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  Introduction

  Tales from Boilermaker Country is a compilation of some of the great stories that we have experienced during our combined 80 years of watching, covering and administrating Purdue University athletics. Many have been told to us from one person’s perspective and may innocently fall short of the hard facts of a particular event, but therein lies the charm of this book.

  While not intended to be a complete history of Boilermaker sports, Tales from Boilermaker Country gives you a flavor of many of the great names, events and accomplishments of over 115 years of intercollegiate competition. Whether they are funny, poignant or tragic, Tales from Boilermaker Country celebrates the rich tradition that is Purdue athletics.

  
    Doug Griffiths

    Alan Karpick

    Tom Schott

  


  Foreword by Joe Tiller

  As the head football coach at Purdue University, I am, obviously, a Purdue fan. I’m also a history buff. That combination best sums up Tales from Boilermaker Country.

  Doug Griffiths, Alan Karpick and Tom Schott have done a wonderful job of retelling more than 200 stories about Purdue athletics over the past 100-plus years. I know these guys are good, but you will be convinced that they in fact were around when David Ross and George Ade donated the land for Ross-Ade Stadium in 1924. They have conducted numerous interviews and done extensive research.

  The word “tales” is most appropriate for the title, because the stories are just that, written in an easy-to-read, conversational style. When you read them, you will feel like you and a buddy are sitting in the family room, talking over a bowl of chips and an ice-cold drink.

  During my first stint at Purdue as an assistant coach in the 1980s, I quickly discovered that Purdue fans love to reminisce about Boilermaker lore, more so than any other place I had been. Nearly 20 years later, I can honestly say nothing has changed. If you are one of those people—and I’m sure you are—you definitely will enjoy Tales from Boilermaker Country.

  Boiler Up!

  
    Joe Tiller

    August 2003

  


  CHAPTER 1

  Pre-1950s

  Why Boilermakers?

  One of the most frequently asked questions of Purdue fans is about the origin of the schools unique nickname, “Boilermakers.” Following is the official explanation as presented in the athletic department’s publicity materials:

  The year was 1891, and a little-known school that prided itself on educating men and women for productive, utilitarian careers was just beginning to experience success in football. DePauw, Wabash and Butler were the football powers of Indiana in those days. Purdue was late to the game, fielding its first team in 1887 and losing its only game to Butler 48-6.

  By 1891, Purdue had hired two coaches from eastern power Princeton and was on the verge of an era of total domination of opponents. In the 1891 season opener, Purdue traveled to Wabash College in nearby Crawfordsville. Besides coming away with a 44-0 victory, the Purdue “eleven,” as football teams were known back then, headed back to West Lafayette with a new nickname.

  In the 1890s, hometown newspapers were considerably more protective of college teams than they are today. After the 44-0 drubbing, one Crawfordsville newspaper lashed out at the “Herculean wearers of the black and old gold.” Beneath the headline “Slaughter of Innocents,” the paper told of the injustice visited upon the “light though plucky” Wabash squad.

  “Wabash Snowed Completely Under by the Burly Boiler Makers from Purdue” proclaimed another headline on the same story in the Daily Argus-News.

  By the next week, the Lafayette papers were returning the taunts: “As everyone knows, Purdue went down to Wabash last Saturday and defeated their eleven. The Crawfordsville papers have not yet gotten over it. The only recourse they have is to claim that we beat their ‘scientific’ men by brute force. Our players are characterized as coal heavers, ‘boiler makers’ and ‘stevedores,’” wrote a reporter for the Lafayette Sunday Times of November 1, 1891.

  The nickname stemmed from the nature of a Purdue education. As a land-grant institution, the college, since its founding in 1869, had schooled the sons and daughters of the working class for work that was considered beneath the highborn who attended liberal arts colleges such as Wabash.

  That same fall of 1891, Purdue had acquired a working railroad engine to mount in a newly established locomotive laboratory. It was one more step in the development of Purdue as one of the worlds leaders in engineering teaching and research. For athletic adversaries and their boosters, this specialty in engineering education—and the other concentration at the founding of the institution, agriculture—served as fodder for name-calling.

