-------- Original Message --------
Subject: The Little Injun that Could (Madison WI 1969)


Students at the two rival schools had the date circled for weeks. The faculty and administration at the host school could not recall a buzz quite like it in recent memory. A certain art teacher could be forgiven if his mind wandered a bit during class preparations.

 

When the day finally arrived the temperatures were slightly above normal with a high of 33 and low of 11 degrees with no precipitation -- only anticipation -- in the air. A confident group of 9th graders, including the best known junior high school student in the entire city, were gathering their belongings for the obligatory bumpy school bus ride along one of the town's major boulevards.

 

It was January 30, 1969. It was 40 years ago today. It was Van Hise at Cherokee. And, it was perhaps the most significant junior high school basketball game ever played on Madison's west side.

 

A few miles away at West Senior High the school that these two junior high schools would feed into, the Regents, who had some competitive teams during the 1960s but without any state tournament appearances, were in the midst of an 8-6 conference record led by senior Pat Rohan and junior Tim Goldsworthy. Their fierce cross-town rival Madison East had very good teams in the mid-'60s with back-to-back state tournament appearances. Upstarts Madison Memorial led by Senior Tom Gustafson and Madison LaFollette led by Junior Gary Anderson would go on to 9-5 and 7-7 conference records respectively.

 

Madison West had not been to the state basketball tournament since the days of Jim Bakken and Roger Wiebe in 1958. However, that would change in the 1970s and the genesis of the revival took place in the gymnasium of Cherokee Heights School on January 30, 1969. The 1971-72 Regents are generally regarded as the best team during the late Jim Stevens' 32-year tenure at West High and that squad arguably would compare favorably to West's 1945 and 1992 state championship teams. Four of the five starters from West High's 1971-72 team were in Cherokee's gym 40 years ago. 

 

Two Iowa transplants, the son of Madison's Superintendent of Public Schools, and a former Kansas City resident living in the shadows of Midvale School, were some of the main players of the drama that would unfold on that Thursday afternoon. 

 

Jim Gardner, who had been in Madison for only six months after living in Milwaukee and Des Moines IA, was an outstanding defensive player and one of the scoring threats for the Cherokee Injuns.  Madison School Superintendent Douglas Ritchie was deciding the fate of the Nakoma Grade School building which was eventually torn down in the summer of 1970. Ritchie's son, Tom, was a scoring machine for the Injuns. Ritchie poured in 200 points during the 1968-69 season, a school record. That record almost fell the following season when Mike Mohoney poured in 196 points. Mohoney and Brian Leigh were key role players during West's 1971-72 season and were a very small handful of players that played in two state tournaments under Jim Stevens when they returned to the University of Wisconsin Field House in 1973.

 

In the Hill Farms neighborhood, the Van Hise Vikings had a team of its own that was making the school proud. Iowa transplant Mike Stansell was a steady front court presence who would later enter the record books for his free throw shooting percentage (14 for 14) during the 1972 WIAA Boys Basketball State Tournament and he was the tournament's leading rebounder with 54. Also, he was the driving force behind the sartorial splendor that the Regents displayed during those halcyon days of 1971-72.

 

During the 1968-69 NBA season, Bill Russell and the aging Boston Celtics would be challenged by the Los Angeles Lakers led by Wilt Chamberlain, Jerry West, and Elgin Baylor. Meanwhile, Lew Alcindor, Rick Mount and "Pistol" Pete Maravich were leading the college game to new heights. On the local high school level the Big Eight Conference included Kenosha schools Tremper and Bradford and Racine Case, Park and Horlick. The Purple Knights of Beloit Memorial had a powerful basketball program led by the incomparable Bernie Barkin. 

 

In Madison, the junior high school structure would be in existence for only two more years as it would give way to the middle school concept. For now, 9th graders were "king of the hill" in junior high schools throughout the city and no name was bigger than Van Hise's Bob Falk. 

 

A couple of years ago, I had a conversation with Roger Wiebe who has seen basketball players come and go for the past 50 years at Madison West High. I asked him who were the best athletes of that group and he quickly replied, "Falk." He paused for a moment and added Glenn Dick (1965) and Alex Compton (1992) but he made a point of saying that "Bobby" was the best. 

 

At the junior high school level, it was already apparent that Falk was a special athlete.

