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Introduction

Each March, college basketball captures the heart of (seemingly) every person for three weekends. Synonymous with that period known as “March Madness,” is the network that has brought the games home to Americans since 1982 . . . CBS.

Other networks have carried the NCAA Tournament, but none has single-handedly taken the tournament to a higher level because of that coverage. During each tournament, CBS brings out the emotion that is fostered when a group of 18-22 year old student-athletes battle for one common goal . . . the national championship.

Since 1982, some of the greatest or best known names in basketball have relished in the opportunity to play in college basketball’s most heralded two-game event. Michael Jordan. Patrick Ewing. James Worthy. Hakeem Olajuwon. Clyde Drexler. Danny Manning. Christian Laettner. Grant Hill.

But this book goes further back, to a time when CBS didn’t own the rights, to a time when the idea of nationally televised games was as much of a dream as flying to the moon. Look where we are today. In 1999, manned space shuttle launches are nearly commonplace, and CBS paid $6 billion for exclusive rights through 2013 for not only television coverage of the NCAA Tournament, but also radio, cable television; satellite, digital and home video; and the Internet.

The names of players involved in the Final Four from 1952 until 1981 are also tied with the tag of greatness. Clyde Lovellette. Wilt Chamberlain. Lew Alcindor (Kareem Abdul-Jabbar). Bill Walton. Kent Benson. Larry Bird. Magic Johnson. Gregory Kelser. Darrell Griffith.

When the idea of CBS Sports Presents: Stories from the Final Four was first discussed with me, it seemed like a no-brainer. For a college basketball fan to be able to collect stories from some of the greatest players and coaches (of course, broadcasters and writers, too) ever to walk on the hardwood, and put it in a book was a dream come true. Someone once said that “we do things in dreams that we would normally not dream of doing.” I could never have imagined, or dreamed, of working with these legends in this type of project.

Almost immediately, however, the question became, how does one go about picking the games featured in a book such as this? For me, it was a matter of taking the easy way out . . . getting other people involved. A group of 10 college basketball announcers and die-hard fans were asked to pick their top 10 games throughout the history of the Final Four.

Some of the games featured in Stories from the Final Four are assumed, such as the 1968 UCLA-Houston semifinal; the 1979 Michigan State-Indiana State game; the 1983 North Carolina State championship; Villanova against Georgetown in 1985; and the 1992 Duke Blue Devils team. Those games were picked by the majority of the voters.

Other games may have been selected for their historical significance such as the 1952 championship game, which was the first year that four teams played in the same location in a “Final Four” type format; or the 1966 championship which, today, has been seen as the game that broke down color barriers when an all-black starting five for Texas Western defeated an all-white Kentucky team.

There will probably be some debates on a couple of the games included, or not included, but that’s fine. This list of 21 games undoubtedly contains some of the best moments in the history of the Final Four.

Once we had decided on the games, the task was to come up with the best possible story contributors. I can truly say without equivocation that each of the storytellers in this book were on our original wish list. Three people turned us down because of other book and/or time commitments. Since this group was hand-picked, it is safe to say that we could not have picked better, more humble, men for this book. For me to begin singling out my favorites would be a waste of time because every single storyteller’s name included in this book would be mentioned as a favorite.

You may notice that there are no photographs. What, no pictures in a sports book? As you read through this collection of stories, you will notice that no photographs were needed. The impeccable memories of these storytellers are incredible . . . but then again, for most, going to the Final Four is not a memory that is easily forgotten. Imagine . . .

M.W.F.

1/00



Foreword

by Jim Nantz
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March Madness and The Road to the Final Four has been part of CBS’ Sports since 1982. We have a multitude of memories and certainly more than “One Shining Moment.”

Prior to my days at CBS, I had first experienced the Final Four in 1981 courtesy of Guy Lewis, the University of Houston’s legendary basketball coach. Lewis had given me, a college senior at the time, my start in television as the host of his weekly program. We went to Philadelphia that year to tape his final show of the season with hopes of returning to the Final Four the following year with his team in tow. Sure enough, the next year, the burgeoning Phi Slamma Jamma Cougars made the first of three consecutive trips to college basketball’s Promised Land.