  Over the years, Purdue teams had been called grangers, pumpkin-shuckers, railsplitters, cornfield sailors, blacksmiths, foundry hands and, finally, boilermakers. That last one stuck.

  “A” for Ames

  Knowlton Ames was the fourth football coach in Purdue history, yet he is credited with being the one who put the Boilermakers on the map.

  Purdue lost the only game it played in its debut season of 1887, did not field a team in 1888 and won five of nine contests in 1889 and 1890. Then Ames came to West Lafayette from Chicago, along with his comrade, Ben Donnelly. “What a piece of luck it was when those two lads consented to come down and take charge of our disorganized and beaten outfit and hammer it into a team!” wrote Purdue alum and noted playwright George Ade in the November 16, 1929, issue of Liberty Weekly.

  Both Ames, who was nicknamed “Snake,” and Donnelly, who answered to “Sport,” had been prominent players at Princeton, the premier team of the East. One of their teammates was the legendary Edgar Allen Poe. At Purdue, Ames coached the backs and developed the game plans, while Donnelly worked with the line. Over the next two seasons, the Boilermakers were never beaten, going 12-0.

  But Purdue didn’t just win, it dominated, completely shutting out all four 1891 opponents 192-0 and outscoring its eight 1892 foes 320-24. Along the way, the Boilermakers won the first two of four consecutive Indiana Intercollegiate Athletic Association championships.

  In a 1929 letter to Ade, Ames remarked, “The Purdue teams for the two years when Donnelly and I were coaching were about the best in the country and had about as good material in them as I ever saw, and you cannot speak too highly of all the boys.”

  Ames, a member of the College Football Hall of Fame, and Donnelly stayed at Purdue for only two years, but they left an indelible mark that has been felt for more than a century.

  Smart Decision

  James Henry Smart, who served as Purdue president from 1883 to 1900, is regarded as the man who established the conference known now as the Big Ten. Smart’s desire to form such a conference to oversee athletic competition stemmed mostly from the infiltration of professional teams competing against college students during the early 1890s.

  Smart wanted to “preserve college athletics from the demoralization of professionalism,” and the Purdue faculty passed an order on January 1, 1895, prohibiting its teams from playing any professional or semiprofessional teams.

  Purdue, which had won four consecutive championships as a member of the Indiana Intercollegiate Athletic Association, took issue with Butler playing a professional team called Light Artillery on Thanksgiving Day 1894—the same day Purdue defeated DePauw 28-0 in Indianapolis to win the IIAA crown.

  Against Smart’s wishes, Butler played Light Artillery, and Smart pushed on with the formation of the Western Conference. On January 11,1895, Smart called a meeting of seven Midwestern schools and didn’t invite Butler, setting the table for the formation of the new league.

  Smart must have had a quick change of heart about playing professional teams like Light Artillery. Purdue had beaten Light Artillery 6-4 earlier in that season. The Boilermakers never met Butler again in Smart’s lifetime. The two teams next met on the gridiron in 1902, two years after Smart’s death.

  Had Butler not been defiant, it is likely it would have been asked to join the Western Conference. Had that happened, Indiana University, which was not one of the original seven schools to join, might have been passed over to join the new league.

  Why the Boilermakers Wear Black

  It was Halloween 1903, and the Boilermaker football team was on its way to face archrival Indiana. A long line of people in the Boilermaker travel party made its way into the train station in Indianapolis. The last train, which carried the Purdue football team, waited, as the train ahead of it was about to come to a stop.

  Then, seemingly out of nowhere, an engine steamrolled through an open switch and hit a car full of Purdue players broadside. In the carnage, 16 Boilermakers were killed and a couple dozen more injured. The team essentially was wiped out of existence.

  Through the rubble came one great story of survival. With numerous broken bones and several subsequent surgeries, “Skillet” Leslie wasn’t supposed to survive. Like the Purdue football program, Leslie lived for a greater day, so much so that he became Governor Harry Leslie of Indiana from 1929 to 1933 before his death at age 59 in 1937.

