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To my parents, Maxine and the late Paul “Sonny” Washburn, for introducing me to Indiana high school basketball when I was less than six months old, then driving me from our Lafayette home to countless games in tradition-rich cities such as Muncie, Anderson, New Castle, Richmond and Marion years before I was old enough to provide my own transportation.

To my wife, Cheryl, and our son, Jade Ryan, for understanding that the lifestyle of a sports writer/author certainly does not include a traditional eight-to-five, Monday-through-Friday schedule.

To my Lafayette Journal and Courier sports staff colleagues, for whom I have the greatest respect and admiration.

To my friend Bobby Plump and the “Hoosier Hysteria” miracle that was Milan’s 1954 state championship, which was achieved during the year I was born.

And to all Indiana high school basketball players, coaches, administrators and fans who have enriched my life much more than any of them ever will know.


INTRODUCTION

Order a cup of coffee at Billy Ann’s in Bluffton, Bill’s in New Castle or Bauer’s in Loogootee, and chances are, one topic—Indiana high school basketball—will be discussed before the cream and sugar settle into the warm beverage.

Hoosiers reluctantly acknowledge that basketball was not invented in Indiana, but they are convinced the sport found a permanent home in high schools from South Bend in the north to North Vernon in the south, and everywhere in between.

This book—a compilation of Tales spanning a full century—is a snapshot of why the friendly people of this state take this sport oh so very seriously.

From early November through the state championship games in late March, Hoosiers rarely venture too far from the gymnasiums and fieldhouses that often dominate a community’s landscape.

It often is said that religion, politics, sweet corn and basketball compose the core of Indiana. And not particularly in that order.

Indiana high school basketball is much more than a hobby or pastime. For many Hoosiers, it is a way of life. New Yorkers attend the theatre. Bostonians treasure their Red Sox.

In Indiana, Friday and Saturday nights are reserved for those 16-, 17- and 18-year-olds whose skills include tossing an orange ball through a round rim decorated with white twine.

And it has been that way since 1911, when Crawfordsville won Indiana’s first high school basketball state tournament.

Tales weaves through Franklin, where the “Wonder Five” captured three consecutive state championships in 1920, ’21 and ’22, and on to Marion, where “Purple Reign” won three in a row some 65 years later—1985, ’86 and ’87.

Tales chronicles the life of Lebanon’s Rick Mount, who probably is the greatest pure shooter this sport ever has known. Mount developed rock-hard wrists flinging a tennis ball through a Planter’s Peanuts can.

Then there’s Damon Bailey, the kid from Bedford-North Lawrence who became an Indiana basketball legend in eighth grade, when Bob Knight traveled to tiny Heltonville, Indiana, to watch him play.

Bailey capped a memorable four-year high school career as Indiana’s all-time leading scorer. And yes, he won a state championship in his final high school game.

In Indianapolis, Oscar Robertson-led Crispus Attucks and George McGinnis-led Washington experienced unbeaten seasons and a state championship in their senior years. Big-city kids with big-city skills.

Tales is about Muncie Central, the purple-clad Bearcats whose eight state titles are more than any other Indiana high school.

Small-school powers Rossville, Waldron, Loogootee, Argos, Lafayette Central Catholic, Attica and Covington are front and center in Tales.

And of course, Milan, Bobby Plump and the cornerstone state championship “feel-good” story of 1954 are documented within the pages of this celebration of Indiana high school basketball.

The Milan story inspired the hit movie Hoosiers, which to this day is viewed by almost every small-town school’s basketball team as it prepares for a big game—regular season or tournament.

When Hoosiers premiered in New York City, Lafayette native Mike Casey, a modeling agency executive whose father, Dan, was a member of Lafayette Jeff’s 1948 state championship team, took a date to see the film.

“So what did you think?” Mike Casey asked the attractive New York-born woman.

“Cute, I guess, but I really don’t get it … a movie about high school basketball?” she replied.

Mike Casey never called the woman again.

Strange? In 49 other states, high school basketball is a game. In Indiana, it is a way of life. A passion. A treasure.