In 1983, my alma mater was set to provide me with the ultimate Final Four memory: a national championship. A year earlier I had left the Houston market for a television position at the CBS affiliate in Salt Lake City. I was scheduled to anchor the sports on Monday night, April the 4th, the night my Cougars were set for their coronation against North Carolina State. Thankfully, my boss understood the gravity of the occasion and allowed me to fly to Albuquerque for the final.

I rode to “The Pit” on the Houston team bus, sliding my 6’3” body into the arena by hiding amongst the far more impressive frames of Olajuwon, Drexler, Micheaux and Young. Once clear of security, I was free to squeeze into any open space. I found the perfect location near the Houston bench that was even all the more alluring due to its location next to Brent Musburger’s broadcast position. From my seat, I could almost reach out and touch the CBS icon. I spent most of the championship game with my head on a swivel - watching the action on the court occasionally, but devoting most of my time to inspecting Brent’s every move. He was the coolest, smoothest anchor I had ever seen. Lost in admiration, I fantasized what it must be like to host America’s greatest sports spectacle. Three years later, I was sitting in his chair.

My Cougars were denied a national championship that night in New Mexico. Lorenzo Charles dunked our title dreams away. I must have stood there for a solid hour in disbelief before it was time to ride back on the bus to the team hotel.

To this day, the sting of that loss still lingers. Yet, that Final Four remains special to me. It was inside “The Pit” where I was exposed to CBS Sports up close for the first time. Although the network didn’t know me, I vowed that someday our paths would cross again. Somehow, by being in the presence of Brent, I had been inspired and at the same time reassured that my lifelong quest to work for CBS Sports was now attainable.

One of the greatest honors of my life has been helping CBS Sports navigate the road to the Final Four every March. Since 1986, I have formed warm and treasured memories from the absurd of the dunking exhibition by Andre “The Creator” Wiley of Oklahoma, who jumped over folding chairs during the Friday practice of the 1988 Final Four, to the poignancy of seeing John Wooden on hand in Seattle in 1995 to see the UCLA Bruins win their first championship since he had retired.

The one moment I never let go of comes each year at the end of the broadcast. Along with my esteemed partner and wonderful friend, Billy Packer, I stand at midcourt, absorbing the wide range of emotions. We sign off with our annual CBS anthem, “One Shining Moment.” As the poignant piece rolls to millions across America, it also plays throughout the building on a giant screen. I observe players, coaches, spectators, and even hardened media members, pausing in unison to the closing video montage of a magical month. I look into the stands to see both triumphant and defeated fans misty-eyed. Whether they are shedding tears of joy or tears of sorrow, all of them feel blessed to have been a part of the experience. I know, I’ve been there. They have formed a memory they will cherish the rest of their lives. For me, I look around the arena and think back to 1983 when my championship dreams were defeated, yet where my career dreams were crystallized. There is nothing quite like the Final Four and I am so thankful to be a part of it.

In CBS Sports Presents: Stories from the Final Four, you’re going to be reading similar memories from a fascinating variety of perspectives from coaches and players to some of my colleagues in the media, each memory deeply personal and unique to that individual. I am sure you will enjoy reliving these experiences and remembering some of your own.
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Part I:




The ’50s






CHAPTER 1

Seattle, Washington
March 25-26, 1952

The 1952 season featured a landmark change in the NCAA Tournament with the addition of a national semifinal, known today as the Final Four. Through the 1951 national tournament, four regional finalists would play each other in two different sites with the two winners advancing to the national championship game. In 1952, that round of regional finalists became known as the national semifinal with the four teams playing in the same location.

The Kansas Jayhawks, under the direction of head coach “Phog” Allen, reached the championship game against Frank McGuire’s St. John’s team after losing only three games during the season. On the court, the Jayhawks were led by center Clyde Lovellette, who led the nation with a 28.4 points per game scoring average. Lovellette is the only player in NCAA history to lead the nation in scoring the same year his team won the national championship. He also averaged 13.2 rebounds a game during his senior season.

In the championship game between St. John’s and Kansas, which the Jayhawks won 80-63, Lovellette led all scorers with 33 points. Because of his play throughout the NCAA Tournament, Lovellette was named the Most Outstanding Player of the Tournament.