  The I-vies Have It

  Nine of the 33 head football coaches in Purdue history graduated from Ivy League schools. Five of the first six were Princeton alums: Albert Berg (1887), C.L. Hare (1890), Knowlton Ames (1891-92), D.M. Balliet (1893-95 and 1901) and S.M. Hammond (1896). The other four Ivy Leaguers were G.A. Reisner (1889), Oliver F. Cutts (1903-04) and M.E. Witham (1906) from Harvard and L.C. Turner (1907) from Dartmouth.

  Three Purdue alums subsequently coached at their alma mater: Alpha P. Jamison (1898-1900), Cecil Isbell (1944-46) and Bob DeMoss (1970-72),

  Bachelors Build Ross-Ade

  George Ade, a humorist, and David Ross, an engineer who made steering components for early automobiles, were wealthy bachelors. They also were benefactors to Purdue University, purchasing 65 acres of land just north of campus and establishing the Ross-Ade Foundation. They agreed to someday put a stadium on the land. The pair knew that the glacial formation had left a hole on the property they owned that would make for a perfect stadium bowl.

  Ross, a quiet fellow, was growing impatient in the early 1920s. He called up Ade and reportedly convinced him that the pair was not getting any younger. Ross thought that if the stadium was going to be built in their lifetimes, they better get moving.

  Ross and Ade participated in a fundraising campaign where the duo agreed to match contributions by alumni purchasing “lifetime” seats. A couple of years later, Ross-Ade Stadium was built. It was dedicated in fine fashion as Purdue defeated Indiana 26-7 in the first game in its history on November 22, 1924.

  Until We Meet Again

  Little did Guy “Red” Mackey and Fred Hovde know what the future held when Purdue and Minnesota met on the football field on October 13, 1928.

  The Golden Gophers won 15-0, as Hovde, their quarterback, ran for a touchdown and passed to set up the other on a run by the legendary Bronko Nagurski. Mackey, meanwhile, was a senior end for the Boilermakers.

  Their paths would cross again years later at Purdue. Mackey served as athletics director from 1942 to 1971, while Hovde was president from 1946 to 1971. The two formed a fast friendship that included routine dates on the golf course.

  Both Hovde and Mackey presided over some of the most glorious days in Purdue history. During Hovde’s reign, enrollment increased from 5,628 to 25,582, and the school emerged as a top research university. Mackey occupied the AD’s office when the Boilermakers captured the 1961 NCAA men's golf championship, won the 1967 Rose Bowl and advanced to the 1969 NCAA Tournament’s Final Four.

  Campus landmarks Mackey Arena (1972) and Hovde Hall (1975) are named in honor of the two men.

  Making Coin on the Train

  Before athletic scholarships came into being in the 1950s, college athletes had to earn money any way they could to pay for tuition and room and board. Some students proved to be more industrious than others. Ail-American basketball players Stretch Murphy and John Wooden fell into that category.

  During Murphy’s senior year, he secured the “rights” to sell concessions on the train full of Purdue football fans headed from Lafayette for a game against the University of Chicago on October 26, 1929. The Boilermakers were at the midway point of their only undisputed Big Ten football title season in school history.

  Wooden learned the trade so well from teammate and pal Murphy that after Murphy’s graduation, he ran the concessions himself for two years. He was not one for drinking and carrying on, but he knew how to serve those who liked to imbibe a little.

  “I learned one thing,” Wooden would say years later, “the closer the train got to Chicago, the bigger the tips were.”

  During his coaching days that spanned 10 NCAA titles, Wooden learned how to manage some free spirits on his team like Bill Walton and Sidney Wicks. Apparently during his college days, Wooden knew a thing or two about working with free spirits, as well.
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  Westward Ho

  Purdue fans are familiar with the University of Washington from the two schools’ meeting in the 2001 Rose Bowl and the 2002 Sun Bowl. Though the Boilermakers and Huskies have met on the football field just 10 times—all since 1961— their ties date more than 70 years.