 

Not only was Falk a standout athlete in his younger days but also he could surprise people with his skills well after his competitive playing days were over. Jack Eich, who is a childhood friend of Bob's as well as the Media Relations Manager at CUNA Mutual in Madison and a local tv & radio sports personality, shared this amusing anecdote about Falk via an email message: "Over the years, but not recently, we played pick up ball at the Shell (a facility next to Camp Randall Stadium on the University of Wisconsin campus). We teamed up one time a few years back (both in our forties) and played some young college kids. I heard one say something about let's beat these old guys and get a good game. We beat them about 15-5 and they didn't know what hit them. Afterwards, one of the kids asked who we were. I said I was just a guy around town, but Bob was MVP of the Badgers in 1977. They were impressed."

 

There is a notable omission in the Madison Sports Hall of Fame (HOF), and in 2007 Eich sought to rectify the situation. The process for gaining entrance into the HOF is to be nominated; the Hall of Fame Club votes on the nominees, and the eventual inductees are honored at an annual recognition dinner open to the public. Eich asked Falk if he could nominate him, but, after much thought, Bob declined the offer in large part because he felt uncomfortable being recognized for an individual award in a team sport. Eich, who gauged Falk's interest again in the fall of 2008, believes that not only is Falk truly deserving of induction into the hall of fame, but also that Bob's entry would honor all West players from that era.

 

Earlier in the day on January 30, 1969, a group of musicians had caused a stir in London by performing a gig on the rooftop of Apple headquarters. It would be the Beatles final public appearance. In Washington D.C., President Nixon was into his second week of implementing his secret plan to end the Vietnam War. Closer to home, Mayor Otto Festge was closing out his term as he would eventually hand the mayoral reigns over to Nakoma resident Bill Dyke. However, in the raucous gymnasium at 4301 Cherokee Drive when the ball was tossed into the air on that late winter afternoon, those events and concerns took a back seat to what would unfold during the next hour.

 

A week earlier, Van Hise had captured their 20th consecutive victory by knocking off Central, 43-33. Falk outscored Central all by himself on his way to 34 points as the Vikings pulled even with the idle Cherokee Injuns with an 8-0 record. The stage was set for a classic junior high school basketball game that would be remembered for years to come.

 

Mike Stansell explained via email that Van Hise ran three offensive plays during the 1968-69 season: Bob around, Bob through, and Bob pop out -- in reference to the talented Viking star, Bob Falk.

 

"I was Bob Falk that week in practice," former Cherokee Coach Harold "Hud" Gelein, Jr. said by phone. We worked a lot in practice that week on the guys fighting through screens, Gelein explained.

 

The first half lived up to the great expectations of this eagerly anticipated battle of undefeated west side rivals. Cherokee headed into the locker room with a slim 20-19 lead at the half. Cherokee increased its lead to 24-19; however, the Vikings battled back and evened the scored at 34 after three quarters. The city supremacy would now be decided on the outcome of the fourth quarter. Van Hise appeared to take control of the game in the final quarter with a 42-38 lead.

 

Cherokee Coach Hud Gelein explained that he took a double-post offense from Bob Buck, a former Dodgeville coach, and his ball club used it effectively throughout the season. 

 

Steve Amato and Nicky Cochems were the other two starters along with Gardner, Ritchie and Cal Taylor for the Injuns. 

 

Amato was a "big kid, tough on rebounds," Gelein said. 

 

Amato and Ritchie were the two big men that Gelein structured his double-pivot offensive around.

 

Gelein said that during a key timeout when the Injuns absolutely needed a basket, he asked his players what they wanted to run, knowing full well that it had to work. According to Gelein, Ritchie said, "Let's run the weakside offense."

 

They ran the play to perfection, and Tom (Ritchie) got a lay up, Gelein said.

 

Cherokee grabbed the lead at 46-45, and then Ritchie put the game on ice by knocking down a pair of free throws with 40 seconds left.

 

When the final seconds ticked off, Cherokee had edged Van Hise, 49-47.

 

A few Van Hise players could not hide their bitter disappointment as realization that their season for all practical purposes was over. It was the first basketball loss for Van Hise since February 21, 1967.

 

Ritchie, Taylor and Gardner paced the Injuns with 18, 15 and 13 points respectively. Cochems,  a guard who Gelein called "fundamentally very strong," added three points for Cherokee. Cherokee's Ritchie eventually fouled out of the game, and Scott Whitsitt was the other Cherokee player to see game action.

 

Van Hise's Bob Falk led all scorers with 29 points; John Wehrle 6, Bob Johnson 4, Dan Melcher 3, Dave Cornelius 3 and Mike Stansell 2 points completed the scoring for the Vikings.

 

The Capital Times ran the following headline: Cherokee Checks Van Hise, 49-47. 

 

The Wisconsin State Journal summarized the action in its headline thusly: Cherokee Cagers Topple Van Hise.