After graduating from Kansas, Lovellette played in the National Basketball Association for Minneapolis, Cincinnati, St. Louis and Boston. He was elected to the Naismith Basketball Hall of Fame in 1988. Today, Clyde Lovellette is enjoying the retired life in his home state of Indiana.








	1952 All-Tournament Team
	Final Four Participants



	James Bredar, Illinois
	Illinois



	Dean Kelley, Kansas
	Kansas



	John Kerr, Illinois
	St. John’s



	Clyde Lovellette, Kansas
(Most Outstanding Player)
	Santa Clara



	Ron MacGilvray, St. John’s
	 



	Bob Zawoluk, St. John’s
	 



	National Semifinals
	National Championship



	St. John’s 61, Illinois 59
	Kansas 80, St. John’s 63



	Kansas 74, Santa Clara 55
	 







Clyde Lovellette

The thing that sticks in my mind the most when I think back to our championship season of 1952 is that when I was being recruited in high school by Kansas head coach Dr. Forrest “Phog” Allen, he told me that with the other recruits he was bringing in, if we stayed together and played as a unit, we would have a chance to win the national championship and an Olympic gold medal. He told me that the only other ingredient he needed to fill the team was a big guy in the middle. That was complimentary to think he felt I could be a key player in his scheme of the basketball program.

Before that time, I had not heard anything about the Kansas program or Coach Allen. In this part of the Midwest, Indiana, we didn’t get any type of news about Kansas. The only news we heard was about our local schools such as Indiana University, Purdue, Notre Dame and Indiana State. Every kid in our area was going to one of those schools. For that reason, I knew little about Kansas, their tradition and Phog, even though he was one of the greatest coaches in the college ranks. So, when I heard that Phog Allen and Kansas was recruiting me, that didn’t mean a lot until I met him, talked to him and heard his plan. Before that point, I was headed to Indiana University, which is where everybody around here expected me to go. All of my coaches were from IU, so that was the only program I heard about, and it was the one program I saw first-hand. When Phog came calling, my college future became a completely different picture.

Going to the state of Kansas, visiting the campus, seeing Hoch Auditorium, hearing about the Kansas basketball tradition and Phog Allen the man, and realizing that he was coached by the James Naismith, the father of the game, my decision was made. Growing up I didn’t know much about the history of the game, and didn’t particularly care who invented it, but once I visited Kansas and the realization hit that here’s a man who was coached by the man who invented the game of basketball . . . my goodness. You have to stop and marvel at that fact.

Phog Allen had accomplished a number of things through the years: coaching three teams at one time in a season or putting on the gear at 60-plus years of age to show players different moves. Phog turned out great coaches, too, like Adolph Rupp, Dean Smith and Ralph Miller, among others.

Allen was a marvel and a great psychologist. He could get players to cry, or make us mad, or any other feeling imaginable. If the team wasn’t playing well and he wanted to make us mad, he knew what buttons to push. He could show a picture to us or read a story to us to get a certain emotion aroused before we went out on the floor. All of that was wrapped up in this man that I really admired. The more I got to know him, the more I realized what kind of a great man was coaching me, not only in basketball but in life as well.

In Lawrence, Kan., I found a great area in which to play out my college basketball career. The other kids that Allen had recruited in my class, such as Bill Lienhard, Bill Hougland, John Keller and Bob Kenney, were a great bunch of guys, almost like brothers.

Like most family situations, times on the court weren’t always great. Because of NCAA regulations at the time, we were not eligible to play for the varsity during our freshman year. Our sophomore and junior seasons were iffy at best, only reaching the NCAA Tournament’s first round on one occasion. Our senior year was the pinnacle. Going into our senior season, we realized that we only had one more season to make Phog’s dream come true of our group winning the national title and going to the Olympics. That was in the back of our minds throughout that season.

