but instead, he found an old one.

Guilford needed a basketball coach, so Shepard took the job. After filling this position, he coached at Randolph, Davidson, and finally Harvard. He spent 20 years with the Crimson, coaching baseball and football as well as basketball. He retired in 1968, having spent more than 40 years as a coach.

For a man not much interested in the profession, Shepard stayed in the coaching field a little longer than he had planned.

A Flock of Shepards

For coaching achievement within one family, it’s hard to beat Norman and Bo Shepard.

Norman Shepard led the Tar Heels to a perfect season in 1924 with a 26-0 record. Bo Shepard followed his older brother in the 1930s with a combined 69-16 record over four years.

They weren’t the only Shepard brothers who made an impact on North Carolina’s basketball teams. Carlyle and Alex Shepard were Tar Heel players, bringing the grand total of Shepard brothers at Chapel Hill to four. One more and they would have composed the full squad!

“[There were] 500 freshman in my class, and the population of the school was less than 2,000,” Norman Shepard recalled once. “[Chapel Hill] was a polished little village and really was a garden spot. It was like one big family. Everybody who went there loved it.”

However, he was the only Shepard brother who didn’t remain in Chapel Hill after graduation.

It Paid Off

When he graduated from North Carolina in 1925, Monk McDonald received a gift from his father: a scrapbook with newspaper stories of his Tar Heel basketball career.

“I didn’t know anything about it until I finished school and was going into medicine,” recalled McDonald, who played on North Carolina’s national championship team in 1924. “He said, ‘Here’s something I saved for you. You may not appreciate it much now, but you will later.’”

But McDonald appreciated it sooner than his father expected.

McDonald was working at Presbyterian Medical Center in New York when he got into a conversation with an intern who played football at Tulane, Dr. John Menville. Talk turned to the North Carolina-Tulane basketball game in 1925, which was McDonald’s last game at Chapel Hill.

They agreed on the excitement of the game. The only thing they couldn’t agree on was the score. The intern insisted he was right and wanted to bet McDonald on it.

“I told him, ‘I won’t bet you, John. I played in the damn game; I know what it was.’ He said, ‘In my senior year in high school, I was sitting up there in the stadium, and I think I know what it was, too.’”

There was only one way to settle the argument, and McDonald sent home for the scrapbook.

It turned out that McDonald was right. All of a sudden, he was also $10 richer.

Win One, Lose a Hundred

North Carolina won the 1924 Southern Conference tournament but actually walked away with a financial loss.

The Tar Heels won the prestigious tournament with victories over Kentucky, Vanderbilt, Mississippi State, and Alabama, drawing sellout crowds up to 5,000, twice the size of the student population at North Carolina. But when tournament officials paid partial expenses to all of the visiting teams that came to Atlanta for the popular tourney, Carolina was left with a $100 loss.

Religious Fervor

It was 1924, and there were two notable events going on at the same time in Atlanta—the Southern Conference basketball playoffs and a Bible conference for Baptist ministers.

Some of the ministers decided to sneak away from their laborious conference meetings for some recreation. What better place to go than the Southern Conference playoffs, which featured a superlative North Carolina team?

The ministers were discovered among the animated crowd, cheering on their teams. One Atlanta sportswriter took note of their appearance but decided to be discreet about it.

“We have decided to withhold their names and not give them away to their flocks back home,” the writer said.

Wake-up Call

There was no TV then. In fact, there weren’t even radio broadcasts of basketball games back to campus. There was only Gooch’s Café and Western Union.

Gooch’s was a popular campus meeting spot for North Carolina students, who came for the cooking, coffee, and conversation. When the Tar Heels were on the road, it was the spot students gathered to await basketball results from Western Union.

North Carolina was in the finals of the 1924 Southern Conference tournament in Atlanta, and students were patiently hanging around Gooch’s to find out the result of the game. The café was packed, even more so than usual.

Finally, word came in: North Carolina had completed a four-game sweep by beating Alabama in the finals. Leading the Tar Heels was Jack Cobb, a Durham resident known at Carolina as “Mr. Basketball.”

When news of the victory came in, a rousing cheer arose from the students. The celebration didn’t stop there.

An army of students—about 500 in all—marched en masse to Durham, some eight miles away. There they found Cobb’s house, woke up the household, and serenaded Cobb’s family with fight songs until dawn.

It was probably the only time the Cobbs didn’t mind being roused out of a deep sleep and kept up all night by a group of boisterous students.


CHAPTER THREE

The Thirties

Times were tough in America in the wake of the Depression, and the North Carolina basketball team played in an arena that reflected the era. It was a spare steel structure called the Indoor Athletic Court, nicknamed “The Tin Can.”

While their stadium was composed only of bare bones, the Tar Heel teams were not. North Carolina turned out one good team after another in the thirties, including a 23-2 squad that won the Southern Conference championship in 1935. Perhaps the best Tar Heel was Jim McCachren, an All-Southern Conference player in 1934, 1935, and 1936.

Defense was the order of the day, with scores such as North Carolina’s 31-11 1934 season-opening victory over Wake Forest not uncommon.

“We spent a disproportionate time on defense,” coach George “Bo” Shepard said. “We never were blown out badly. If you scored in the high 30s, you had a real good night in those days. Our goal was to keep the other team from scoring 20 points.”

From 1932 to 1935 at North Carolina, Shepard had a 69-16 record. Walter Skidmore was another coach who made an impact in that decade at Carolina, going 65-25 from 1936 to 1939 and winning a Southern Conference championship.

Money Players

In four years under Bo Shepard from 1932 to 1935, the Tar Heels never lost more than five games in any season. Maybe it was because of the financial incentives that Shepard created for his players.

“If we won a home game, I gave each player 50 cents,” Shepard once recalled. “If we lost it, they got 45 cents.”

In those post-Depression years, 50 cents was actually a substantial amount. A player could buy himself a nice meal with the money.

Not that any of them did, as Shepard remembered.

“They’d put the 50 cents in their pocket and maybe buy a snack and a Coke for a few cents, and go to bed.”

Splurging

What can you buy for 25 cents today? Not much. But back in the 1930s, it bought you lunch—and left money over for entertainment, believe it or not.

During one trip to New York, Bo Shepard gave his North Carolina players 25 cents apiece for expense money. He told them it was 20 cents for lunch and the other nickel to ride around on the subway.
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The 1933-1934 squad dominated in “The Tin Can.” North Carolina Collection

“If you know how to get your transfers and whatnot, you can ride around on the subway all day long for a nickel,” Shepard told his players. “Spread yourself around and have a real big time.”
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