Come stroll through these pages, where Indiana schoolboys and schoolgirls come to life and grow into basketball legends beyond their wildest dreams.


CHAPTER 1

LEGENDS

An Idol’s Idol

Long before his dominating UCLA teams were winning a record 10 NCAA tournament championships, John Wooden was an impressionable Indiana high school basketball standout at Martinsville High School.

The coach known nationally as “The Wizard of Westwood” during his days at UCLA may have selected a different career path had it not been for Indiana’s 1926 state championship game staged in Indianapolis’s Exposition Building.

Wooden, then a sophomore, led his team to the title game, where Marion and dominating 6-foot-7 center Charles “Stretch” Murphy were waiting.

Murphy, then a senior, paced Marion to a 30-23 victory, but Wooden learned more during that defeat than he ever could have learned in victory.
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John Wooden of the Martinsville Artesians was a star in the late 1920s.

“Stretch Murphy proved to me just how good a basketball player could be,” said Wooden, who would team with Murphy in 1930 at Purdue University. “Until I witnessed Stretch Murphy’s performance, basketball was something I simply enjoyed. Stretch made it an art form.

“My family had lived on a farm until my father took a job as a massage therapist at one of the artesian spas in Martinsville. I started playing basketball, and in 1926, my life changed forever.”

Wooden, who passed away in 2010, just shy of his 100th birthday, led Martinsville to the 1927 state championship and to another second-place finish in 1928, this time a loss to Muncie Central.

After earning All-American honors at Purdue, Wooden entered coaching—first at the high school level, then at Indiana State before moving on to UCLA, where his record of excellence almost certainly never will be surpassed.

The Game That Inspired Hoosiers

Bobby Plump’s Indianapolis-based insurance agency receives a large volume of daily phone calls seeking quotes for auto, family, home and life policies.

The office staff also receives plenty of calls seeking answers to questions such as, “How long did he hold the ball in the center of the court?” and “How long was that final shot?”

Four minutes and 13 seconds is the answer to Question No. 1, and approximately 15 feet is the answer to Question No. 2.

It has been more than 60 years since Plump’s 15-foot jump shot with three seconds remaining lifted tiny Milan to a 32-30 victory against mighty Muncie Central in the 1954 Indiana high school state championship game, but the moment—for many Hoosiers—remains frozen in time.

So much so that the hit film Hoosiers is based on Milan’s Cinderella run to Indiana’s state crown, giving hope to every small school in this basketball-crazy state.

Ripley County-based Milan is approximately 30 miles from Cincinnati in southeastern Indiana. Milan’s basketball teams won several sectional championships prior to 1953, but when Plump hit his stride during his junior season, he literally put the Milan Indians on the map.

They reached Indiana’s Final Four in 1953, losing to eventual state champion South Bend Central in the semifinal round.

Plump flashed signs of things to come, scoring 19 points in that loss to South Bend Central.

When the 1953-54 season began, Milan figured to be a major player in the state tournament, but Muncie Central was loaded with talent and more athleticism than the Indians and figured to be the team to beat.

Sure enough, Milan fought its way through the sectional, regional and semistate, then beat Terre Haute Gerstmeyer to earn a state title game shot at Muncie Central.

Milan, whose population in 1954 was approximately 1,100, played a near-perfect first half for coach Marvin Wood, building a 25-17 lead through 16 minutes, despite poor shooting from Plump.
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Bobby Plump as Mr. Basketball in 1954.
(The Indianapolis Star)

In the third quarter, Gene Flowers and Jimmy Barnes helped Muncie Central make its move, pulling the Bearcats into a 26-26 tie with eight minutes to play.

The Bearcats scored early in the fourth quarter, seizing a 28-26 advantage. At that point, Wood made one of the most unusual yet effective decisions in Indiana high school tournament history.

He ordered Plump to hold the ball at center court as he pondered his options. For the next 4:13, those watching and listening to this dramatic game couldn’t believe what was taking place.