We never really considered reaching Phog’s goal as a reason for pressure, but there was a reality that we could accomplish what we had set out to accomplish. The team only had one more shot, because it was our senior year, plus it was an Olympic year. We had to stay focused on what we were doing and literally took things game-by-game. Each game was played as if it were the last one, thinking that we had to win that game to play again. Over the course of the season, we lost back-to-back games at the end of January to Kansas State and Oklahoma State, both on the road. From that point on, the team had to regroup, thinking that we couldn’t lose like that again. Then we had the good strength to keep winning throughout the rest of the season and the tournament. After each game we knew we were getting closer and closer to the goal that Phog had set. Finally, it was reality, this team had come full circle . . . we were going to play for the national championship.

No matter who came on the court with us during that 1952 tournament, we easily won. Even during stages of individual games when things would get close, our momentum would pick us up and help us win. We were on a roll. Our closest game in the tournament was the opening contest with Texas Christian, escaping with a 68-64 victory.

St. John’s, our opponent in the finals, had a good team with guys such as Ron MacGilvray and Bob Zawoluk. They were also playing well, having knocked off the top-ranked Kentucky Wildcats in the East Regionals, ending Kentucky’s 23-game winning streak. Neither us nor the Redmen were touted to be in the finals.

The title game was one in which our team could do no wrong; everything seemed to come together for us that night against St. John’s. It really wasn’t much of a game, and the final score of 80-63 would indicate that. During the early part of the game it was close, but after awhile we started to dominate them.

The closest call of the tournament for me was between our two Final Four games. The Final Four was played in Seattle, Wash., that season. One of my fraternity brothers was working on a Coast Guard cruiser, and he took me out in Puget Sound. We got stuck in the fog and couldn’t get back to shore. I happened to get into the hotel quite late, or actually, early on the morning of the championship game.

There was a newspaper reporter in the lobby of the hotel when I returned. He looked up, saw me, and looked back down at his paper. The story never broke in the paper. I had quite a fear of not being allowed to play against St. John’s, because not only had I missed curfew, but I got back extremely late. To this day I don’t even know if Phog ever knew about that incident. Evidently I got enough rest, considering I went out and played a pretty good ballgame against St. John’s.

I was fortunate to lead all scorers with 33 points that night. A lot of the credit needs to go to my teammates. If it weren’t for the specific players we had getting the ball to me, I wouldn’t have been as successful. These guys were completely unselfish; they could have frozen me out if they wanted, but they didn’t. It goes along with the idea of thinking we were a family and we knew our roles. Kenney had a role, Lienhard had a role, and so on. My role was on the scoring and rebounding end. I wouldn’t have cared if Kenney got 40 points and I didn’t get any, because we wanted to win for Kansas, for Phog and for ourselves. We just jelled that season.

The other members of our team knew that I could score inside the paint and surrounding the lane, plus they knew that nobody we played against could stop me down low. The only time that teams posed a threat was when they double-teamed or triple-teamed me inside. As an individual, one-on-one, there was no player who could stop me, or at least I can’t remember any player in particular who gave me fits. I had my bad games, but it wasn’t necessarily the defensive player who held me; it was more of my inability to put the ball in the hole. The other guys on our team picked up on that and, on my good nights, worked to get the ball inside.

That was the way things went the entire season. Because of their assists that whole year, I led the nation in scoring with 795 points, becoming the only player in NCAA history to lead the country in scoring the same year his team won the national title. Even though all records are made to be broken sooner or later, surprisingly, that one has stood the test of time.

The main reason that record has lasted is because there aren’t a lot of scorers playing for the main NCAA Division-I schools. The big scorers are with the smaller schools that may not get a chance to play in the NCAA Tournament. The guy who has come the closest to equaling the feat is Glenn Robinson of Purdue in the 1993-1994 season. He led the nation in scoring with 1,030 points and was the National Player of the Year. Purdue was knocked off by Duke in the Southeast Regional Finals. Robinson would have done it if Purdue had kept winning. That was the biggest scare that I’ve had with that record.

That 1952 season was truly unique for our team.

Once we had won the national championship, we had one more goal to reach for Coach Allen – the Olympics. After beating St. John’s, we had to play the champion of the NIT, La Salle, with the great Tom Gola, in New York’s Madison Square Garden for the college championship. An AAU team from Peoria, Ill., played Phillips Petroleum for the Industrial League Championship. Peoria beat Phillips and we beat La Salle, setting up a meeting between the AAU team and us to determine the head coach of the Olympic squad.