 

The Van Hise school newspaper began its game coverage as follows: The day for the big game finally came and left. So did most of the Vikings' chance for the title as they were beaten by two points at Cherokee's home gym, 49-47.

 

There were some hard feelings after the game. Specifically, Cherokee fans were called into question for their rude behavior.

 

Questionable Sportsmanship: On January 30 when Van Hise met their first defeat, there many opinions as to the sportsmanship shown. Cherokee showed very rude manners when they booed during Viking free throws, many of which were attempted at critical times during the game. Although the Viking fans withheld their "comments" for awhile, they too participated in the booing toward the end of the game. Both teams played an excellent game. Either team could have won. Athletes in any game, especially in a game of such importance, do not deserve such rude behavior from the crowd. Although we question the quality of Injun sportsmanship, we congratulate their basketball team on their victory. Martha Moore (The Viking Press, February 1969, Vol. IX, No. 4)

 

For the next three years at West Senior High, these Van Hise and Cherokee students would be on the same side of the gymnasium rooting for their beloved Regents. Some of those faces were familiar to those spectators as five players on the 12-man 1972 West High tournament roster played in the Van Hise at Cherokee game three years earlier -- Amato, Falk, Gardner, Ritchie and Stansell. Those five players were in uniform together for the final time in a memorable state tournament semifinal game against Milwaukee Hamilton. UPI player of the year, Bob Falk, injured his knee late in the second quarter as the Regents fell to Hamilton in front of a boisterous crowd that created an electric atmosphere in the UW Field House.

 

In 1968-69, along with Cherokee and Van Hise, West Junior High was another "feeder" school into West Senior High. West Junior High was located in a wing of the high school and the school administrators made efforts in providing self-contained environments for both the junior high and senior high. West had a strong team but was no match for the Vikings in an early season contest on November 27, 1968. Falk led the Vikings with 26 points and Bob Johnson added 11 points in the 49-32 Van Hise victory. West was led in scoring by Tom Goldsworthy.  Three years later, Goldsworthy would be one of seven seniors on the juggernaut 1972 West varsity tournament squad.  Another senior on the 1972 varsity team was Steve Bennett. Bennett moved back to Madison in the middle of the 1968-69 academic year and therefore only played a few games for West Junior High. In 1972, Bennett was a varsity starter and an outside scoring threat along with Falk.  Despite not having Bennett for the entire season, West Junior High finished in fourth place in the city-wide 13 team conference and scored 520 points (5th best in conference) and allowed a stingy 465 points (2nd best in conference).

 

After the heart-breaking loss against Cherokee, Van Hise knocked off their next two opponents and had a 10-1 record heading into their season finale at Schenk on February 18th. Bob Falk set a junior high school city scoring record as he pumped in 48 points leading the Vikings to a 70-56 victory. (Note: All-time Madison Single Game Scoring Records -- 1. Jory Withers, 52 points, Marquette JHS Purgolders (W 83-51) Van Hise JHS, 11/25/1970; 2. Harold Tipler, 50 points, Marquette JHS (W 71-41) LaFollette Gray, 2/13/1970; 3. Bob Falk, 48 points, Van Hise JHS Vikings (W 70-56) Schenk JHS, 2/18/1969)

 

Falk led the city in scoring with 360 points for a 30 point per game average. He accounted for 60% of Van Hise's 595 total points. Wehrle finished in a distant second in school scoring with 58 points followed by Stansell and Cornelius with 52 and 45 points respectively. Van Hise could take solace in leading the league in fewest points allowed with 436 points.

 

As expected, Cherokee defeated Central, Marquette and Gompers in their final three games and cruised to the city championship with a 12-0 record. Cherokee led the city in scoring with 602 points. The Injuns allowed 480 points which tied for third best defense in the city.

 

The thought of a Bob Falk-led junior high school team not winning a conference championship was unimaginable. Perhaps, that is the reason why a Wisconsin State Journal article incorrectly stated in a 1969-70 Madison West High varsity basketball preview article that "Falk set a city junior high scoring record last season, pouring in 360 points in 12 games to lead Van Hise to the championship." 

 

Memories in Blue and White (1969) viewed the Vikings' season thusly, "Almost, but not quite," would be the truest way to summarize the 1969 Van Hise basketball season. A season that built to a climactic finish from the opening day, and ended in almost a perfect record and, unfortunately, a strong but unsatisfying second place.

 

The final city junior high basketball standings were as follows: Cherokee 12-0, Van Hise 11-1, Memorial 9-3, West 8-4, Schenk 7-5, Orchard Ridge 7-5, East 7-5, Central 5-7, LaFollette 4-8, Sherman 3-9, Lincoln 3-9, Gompers 2-10, Marquette 0-12.

