The Year of the Injuns
Cherokee Basketball 1968-69
When asked to be the Cherokee Basketball coach in 1968 it was an easy decision. I was delighted to have the opportunity. Then a little bit of panic set in. Even though I had played basketball for many years and was still active in the sport, a head coach position was a different perspective. 

Fortunately the team of 1968-1969 was blessed with talent. Talent means a first year coach can get by without a lot of previous coaching experience, make a few mistakes and still look like a John Wooden or Coach K. 

A good coach will try and adapt his offense and defense around the skills of his players. I had the players but not any first hand knowledge in setting up either an offense or a defense. I took a drive down to the public library and spent a good part of the afternoon in the basketball section. After several hours I found a book written by a coach named Bob Buck from Dodgeville, Wisconsin. Oddly enough my home at the time was less than ten miles from Dodgeville.  

Coach Buck’s offense utilized a double and single post offense and was perfect for Cherokee because with Steve Amato and Tom Ritchie and Scott Whitsitt as a backup we had three players who could alternate through the pivot. Tom played mostly forward along with Cal Taylor. Both could score, rebound and handle the ball. Jim Gardner and Nick Cochems were the starting guards. Jim was strong on both ends of the court and a good playmaker and shooter. Nick had the ability to run an offense and learn new plays with very little error.  

As the year progressed it was obvious the team had something special. Compared to other ninth grade teams they were at a higher maturity level and losing did not seem to be an option. My job as coach just seemed to be getting easier and easier. I do not recall any opponents staying with us through the fourth quarter until the Van Hise Game.

The game of the year was definitely the Van Hise Game. Both teams were undefeated. Bob Falk from Van Hise was the league’s top scorer.  The Cherokee gym was filled to capacity. It was a perfect setting for a great game. We practiced hard during the week. I remember playing a double role in practice, one as a coach and the other emulating Bob Falk as a player. The emphasis was to double team Bob and make if difficult to work off set “picks” which he could implement very well. I am not sure how effective this was because Bob scored twenty-nine points in the game, but if nothing else it may have added some fun to the preparation. 

The game did not disappoint anyone. Both teams were playing so well there were instances when both coaches almost became spectators. Most people who have been around basketball have seen a game like this. Teams that are equal playing with high intensity generally do not make very many mistakes. We had the biggest margin of five points in the third quarter but Vise Hise closed the gap going into the fourth quarter. The final quarter was a real barn burner. Van Hise had the largest margin with a score of 42-38. When your team is playing at a high level a coach may not have many decisions to make except to call a time out to try and squelch the momentum of the other team. I did this towards the end of the game. We were behind and definitely needed two points. The team came over, and all I said was “we need a basket, what do you want to run?”  Tom Ritchie looked at me and said “coach let’s run the weak side play”. Honestly I thought he was kidding. Usually in this situation it is a good idea to do something the other team has not seen. We had been running this play as a major part of our offense the whole game. There were several (I remember four) passes and one key pick in this play and plenty of opportunity for error. I said “Ok, but the passes and pick have to be done perfect to work”. It was beautiful to watch. The passes were executed, Tom made the lay up and we went on the win the game. In my opinion these two points made the difference in the momentum and the game. Tom dropped two bonus free throws with forty seconds remaining to ice the game 49-47. The team had balanced scoring. Tom led the way with 18, Cal hit 15, Jim had 13, and Nick 3 points.  

There were three games remaining in the season and of course a coach’s worry is that there will be a big let down after winning a game as intense as the Van Hise Game. I recall one of the games being reasonably close. It did not happen and we finished the year with a perfect 12-0 record. It was memorable to go through the season undefeated, but even more memorable to work with a bunch of guys that really enjoyed playing basketball. A championship team is always a team effort. Our reserves deserve credit for their contributions in games and in the many competitive practices over the course of the season.  The year was a great introduction to coaching. A tribute to the team was held in the Cherokee Auditorium. I received a “You are number one” trophy which has always been on display in my rec room. I hope everyone had as much fun as I did.          

Hud Gelein
September 2008

From Old Abe to Old Age
My early days before Cherokee were spent growing up in Eau Claire.  My father, Hud Senior, was the Recreation Director of Eau Claire. He retired in 1958 which was the same year I graduated from Memorial High School.

About a month after graduating from Memorial I signed a baseball contract with the Milwaukee Braves Baseball Organization. I spent the remainder of that summer playing for the Eau Claire Braves which was part of the Northern League. The next eight years involved playing baseball as a member of the Milwaukee/Atlanta Braves Baseball Organization and being a part time student at St Cloud State College. I retired from professional baseball after spending the last four years of my career playing at Austin, Texas in the Texas League. I graduated from St Cloud in 1966 with a B.S. Degree in Art Education. 

Just prior to graduation from St Cloud, Doug Ritchie (then principal at Madison West) came to St Cloud to interview graduating seniors as potential teachers for the Madison School System. We had an informative discussion and there seemed to be a possibility of becoming a part of the Madison School System. Following a visit to Madison, I signed a contract to teach at Cherokee Jr. High. I remember being very impressed with the educational standards of Madison and the respect offered towards the art curriculum.  

My years at Cherokee were some of the best and memorable years of my life. I was fortunate to be a part of a great faculty and work with an enjoyable group of students. The opportunity to coach basketball and football was also appreciated. My teaching ended upon my resignation part way through the 1973-74 school year due to economic reasons. 

In January 1974 I accepted a position with a saving and loan as a manager trainee and mortgage loan officer. Ironically my office was just across the belt line from Cherokee. Eventually my job position developed into supervisor of the Mt Horeb and Madison offices.

In 1979 my family (two kids, a boy and a girl) and I moved back to Eau Claire. Initially I worked once again as the manager of two branch offices. My last two years working with this company involved managing the mortgage loan division. I remained working in the Eau Claire Area working for various banks with an emphasis on mortgage lending until the later part of 1997. Eau Claire is a great recreational area. During this time I enjoyed cross county skiing, roller blading, biking, canoeing and camping. I have skied the Birky in Hayward nine times and completed about the same number of roller blade marathons.

My wife and I moved to the Siren, Webster, area in N.W. Wisconsin in 1998. I retired in 2003 after five and one-half years working as a loan officer for Bremer Bank in Siren. I still enjoy my outdoor recreational activities. My wife (Anne) and I have a tandem bicycle and we ride over most of the area within fifty miles of our home. We have a cabin on Green Lake in Burnett County. It would be great to hear from some of my former students and/or basketball/football players!  My email is hudster@centurytel.net    

Hud Gelein

January 2009
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