Peoria led much of the game, until we were able to forge a tremendous comeback in the second half. In the last minute of the ballgame, with a tied score, I stole the ball from Mark Freiberger, and drove down the court with Jayhawks on each side of me. All I had to do was give one of them the ball for an easy layup and a two-point lead. For whatever reason, I tried to take the ball the whole way, mistimed my jump and blew the shot. Howie Williams from Peoria got the ball off the outlet pass, launched a shot from midcourt, it went in and they beat us by two points. That win made their coach, Warren Womble, the Olympic team’s head coach and Phog the assistant. Had we won that game Phog would have been the head coach.

Final Four® Fast Facts


In 1952, Clyde Lovellette of Kansas became the first player to lead the nation in scoring the same season his team won the national championship.



We had that chance within reach, but for some reason I felt that I could be the hero. I don’t know what, if anything, was going through my mind. I had a clear shot at that basket with no opponents around and two Kansas guys next to me, but I blew it.

Those kinds of plays really stick in a player’s mind. It was just a game, and we were going to the Olympics anyway, but winning would have been a beautiful topping on Phog’s cake. Unfortunately we didn’t win.

Seven guys from the Kansas team went to the 1952 Olympics in Helsinki, five from Peoria and two from Phillips. Going to the Olympics was special, especially since half of us were still in college. There is so much professionalism in amateur athletics today that the athletes almost aren’t true amateurs anymore. It means a lot to the NBA players who now represent the United States, but I think it meant a little more to us.

Regardless, we won the gold medal and Phog was still with us so I guess it wasn’t that bad. It’s amazing to think that the gold medal represents the United States. I always felt that I was playing first for the United States of America, second for Kansas and third for Lovellette. The national championship was for the University of Kansas, the state of Kansas, for Phog and then myself. It was such a great honor to represent the United States, that winning the gold medal would have to be a little above the NCAA title.

To represent a country rather than a state is something special, but to be able to win the Olympic gold medal with six college teammates from that NCAA team, is truly exceptional. At Kansas we were like a family going through our four years of school. I don’t think there’s a ballplayer Phog had on the court that didn’t love him and wouldn’t go through the walls for him. That’s the kind of coach for whom I played.

There are probably people out there who know more about Phog Allen than I do, but if they try to talk negatively to me about him, I won’t listen. All of the things that I know about Phog are positive, and those are the memories I want to keep with me. None of us is perfect, and we all have our quirks, but as far as I was concerned, if there could be a perfect man at that time, he was the one.

There were some ups and downs, then in 1952 everything came together, including Phog’s predictions. A plan couldn’t have been drawn up any better than the way Phog Allen drew up ours.



CHAPTER 2

Kansas City, Missouri
March 22-23, 1957

Like a few other seasons throughout the history of the NCAA Tournament, the 1957 championship game featured a seemingly unbeatable team, Kansas, against the undefeated North Carolina Tar Heels. The Jayhawks were heavy favorites largely because of their dominating sophomore center, Wilt Chamberlain.

As North Carolina’s leading scorer that season, Lennie Rosenbluth, says, “It might be the only time in history that the undefeated number-one team in the nation went into the championship game as the underdog.” He may be right. Some betting lines had Kansas close to a double-digit favorite.

Rosenbluth was one player that concerned most teams throughout that undefeated season for the Tar Heels. He was one of the leading scorers in the nation with his 28.0 average per game (Chamberlain averaged 29.6). After graduating from Carolina, Rosenbluth enjoyed a short career of professional basketball before becoming a history teacher in the Miami area. He still lives in Miami.

Jerry Waugh was an assistant coach for first-year Kansas head coach Dick Harp. Legendary head coach Phog Allen reached the mandatory retirement age for Kansas, and had to step down. Harp caught some unfair flack in his new position. Waugh joined the Jayhawks at the perfect time . . . Chamberlain’s first season on the varsity team in a year the team reached the NCAA title game. Waugh was one of Harp’s assistant coaches until 1960.