  In 1929, the Boilermakers, coached by Jim Phelan, enjoyed their first undefeated, untied season of the 20th century at 8-0 and won the only outright Big Ten championship in school history. One of their stars was halfback Ralph “Pest” Welch, who was named one of the first two Ail-Americans ever at Purdue in 1929.

  One year later, both Phelan and Welch were in Washington.

  Phelan served as head coach of the Huskies from 1930 to 1941, while Welch was an assistant for all but one (1938) of those 12 seasons. When Phelan left Seattle for St. Mary’s (Calif.), Welch succeeded him and piloted Washington for six years.

  At Purdue, Phelan compiled a 35-22-5 record from 1922 to 1929. He ranks tied for fifth on the school’s all-time wins list. After posting a 3-10-2 record during his first two seasons, he went 32-13-3 over his final six campaigns. At Washington, Phelan had a 65-37-8 record and led the Huskies to the 1937 Rose Bowl and the 1938 Pineapple Bowl.

  Phelan later coached professionally with the New York Titans, New York Yankees, Baltimore Colts and Texas Rangers. He subsequently got involved in politics and served three terms as county commissioner for Sacramento County in California while becoming a personal friend of then-governor Ronald Reagan. Phelan was inducted into the College Football Hall of Fame in 1973. He died November 14, 1979, at the age of 81.

  The Boilermakers’ 1929 backfield was dubbed the “Four Riveters,” in playing off the nickname “Boilermakers” and recalling the fabled “Four Horsemen” of Notre Dame from 1924. Along with Welch were quarterback John White, fullback Alex Yunevich and halfback Glen Harmeson.

  Welch’s six seasons in Washington, including an appearance in the 1944 Rose Bowl, were marked by the turmoil caused by World War II, with players coming and going as their war duties allowed. He managed a 27-20-3 record. Welch was inducted into the Purdue Intercollegiate Athletics Hall of Fame in 2003.

  It Wasn’t a Blast

  Boilermaker fans who have seen them both say there are some striking similarities between the sideline antics of legendary coaches Gene Keady and Ward “Piggy” Lambert. While much smaller in stature than Keady, Lambert had his moments of wildness on the sideline.

  During the 1933-34 season, Purdue played all of its home games in Lafayette Jefferson High School. The Boilermakers had outgrown the small capacity of Memorial Gym on campus and needed the 5,000-plus seats across town. In one crazy game against Iowa, Lambert ran toward the scorers’ table to dispute a call just before a foul was whistled. He arrived in time for the timer to fire the final gun, which subsequently gave Lambert a mild case of tetanus from the gunpowder blast. Iowa won the game 38-26, but the two teams had a rematch seven days later in Iowa City before the largest crowd to ever see a Big Ten game to date— 13,200. Lambert’s tetanus had become more serious in the interim. His eyes were nearly swollen shut from a case of the hives, and he reportedly gave his pregame pep talk for the game in Iowa City from a bathtub.

  He managed to make an appearance on the bench, but found the itching unbearable. The Hawkeye faithful, unaware of Lambert’s medical ailment, laughed whenever Lambert would interrupt his confrontations with the referees with a scratching fit.
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  This time, however, the Boilermakers left with the scratch eating the Hawkeyes 45-33 en route to a Big Ten title.

  Death in the Locker Room

  Shortly after practice on Saturday, September 12, 1936, the tired Boilermaker football team headed off to the showers. The season opener against Ohio University was two weeks away, but the difficulty of preseason drills was still on the faces of the players as they undressed. Purdue was holding drills at the Ross Camp about 10 miles to the west of campus.

  Most of the players had completed their showers, but about 15 or 20 remained. In those days, players removed sticky adhesive tape from their bodies by using gasoline. It was standard practice used to often the adhesive on the tape in order to remove it a little less painfully.

  One of the shower drains was clogged, and the gasoline that washed off the players’ bodies formed a thin film on top of the burgeoning water in the shower. A hard-coal water heater stood in one corner of the shower house, and the rising water level brought the gasoline to the stove. Many of the players in the showers took heed of the warning and got out of the water when the stove’s initial puff blew open a small door.