Milan trailed, yet the Indians were holding the ball. Years later, Wood acknowledged that he was unsure of the proper strategy and decided to take some time to think about it.

Finally, with just more than two minutes to play, he ordered Plump to shoot. The Milan star missed, but seconds later, fellow guard Ray Craft scored to tie it at 28.

A Muncie Central turnover gave the ball back to Milan, and Plump made two pressure-packed free throws. The Indians led 30-28. But Flowers’s final basket pulled Muncie Central back into a tie at 30 with less than a minute to play.

Milan brought the ball across the 10-second line, and Wood called a timeout with 18 seconds to play. He told his players to inbound the ball to Plump, then get out of his way.

With ball in hand, Plump watched as the other four Indians gathered on the left side of the court, leaving him and Muncie Central defender Barnes one-on-one with the clock ticking down.

Plump made his move with five seconds to play, shooting just over Barnes’s outstretched fingers. The ball eased through the bottom of the net, giving Milan the 32-30 victory that is still talked about from South Bend in the north to North Vernon in the south.

Milan finished the 1953-54 season with a 28-2 record, but victory No. 28 certainly is the one that forever will be remembered by those Hoosiers who adore Indiana high school basketball.

“I know it sounds crazy, but 50 years after that game, at least one person every day wants to talk about it … me holding the ball and then making the shot,” Plump said. “It’s a wonderful story, but it’s much more than just a story.”

For Plump, it is a way of life.

The Big “O”

Oscar Robertson grew up in humble, inner-city surroundings, but during the 1954-55 and 1955-56 seasons, the 6-foot-5 guard carved an Indiana high school basketball legacy that still is revered more than sixty years later.

Green- and gold-clad Indianapolis Crispus Attucks was an African-American high school whose students were expected to embrace academics with the same passion they embraced basketball.

Under coach Ray Crowe’s tutelage, the “Big O” was the model player and the model student.
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Oscar Robertson (left) with Indianapolis
Crispus Attucks coach Ray Crowe in 1956.

During his junior and senior seasons, Robertson led the Crispus Attucks Tigers to a 62-1 record and back-to-back Indiana high school state championships.

As a junior, Robertson scored 30 points in a 97-74 title-game drubbing of Gary Roosevelt. And as a senior, Robertson scored 39 points in a 79-56 championship victory against Lafayette Jeff, capping a 31-0 season.

Robertson, who averaged 28 points as a senior and 24 during his varsity career, was selected 1956’s Mr. Basketball before enjoying splendid careers at the University of Cincinnati and then in the NBA with the then-Cincinnati Royals and the Milwaukee Bucks.

While most recognize Robertson as a prolific high school scorer—indeed he was—Crowe often told friends that most people overlooked how well the Big O played at the defensive end.

Usually assigned to an opponent’s best scorer, Robertson embraced those challenges, and only once in his high school career did the Big O ever foul out of a game.

After the Tigers dropped a one-point decision at Connersville during the 1954-55 regular season, they never lost again with the Big O in the lineup.

Robertson led Crispus Attucks to victories in the final 45 high school games he played.

Crowe coached many excellent players at Crispus Attucks but said Robertson’s attention to detail and passion for practice clearly establishes him as one of the top five talents ever to play the game in the Hoosier State.

For many, Robertson is Indiana’s greatest of all time.

The Rocket Launches

The single blonde curl that fell in the middle of Rick Mount’s forehead was distinctive. But it paled in comparison to the distinctive jump shot that made Lebanon High School’s prolific scorer the talk of the state during the mid-1960s.

To this day, only four Indiana high school schoolboys—Bedford’s Damon Bailey, Lewisville’s Marion Pierce, Fort Wayne Bishop Luers’ Deshaun Thomas, and Union/Dugger’s Brody Boyd—scored more than Mount’s 2,595 career points, compiled during four varsity seasons with the Tigers.

Indiana’s 1966 Mr. Basketball—Mount averaged 33.1 points a game as a Lebanon senior—went on to Purdue, where he earned All-American honors in leading the Boilermakers to a second-place NCAA tournament finish in 1969, losing to John Wooden-coached UCLA in the title game.