The name Max Falkenstien has been synonymous with the University of Kansas athletics for more than 50 years as one of the few radio voices for the Jayhawks. In 1957 he co-hosted a radio show with Chamberlain called Flippin’ with the Dipper. The show was short-lived as Jayhawk head coach Dick Harp was concerned about possible NCAA infractions. Although Chamberlain was not paid to do the show, there were paid sponsors.

After playing a triple-overtime game against Michigan State in the semifinals, the Tar Heels outlasted the Jayhawks in another triple-overtime, 54-53.








	1957 All-Tournament Team
	Final Four Participants



	Pete Brennan, North Carolina
	Kansas



	Gene Brown, San Francisco
	Michigan State



	Wilt Chamberlain, Kansas
	North Carolina



	(Most Outstanding Player)
	San Francisco



	John Green, Michigan State
	 



	Lennie Rosenbluth, North Carolina
	 



	National Semifinals
	National Championship



	North Carolina 74,
	UNC 54, Kansas 53 (3 OT)



	Michigan State 70 (3 OT)
	 



	Kansas 80, San Francisco 56
	 







Max Falkenstien

The 1957 season was one in which the Kansas Jayhawks would have been considered a failure if they did not win the national championship. That season, Wilt Chamberlain arrived on the scene as the most widely recruited high school player in the history of the game and Dick Harp took over as head coach after the legendary Phog Allen had been forced into retirement. After Dr. Allen left coaching against his wishes, he said, “Anybody could win the national championship with Wilt Chamberlain and four cheerleaders.” Needless to say, that put a lot of pressure on the new coach.

Truly, Wilt was an amazing athlete but that kind of burden on Dick and him, coupled with the fact that Harp was replacing a legend, was probably unfair. Wilt was able to do things on and off the basketball court that amazed people. His prowess in track and field was magnificent, such as throwing the shot with people like Olympic medalists Bill Nieder and Al Oerter; winning the Big Eight High Jump title at 6-6 3/4 with no practice; finishing second in the Kansas Relays; lifting weights with one hand that Nieder and Oerter were struggling to lift with two. Those kinds of phenomenal stories of his strength are what set Wilt on a different plateau than most other athletes.

During his varsity debut that season, on December 3, against Northwestern, Wilt scored 52 points, a Jayhawk single-game scoring record, and pulled down an amazing 31 rebounds. His career-high 52 points remains the only single-game scoring record in a varsity debut in the NCAA.

I have had a very close relationship with almost all of the athletes here at Kansas, but Wilt had a bit of a shield around him. I couldn’t say that he and I were friends, we were acquaintances. Wilt was just a little bit different than almost any other player who has come to KU. He wasn’t the typical college student. He didn’t socialize a lot with his classmates; instead, he would go to Kansas City and Topeka to see friends who weren’t necessarily college people.

Our closest relationship was the fact that we had a radio program together on WREN in Topeka. A few years before Wilt, in 1952, I had a radio program with Clyde Lovellette when he was playing for the Jayhawks. He had a mythical buddy, his hound dog, Lester. He liked country music, so our program was built around that. Wilt’s choice of music was entirely different than Clyde’s. Chamberlain’s show was called Flippin’ with the Dipper. He’d bring some tunes to the station, and we’d talk some basketball . . . we had a good time. The program lasted about eight weeks because Harp started to get nervous about it being an NCAA violation. (We didn’t pay Wilt anything for doing the program, but there were commercials on the show.)

That was about the extent of my relationship with Wilt, except for the time he took my car for a ride. I had a tiny Renault 4CV3 car. The thing was so small, it could barely be considered a car . . . it wasn’t much larger than a golf cart. One day Wilt said to me, “I’d sure like to take a little spin in that car.” I told him to go ahead and drive it around the fieldhouse. When he got in the car, his knees practically hit the ceiling. I’ll never forget the sight. When he came back from his test drive he said, “I think this is too small for me.”

Off the court, Wilt almost single-handedly stopped segregation in this part of Kansas. When he first came to Lawrence, the restaurants were all segregated. In the theaters, the blacks had to sit in the balcony or in the back rows. Wilt, with his awesome presence, helped change all of that. A popular student hang-out in Lawrence was the Dine-A-Mite on 23rd Street, where Roy and Mary Borgen (two great KU basketball fans) were the proprietors. One day Wilt went in there, headed to one of the booths and sat down. Roy and Mary came over, asked him what he wanted and served him. From that moment on, the color line was sort of broken in Lawrence.