  There were several who had had their feet burned, but they remedied the situation by jumping directly into the Ross Camp pool adjacent to the shower facility.

  What followed were bigger flames. The fire was largely confined to the floor, but in the scramble to elude the fire, six of the players fell into the fiery water. They were badly burned, but each still managed into jump in the pool.

  But the damage was done for Carl Dahlbeck and Tom McGannon. They both died from complications suffered from the burns. Pat Malaska, who went on to star on the basketball team under Piggy Lambert, was one of the four survivors. So was John Drake, who went on to have an All-Star season at fullback.

  Somehow, Coach Noble Kizer and the Boilermakers put the pain of the horrible incident behind them and salvaged a 5-2-1 season. Kizer, who was suffering the early stages of a kidney ailment that would later take his life, coached his final football season under the dark cloud of the terrible tragedy.

  Piggy was a Cabbie

  Basketball coach Ward “Piggy” Lambert loved to play poker at the old Elks Club at the corner of Fifth and Columbia streets in downtown Lafayette. Accounts vary as to whether Lambert enjoyed much success at the game, but his passion turned into an early-afternoon ritual before he held basketball practice.

  In the mid-1930s, Lambert had three players who even benefited from Lambert's daily habit. Jewel Young, Johnny Sines and Pat Malaska, nicknamed by Lambert “The Three Musketeers,” lived in Lafayette and spent all their time outside of classes and practice on the east side of the Wabash River.

  As many did during the 1930s, when nearly all students didn’t have cars, the trio made their way around town by hitchhiking. Lambert’s card-playing schedule got to be so predictable that Young, Sines and Malaska knew exactly when to make their way down to the Wabash River bridge for a ride back to campus with their coach.

  “I don’t know if Piggy ever caught on to the fact we knew he was playing cards all the time,” recalled Young, an All-American in 1938. “It was great for us, though, because we were able to count on him for a lift like clockwork.”

  Did He Eat Eskimo Pie?

  “Piggy” Lambert loathed the rule change prior to the 1937-38 season that implemented the 10-second center line in basketball.

  The reason for the rule change was because teams were stalling, which lowered the scores and made the game a yawner for fans to watch. The Boilermaker mentor, however, thought the defensive team was usually responsible for the stall tactics and did not think the rule would change things for the betterment of the game.

  With the Boilermakers on their way to their 10th conference title in a home game against Illinois, Lambert got a chance to prove his point. The visiting Fighting Illini were outmanned because their star player, future baseball Hall of Famer Lou Boudreau, had been ruled ineligible after accepting $300 from the Cleveland Indians to help support his mother. Illinois was content to lay back in a zone in an effort to keep the game close.

  Lambert, clinging to a 20-11 lead early in the second half, instructed his team to hold the ball. And hold it they did for the next 14 minutes.

  At first, the crowd booed and threw coins on the floor. As legend has it, senior guard Pat Malaska gave the coins he had picked up to referee Dutch Clarno, offering the official an even split of proceeds. They ended up making about five bucks apiece.

  During the nearly 15-minute live “intermission,” Malaska also reportedly ate an Eskimo Pie while sitting on the basketball on the Fieldhouse court. When asked years later, Malaska, who had concessions rights to help pay for school in the days before athletic scholarships, stood by his story. Teammate Jewel Young, however, claimed the Eskimo Pie story was more fiction than fact.

  The impasse on the basketball court finally ended when Young found an Illini defender loafing and whipped a pass to Tom Dickinson that was fumbled out of bounds. The visitors, however, had little time to change the outcome. The Boilermakers held on for a 23-13 win.

  For the time being, Lambert had proven his point. It was the defense that caused play to slow down.
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  Aptly Named

  Noble Kizer could not have had a more appropriate name. He truly was noble. One of the “Watchcharm Guards” for the famed Four Horsemen of Notre Dame, Kizer served five years of football coaching apprenticeship at Purdue before succeeding Coach James Phelan after the Boilermakers’ only undisputed title season in 1929.