But long before he became a Boilermaker, Mount, the son of former Lebanon standout Pete Mount, developed his long-range shooting skills the old-fashioned way—he earned it.

“When I was a kid, my dad cut a hole in the bottom of an old Planter’s Peanuts can and instructed me to use a tennis ball to shoot at it,” said Mount, who continues to stage form-shooting clinics for kids each summer.

“I didn’t realize it at the time, but by shooting a tennis ball at that can, I developed great strength in my wrists. Most long-range shooters have very strong wrists.”

In junior high school, Mount’s scoring attracted large crowds to the Lebanon gym. This Boone County community located 30 miles north of Indianapolis knew it had something special.

Ever the perfectionist, Mount honed his shooting touch at Lebanon’s City Park. He worked as a lifeguard at the swimming pool. During breaks, Mount snatched his basketball and raced to the park’s outdoor basketball courts.
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Rick Mount was the first high school athlete featured on Sports Illustrated’s cover (Robert Huntzinger/Sports Illustrated)

“I didn’t have a lot of time during breaks, so I would ask a little kid to come and rebound for me,” Mount said. “I would buy an ice cream cone for the kid who would retrieve the ball and pass it back to me. I had lots of takers on that offer.”

Mount, who grew into a strong, 6-foot-4 shooting guard, earned a starting berth as a Lebanon High School freshman for coach Jim Rosenstihl. Those fans who didn’t arrive at the gym during the junior varsity game often did not get a seat for the varsity contest.

Before Mount’s senior season at Lebanon, he became the first high school basketball player ever featured on the cover of Sports Illustrated.

During that 1965-66 season, Mount led Lebanon into the Lafayette semistate’s championship game—one victory from a coveted Final Four berth. But when Mount developed leg cramps during the second half, East Chicago Washington hung on for a close victory.

Mount scored a single-game-high 57 points during the 1965-66 season and was offered Division I scholarships from many schools.

Former Purdue assistant coach Bob King convinced Mount to sign with the Boilermakers after the standout shooter originally committed to Miami, Florida.

“Rick Mount—to this day—is the best pure shooter I’ve ever seen,” King said. “He destroyed zone defenses, and if you tried to play him man-to-man, he would pull up and murder you with that quick release.”

The Hick from French Lick

French Lick is a sleepy town, deep in Southern Indiana, where high school basketball players remain community icons.

There is no question about the identity of French Lick’s favorite son—Larry Joe Bird, whose splendid careers at Indiana State University and with the NBA’s Boston Celtics merely are sidebars to the fans of Springs Valley High School, where Bird first exhibited the skills that would make a millionaire of a young man whose parents barely made ends meet.

Gary Holland, who was Bird’s junior varsity coach at Springs Valley, recalls that because Bird had neither a car nor spending money, the 6-foot-9 kid played basketball. Period.

Bird honed his perimeter shooting skills with hours and hours of form-shooting work. He could rebound with anybody at the high school level, and his passes were crisp and on the mark.

Bird’s senior season—1973-74—at Springs Valley is one to remember. With a modest supporting cast, Bird averaged a school-record 30.6 points and an almost unheard-of 20 rebounds a game, helping his team post a 21-4 record.

Springs Valley won its sectional before dropping a tough 58-55 decision to Bedford-North Lawrence in the regional tournament. Still, Bird’s senior season was more than enough to earn a slot on the coveted Indiana All-Star team, which annually plays Kentucky’s best in a two-game June series.

During the regular season of his senior year, Bird scored a school-record 55 points against Corydon and took down 38 rebounds in a game against Bloomfield.

Bird certainly would have finished his high school career among Indiana’s scoring leaders had he not broken an ankle in the first game of his sophomore season. Bird returned for the final six games but really wasn’t at 100 percent until his junior year.
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Larry Bird of Springs Valley shoots over a Jasper defender.

While he never played in a state championship game, nor did he receive lots of media coverage at Springs Valley, Bird certainly is among the greatest talents ever to come out of an Indiana high school.