 

Van Hise and Cherokee both benefited from good coaching. Van Hise's Coach Bill Rhodes went 12-0 during the 1967-68 season and was 8-0 heading into the Cherokee game in 1969. His nine year coaching record from 1961 thru the 1968-69 season was 72-28, a .720 winning percentage.

 

William E. "Bill" Rhodes passed away on June 12, 2008 at age 87. Rhodes received the Purple Heart for his service in World War II. He was a member of the University of Wisconsin track team as a pole-vaulter and high-jumper.

 

Mike Stansell, an insurance agent in the Milwaukee area, characterized his former junior high basketball and track coach as a stern man that referred to his players as "men". 

 

"I was one of the pole vaulters, and it was a very cold spring day and I had just missed one of my vaults," Stansell said. "I had my sweatshirt and sweatpants on and Coach Rhodes said Stansell take off those sweat clothes the next time you do the vault. He let me have it pretty good, and sure enough I made it the next time I tried," Stansell said.

 

He was a "decent man," longtime Madison-based columnist Doug Moe said via email of his former junior high school gym teacher.

 

Hud Gelein said he was sorry to hear of Bill's passing when informed of the news a couple of weeks after Rhodes' death.

 

Gelein, a former professional baseball player, was a popular art teacher at Cherokee who took on legendary status within the school during the 1968-69 season when he coached the Injuns to the city championship. A school victory dance was held in honor of the boys basketball team at the end of the season. On behalf of the team, Cherokee's new record holder for points scored, Tom Ritchie, presented Coach Gelein with a trophy that was inscribed, "You're #1 Coach." The 1968-69 school yearbook was dedicated to Gelein.

 

"I have always had the silver bowl given to me by the team following the basketball season on display in my home," Gelein said.

 

"The basketball team of 1968-69 was a special group," Gelein said. That team "had maturity and had a desire to win," he said. "It was my first year of coaching and I thought that this is an easy job."

 

Gelein would coach four basketball teams (three teams at the junior high level and the somewhat unstructered 1971-72 middle school season) at Cherokee before changing careers. Gelein explained that he was playing city league basketball with Jeff Sewell (former standout player at Grafton High School and player for Al McGuire at Marquette) and he told me about an opportunity outside of teaching. "I went from teaching art to banking," Gelein said. Gelein was a mortgage lender for approximately 27 years, and he also sold life insurance and real estate. Gelein is now retired and lives in northern Wisconsin.

 

For the record, listed below are the coaches, managers and players of the two 1968-69 west side basketball powers:

 

Cherokee -- Coach Harold "Hud" Gelein Jr., Asst. Coach Ray Clausen, Managers Joe "Sherlock" Padrutt, Jeff "Drip Dry" Davis and Greg "Fingers" Smith; Players -- Dave "Dink" Thomas, Mark "Clutch" Ellingson, Steve "Gabby" Law, Jim "What, Me Worry?" Pharo, Larry "Whispers" Standridge, Duane "Moose" Sundt, Bob "Bangs" Sunde, Jeff "Soft Touch" Forbes, Dave "Dead Eye" Walker, Scott "Mr Clean" Whitsitt, Jim "Hot Dog" Laurion, Greg "Thread" Heimlich, "Tricky Nicky" Cochems, Steve "First Aid" Amato, Calvin "Rebounds" Taylor, Jim "Hands" Gardner, Tommy "Towel" Ritchie

 

Van Hise -- Coach Bill Rhodes, Managers Bob Phillips and Dave Waisman; Players -- Jeff Bakken, Bill Beckman, Bob Beyler, Dave Corbon, Dave Cornelius, Erich Eichman, Wayne Eslyn, Bob Falk, Bob Johnson, Jeff Korenic, Dan Melcher, Jim Moore, Rich Osthoff, Bill Rieser, Jim Rubnitz, Mike Stansell, Jeff Statz, John Wehrle, Jim Zimmerman

 

Many changes in the Madison Metropolitan School District have occured through the decades. The junior high system gave way to middle schools for the 1971-72 school year. Lincoln Middle School on Madison's south side closed in 1979. Cherokee Heights School became strictly a middle school. Several middle schools changed names in the early 1990s to avoid confusion with its corresponding elementary schools. In these cases, the middle school names, which were identified with a particular neighborhood, were replaced with names of historical and local figures. The schools that experienced name changes were Gompers, Marquette, Orchard Ridge, Schenk and Van Hise.

 

Despite all of the changes and the years since passed, the memories continue. 

 

"The Van Hise game was one of those games you never forget," Gelein said.