  Phelan and Kizer may have shared some of the same football theories, but they varied widely in their demeanor. Phelan was known as a “tough Irishman” who spoke what was on his mind and had a sharp tongue. Sarcasm was Phelan’s friend.

  Kizer, on the other hand, was a thinking man’s coach. A talented basketball player in his day, Kizer was small but very quick. He coached football that way. He recruited players who had some of the same attributes.

  “Nobe,” as he was called by everyone, was friendly first, but well capable of being the boss. Kizer liked a more wide-open offense and was one of the first in the college game to substitute freely.

  Not surprisingly, success followed Kizer. His first four teams at Purdue from 1930 to 1933 were an amazing 29-4-2, the best four-year stretch by any Boilermaker football coach in school history by a long shot. He was respected nationally, as he was tabbed by a vote of fans as the first coach of the College All-Star team that competed against the NFL champion in the summer game in 1934.

  But it ended all too soon for Kizer. Strapped with a kidney ailment, Kizer quit football coaching to become athletics director after the 1936 season. He oversaw the building of the Purdue Fieldhouse (now known as Lambert Fieldhouse), which opened in 1938. But his health problems got the best of him, and he died at the young age of 40.

  Johnny Needed Counseling

  John Wooden’s ambition was to become a civil engineer when he enrolled at Purdue in the fall of 1928. There were no athletic scholarships during Wooden’s college days (1928-32), and the Martinsville, Indiana, native did not realize at the time that he had to go to civil engineering summer camp to be admitted into Purdue’s CE school.

  In those days, students didn’t receive much, if any, academic counseling. Wooden was enrolled for a semester before he learned of the “summer camp” rule. So he switched his major to English, only to find out during his junior year that the state of Indiana had instituted a law that stated all coaches must have a physical education degree. Purdue, which did not have a PE degree at the time, immediately put a school in its curriculum. Certain he wanted to have the option to coach after graduation, Wooden took enough electives in PE to get his degree.

  After commencement, Wooden seriously entertained offers to work in Purdue’s department of English. There was no professional basketball at the time, so after much thought he decided to “barnstorm” with a semiprofessional team while pursuing work as a teacher and coach.

  Wooden never lost his love for the English language. He has written a great deal of poetry and wrote daily love letters to his wife, Nell.

  It Was Far from Christmas Cheer for Wooden

  Three-time All-American John Wooden had his share of misfortunes off the court as a Boilermaker. Wooden spent every Christmas Day during his years at Purdue in the hospital.

  His most serious calamity occurred his sophomore year of 1929-30 when he was hit by a truck on the way to the Lafayette train station to join his teammates for a trip to Indianapolis to play Butler.

  The driver of a cleaning truck recognized Wooden and a teammate and motioned for the pair to jump on the back of the vehicle for a ride across the river. In snowy, icy conditions, Wooden had a hard time getting proper footing to leap on board, which subsequently forced the driver to slow down. Another truck, unable to stop from behind, nearly crushed Wooden’s leg as the two vehicles collided. It was enough to put Wooden in the hospital, and he saw his playing career flash before his eyes.

  “Mr. [Coach Ward “Piggy”] Lambert [the way Wooden still addresses his head coach] was not very happy with me, because we ended up losing the game to Butler,” Wooden recalled. The Boilermakers recovered, however, as they went on to win the Big Ten title.

  The other years spent in the infirmary? As a freshman, Wooden had scarlet fever, and as a junior, he tore a “hunk of meat” as Wooden called it, out of his hip when crashing into the bleacher after a loose ball. To cap off his college career, as a senior, Wooden thought it would be prudent to spend the holidays having his tonsils removed.

  Caught on a Walk

  Boilermaker basketball coach Ward “Piggy” Lambert, assistant coach Mel Taube and trainer Lon Mann made it a habit to go on a daily walk when the team was on the road. On a trip to Madison, Wisconsin, in the early 1940s, a quartet of players decided they were going to have a little fun while the coaches and the trainer were away.