He made a lot of changes in Lawrence, Kan., and throughout the Midwest just because he was such a dominant and powerful individual.

Coaching Wilt was not a simple situation for Harp. Many Kansas people who recruited Wilt had led him to believe that Phog Allen would be his coach, but that was not to be the case. Doc reached the mandatory retirement age of 70, and the Kansas Board of Regents refused to make an exception that would have allowed him to continue coaching.

The team went through the 1956-1957 season very successfully, not recording its first loss of the year until its 13th game, against Iowa State in Ames, 39-37. The Cyclones played a box-and-one that game, with the box around Chamberlain. The other Iowa State player chased whoever had the ball for Kansas. That was the first indication in college that Wilt was not going to be able to do the things he skillfully could do. He began to have a negative feeling about college basketball from that point forward.

The Jayhawks finished the regular season with a 21-2 record and headed to Dallas for the Midwest Region of the NCAA Tournament. Unfortunately, not all of the Jayhawks were welcomed by everyone in Texas. Maurice King, one of the first black players at Kansas, was in his third year when Wilt arrived on the scene. Because the Kansas team featured two black players, there were a lot of racial problems on the Dallas trip.

When the Jayhawks got to Dallas for the tournament, the hotel to which the team had been assigned would not accept any black guests. Harp decided, “If we can’t all stay together, none of us will be staying here. We’re not going to put Maurice and Wilt in private homes.” So the whole team stayed in Grand Prairie, Texas, a suburb of Dallas, a few miles outside the city. There was a lot of verbal abuse directed toward the Jayhawks on that trip. Police officers escorted the KU team on and off the basketball court, and all the way back to the airport.

Final Four® Fast Facts


Solly Walker of St. John’s became the first black player on the court at Kentucky’s Memorial Coliseum. He played sparingly in that December 17, 1951 game.



Things didn’t get much better for the Jayhawks after defeating Southern Methodist in the opening round. During the regional finals with Oklahoma City, Abe Lemons, the coach at OCU, complained that the officials were protecting Chamberlain. The referee, Al Lightner, who was also the sports editor of the Oregon Statesman newspaper, said the Oklahoma City players were deliberately dumping on Chamberlain and that Lemons warned him of trouble if “that big nigger piles onto any of my kids.” The Oklahoma City players allegedly referred to Kansas players frequently that way. Lemons denied it, so it’s Lightner’s word against his.

That was the first and only time during Wilt’s career at Kansas that the team was faced with racial problems. There weren’t any incidents that I recall as we traveled throughout the Big 8 Conference. During Chamberlain’s two years at Kansas we didn’t play any games in the South, except for those two tournament games in Dallas.

As was expected, the Jayhawks escaped Dallas by crushing the Oklahoma City team, 81-61, to earn a berth in the Final Four at Municipal Auditorium in Kansas City. With that trip to the Final Four, Kansas became the first team in NCAA history to reach the finals four times (1940, 1952, 1953 and 1957).

Even though the Jayhawks faced defending national champion San Francisco in the semifinal game, the Dons were no match for Wilt and the guys, as Kansas cruised to a 80-56 win. San Francisco had won its first five games that season, but then lost five of its next six. With that win for Kansas, the Jayhawks were set to square off with the North Carolina Tar Heels.

The two teams had reached the title game in very different ways. Kansas had a fairly easy path to the championship, but the road wasn’t as easy for Carolina. Despite being undefeated by the time they reached the championship game, the Tar Heels had a triple-overtime battle in the semifinals against Michigan State, winning 74-70. North Carolina was led by Frank McGuire’s coaching and their great star player, Lennie Rosenbluth.

It looked like it was going to be a fairly easy Kansas win against the tired Tar Heels, but it obviously wasn’t.

McGuire started the game with a gimmick, sending out 5-foot-10 Tommy Kearns for the opening tip against Chamberlain. Frank was trying to throw some strange quirk into the ballgame. It certainly made Wilt think that if Carolina was going to do something stupid like this, what other tricks are they going to employ during the game?
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