 

"Van Hise had a terrific rivalry with Cherokee," said Moe, who was a 7th grade Van Hise student at the time. "I remember going to the road game at Cherokee -- very intense in that small gym."

 

Even though a few of these guys would play competitive basketball in high school and college, it is this junior high school game that still holds many memories. According to Mike Stansell, when he gets together with Jim Gardner the conversation invariably comes around to January 30, 1969. Stansell points to a key moment during the 3rd quarter when Van Hise forward Dave Cornelius drew a technical foul by slamming the basketball into the court. Given that the game was decided by two points, a technical with a Cherokee free throw and ball possession was a turning point in the game. 

 

Cherokee had a good team, and we really relied on Falk that year, Stansell said.

 

The 1969 Cherokee vs. Van Hise game certainly had its share of talented basketball players, including Van Hise's Bob Falk and Cherokee's Jim Gardner.

 

He was a "heck of an athlete," Gelein said referring to Falk. "Boy, he had the ability. Smooth, smart, had good size, heck of a shooter. Undoubtedly, the best 9th grader in the city."

 

Falk was a "marvelous player," former Cherokee Assistant Basketball Coach Ray Clausen said via phone. (Note: Clausen and Gelein enjoyed tremendous success in 1969. Their 1968-69 basketball team went undefeated and in the fall with a different group of kids Clausen coached the Injuns to an undefeated football season with a 6-0-0 record. Dave Bryant and Chris Goodrich led the Cherokee gridders as the Injuns shattered numerous individual and team school records. Gelein was Clausen's assistant football coach during the 1969 championship season.)

 

"Falk was to me just one of the really, really great players in (Wisconsin) high school state history," Wisconsin's winningest basketball coach, Jerry Petitgoue said by phone. "One of the best that I had ever seen."

 

"I remember him being a slick shooter with really good elevation on his shot," retired Milwaukee Journal Sentinel Columnist Cliff Christl said via email. "You could just tell he was a special athlete."

 

"He could really shoot it," LaMont Weaver said by phone, referring to his former high school conference rival, Bob Falk. Weaver and Falk played against each other during the 1969-70 basketball season when Weaver was a senior at Beloit Memorial High School and Falk was a sophomore at Madison West High. 

 

Incidentally, less than two months after the memorable Cherokee vs. Van Hise Junior High basketball game, Weaver became arguably the most popular and famous teenager in the state because of his heroics during the 1969 WIAA Boys Basketball Championship game at the UW Field House, located a few miles from Cherokee Heights School.

 

Falk eventually arrived to the UW basketball program and became the Badgers' floor general for his final two seasons earning MVP honors in his senior year.

 

Dave Vander Meulen, Falk's assistant basketball coach at the UW, said by phone that Bob was a "very good shooter" and a "tough kid, very aggressive." 

 

In addition to Falk, Cherokee's Jim Gardner also drew praise from others including a couple of his former coaches.

 

"He had a nice touch and could shoot well, a play-maker," Hud Gelein said in reference to his former junior high school ball player Jim Gardner.

 

"Jimmy was an excellent all-around player; probably my best rebounder, and he played guard," former UW-Platteville Basketball Coach Dick Wadewitz said by phone. Wadewitz coached Milwaukee Lincoln High School to three state basketball championships before coaching at UW-Platteville from 1962-1984. 

 

Gardner's older brother Bill and his younger brother Mike also played for Wadewitz at UW-Platteville.

 

"Jimmy was a tough competitor - lot of confidence for a sophomore," John Arpin said via email. Arpin, who played in the 1969 and 1970 state championship games for Neenah High School, played against Jim and Bill Gardner in college when he attended UW-La Crosse. "He (Jim) was a solid defender with long arms and a sneaky quick first step to the hoop. He complemented the big front line they had. I always felt that the two Gardners held them together down the stretch in tough games," Arpin said.

 

It's been quite a while since Gardner and his junior high school teammates defeated Van Hise. Although I did not attend the game, I still remember exactly when I heard the news of the outcome. It's a moment that comes to my mind often.

 

During a phone conversation when one of Falk's former teammates asked him about those days of playing together, Bob said, that was a long time ago. 

 

Yes, it was a long time ago. In this case, 40 years, to be exact. Yet, as January gives way to February, in some respects it feels as if it happened yesterday.
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Next: The greatest moment in Wisconsin prep basketball history

Released: March 2009

 

Former Cherokee Coach Hud Gelein's athletic accomplishments: (see link)

http://www.memorial.ecasd.k12.wi.us/HallOfFame/Athletes/GeleinHaroldJr/HaroldGeleinJr.htm
 

For more information on the memorable Cherokee vs. Van Hise Junior High School basketball game see the attached word documents.