  The players were in cahoots with Mann, who would tip them off to Lambert’s path, allowing them a little time to find a local tavern to get some beer to take back to the hotel room.

  Mann usually walked a little ahead so that Taube and Lambert could have some private time. On this particular cold day in Madison, Lambert changed his path and decided to head into the tavern that the players just happened to be visiting. Luckily for the players, Mann was able to provide enough advance notice so they could hide under the table during Lambert’s cameo appearance.

  After Lambert left, the boys grabbed a six-pack to go and beat Lambert's posse back to the team hotel. Lambert, who had a hunch something was up, broke in on the players during a card-playing session later that evening and suspended them for the first half of the game against the Badgers.

  “Had we not had beer in the room, I am not sure that Coach Lambert would not have joined in the card game,” remembered Charlie “Red” Caress, one of the four guilty parties.

  Paving the Way for the Hoosiers’ NCAA Titles

  Purdue closed out the 1939-40 basketball season with a 34-31 comeback road win over Illinois, allowing it to win the last of its 11 Big Ten titles under Coach Ward “Piggy” Lambert. The Boilermakers had been beaten by Indiana two days earlier and desperately needed a win over Illinois to capture the undisputed conference crown.

  Now the question was, would Purdue accept an invitation to play in the two-year-old, eight-team NCAA Tournament? Lambert, who didn’t like postseason play, said no. The coach’s belief was that the 20-game season was long enough. When the NCAA asked Lambert and Boilermaker officials for their final answer on the subject, Lambert and athletics director Noble Kizer reportedly went so far as to recommend Indiana for the fledgling tournament.

  Indiana, under Coach Branch McCracken, made the most of the invitation and went on to defeat Kansas for the national title.

  In a situation vaguely similar to one 37 years earlier, it was Purdue’s on-court play that had a role in helping the Hoosiers win the 1987 national title. Purdue’s inability to clinch the Big Ten title outright in a blowout loss at Michigan helped pave the way for Indiana’s championship run. Due in part to the magnitude of the Boilermakers’ loss to the Wolverines, an embarrassing 104-68 defeat, the Hoosiers were awarded the opportunity to play the first four games of the NCAA Tournament in Indianapolis and Cincinnati. Hordes of Indiana fans were at both venues, making the Hoosiers feel very much at home.

  It is a sore spot for the Purdue faithful to contemplate that their team’s actions on and off the court played a major role in two of Indiana’s five men’s basketball national championships.

  Marines Land at Purdue

  In the summer of 1943, World War II was in full swing. The tide slowly was turning for the Allies in Europe and the Pacific, but it was taking huge numbers of American men to feed the war effort.

  College enrollments were decreasing, and about half of the schools suspended their football programs. Purdue was one of the universities used as a training ground. The army refused to let its enlisted men who were on campus training play intercollegiate sports, but the marines and navy had no such restriction.

  Purdue took 26 marines, nine navy men and nine civilians to field its 1943 football team. The “new” Boilermakers included linemen Alex Agase and Lou DeFilipo, All-Americans the year before at Illinois and Fordham. Babe Dimancheff, a standout at Butler, and fullback Tony Butkovich, who like Agase came from Illinois, instantly gave Purdue a powerful backfield.

  Butkovich and the Boilermakers went through the first seven games in startling fashion. Coach Elmer Burnham’s team, which was 1-8 the year before, jumped to as high as No. 2 in the rankings, outscoring opponents 193-48. But after the seventh game, a 32-0 win at Wisconsin, the Boilermakers had a sad ride home.

  [image: ]

  Butkovich, who had gained 973 yards and scored 16 touchdowns, and many of his fellow “trainers,” had to say goodbye. It was a ride filled with many tears.

  Purdue concluded its undefeated season by limping home with close victories over Minnesota and Indiana and subsequently fell to fourth in the final polls.

  Agase returned from the war to finish his career in style at Illinois. He later enjoyed a lengthy coaching career that included stints as the top man at Northwestern and Purdue.

  Butkovich was not so lucky. He died in service to his country less than two years later.
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