After less than a month at Indiana University—Bird was overwhelmed by the size of the Bloomington campus—he quit college and returned to French Lick, where he worked on a garbage truck for almost a year.

Finally, the coaching staff at Indiana State University convinced Bird to try college again at the smaller Terre Haute-based campus. The rest is history. In 1979, Bird led ISU to the NCAA tournament’s championship game, where Magic Johnson-led Michigan State edged Bird and the Sycamores.

Bird went to Boston, became an NBA legend, returned to Indiana to coach the NBA’s Pacers and has continued to work for the franchise in multiple front office roles.

Not bad for a kid whose first job out of high school was collecting garbage. Only in Indiana, right?

A Weekend to Remember

Steve Alford has lived almost every Indiana schoolboy’s basketball dream. He was selected the state’s 1983 Mr. Basketball. He led Indiana University to the 1987 NCAA tournament championship. And he played several seasons in the NBA.

But the current head coach at UCLA fondly recalls a February weekend in 1983 as the best 48 hours a high school player could experience.

On a cold Friday night, Alford and his New Castle Trojans hosted North Central Conference rival Marion in the 9,325-seat Chrysler Fieldhouse. Marion, led by University of Kentucky-bound James Blackmon, and New Castle were two of the favorites to win that year’s state championship.

[image: image]

Steve Alford in the 1983 semistate contest vs. Indianapolis Broad Ripple.

More than 10,000 tickets were sold, and 25 press credentials were issued to media members desiring to cover the game. Alford led his team to a 103-72 victory.

On Saturday night, Scott Hicks and Indianapolis Cathedral visited New Castle for another showdown of schoolboy heroes. Hicks, who was bound for Notre Dame, and his team attracted another standing-room-only crowd of 10,000.

Cathedral won by a single point on a last-second shot.

Alford, who averaged a state record-tying 37.2 points a game during the 1982-83 season, never will forget those two games.

“That was a neat weekend,” Alford said. “I don’t know of another high school player—and again, I’ve been very blessed—that accomplished what took place that weekend.

“There’s not many high school players who can say they played in front of 20,000 people in a two-night period. That’s what makes Indiana special. That’s what made it a very humbling and honorable experience playing at New Castle with a gym capacity like that.”

Less than a month later Alford scored a season-high 57 points in an Indianapolis semistate victory against Indianapolis Broad Ripple. Alford was 25 of 25 from the free throw line to go with 16 two-point field goals.

“People remember the points, but I took a lot of pride in free throw shooting,” Alford said. “I’m more proud of the 25 of 25 from the line than I am of the actual point total.”

The Hoosier Schoolboy Prototype

Good looks. Great skills. Golden-boy image.

If ever a child was born to play Indiana high school basketball, it was Damon Bailey, who became a Hoosier legend before he ever scored a single varsity point.

Bailey, a multifaceted 6-foot-3 guard, was raised in tiny Heltonville, Indiana, which is a part of the basketball-crazy Bedford-North Lawrence school district in southern Indiana.

As an eighth-grader, legendary college coach Bob Knight was spotted at one of Bailey’s games, munching on a sack of popcorn while watching the player’s every move.

When John Feinstein’s Season on the Brink was published after Indiana University’s 1985-86 season, the writer included a tale of Knight’s drive back to Bloomington, during which the coach told others in the car that Bailey might be better than any guard on that IU team’s roster.

Talk about pressure placed on an eighth-grader, especially one whose high school is only a short drive from IU’s Bloomington campus.

But Knight—ever the excellent judge of talent—knew of what he spoke.

As a freshman, sophomore and senior, Bailey single-handedly led Bedford-North Lawrence to berths in the Indiana High School Athletic Association’s one-class tournament’s Final Four.

And in March 1990, Bailey capped a career that could only have been scripted in Hollywood, leading Bedford-North Lawrence to a 63-60 state-title game victory against Concord in front of more than 39,000 fans in Indianapolis’s RCA Dome—the first time the event was staged in that venue.
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