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CHESAPEAKE ENERGY CLASSIC
Marshall-WVU Game Rich in Mountain State's Sports History

By Rene A. Henry

Charleston, WV (Special to HNN)  – When Marshall and West Virginia meet Wednesday night, Jan. 20,2010 at the Charleston Civic Center as part of the Chesapeake Energy Classic it will be the 37th basketball game between the two universities.  Both great institutions have been an important part of the state’s sports history. 

The two rivals -- with campuses at opposite ends of the state -- played three years in a row between 1928-1931, with the Mountaineers, who hold a 26-10 lead in the series, winning each time.  Then it was nearly 50 years before the two schools again met on the basketball court.

 The rivalry renewed in Morgantown on February 20, 1978 and the Mountaineers, coached by Joedy Gardner, won 80-73.  Gardner was a starting guard in the1950s on WVU’s greatest teams coached by Fred Schaus.  He played with both Hot Rod Hundley and Jerry West.  Sitting on the bench next to Gardner was current WVU coach, Bob Huggins.  Gardner hired him that season as a graduate assistant coach and launched the career of the future Hall of Famer.  

Huggins had been a three-year letterman for Gardner from 1975-77.  As a senior he helped the team to an 18-11 record, WVU’s highest win total in nine seasons.  He also was a two-time Academic All-American and graduated magna cum laude with a 3.8 grade point average.  Since returning to WVU as head coach, Huggins’ teams have been unbeaten against Marshall.

 This year also marks the 50th anniversary of a terribly embarrassing incident for the state that involved the Lakers, then based in Minneapolis, and a pre-season exhibition game against the Cincinnati Royals, now the Sacramento Kings.  The Lakers were led by hometown star Hot Rod Hundley and Elgin Baylor, the NBA’s Rookie of the Year.  The game quickly sold out. 

 “When we went to check in at the old Kanawha Hotel they refused to give rooms to our Black players,” said Hundley.  “Alma’s Motel, owned by a woman, was the only area hotel that would accommodate our team.  Elg came to me and said, ‘Rod, I’m not an animal.  I’m a human being.’  Because of this he didn’t play in the game but did sit on our bench in street clothes.”

Hollywood Maligned West Virginians

Fans for all teams throughout the Mountain State have always been far more tolerant and diversity-conscious than portrayed in movies or on television.  In the 1950s, WVU played numerous football and basketball teams that had Black players -- including Pitt, Penn State, and Syracuse.  There never was an incident.

 However, in 2008 the producers of the movie “The Express” erroneously fictionalized a defamatory scene about a Syracuse-WVU game that would lead any movie-goer to believe that fans and many West Virginians are racists and bigots.  There never was any such incident and everything presented in the movie about the fictitious game was false.  Unfortunately, since the movie was promoted as being based on the life of Ernie Davis, and there was no disclaimer at the beginning of the film, the scene will be repeated over and again for years on television and through DVD sales.  This is how many people throughout the world will see West Virginians.

Cam Henderson and Hal Greer

Cam Henderson, Marshall’s legendary and innovative coach, created a milestone in the state’s sports history in 1954 when he recruited Hal Greer and broke the color line in Mountain State athletics.  Greer became the first African-American to receive a scholarship at Marshall and the first to play intercollegiate sports in the state.  Regrettably, Henderson, who invented basketball’s fast-break offense and zone defense, retired after the 1955 season and never coached Greer.  He passed away May 3, 1956.  From 1935-1955 in 20 years at Marshall, Henderson had only one losing season.  He had 611 wins in his 35-year college career. 

Greer, who grew up in Huntington, went on to become an All-American, an NBA All-Star, helped lead his team to an NBA championship and was inducted into the Hall of Fame.     He was drafted by the Syracuse Nationals in 1958.  When the team moved to Philadelphia in 1963 and became the 76ers, he teamed with Wilt Chamberlain to win the 1967 NBA championship and end an eight-year reign by the Boston Celtics.  During his professional career, Greer scored more than 20,000 points, played in 10 NBA All-Star games, and was the MVP of the 1968 game when he scored a record 19 points in one quarter.

“We never played Marshall during my years at WVU,” said Hot Rod Hundley.  “I did play a couple of games against a team of their players after the 1957 season.  I had an all-star team barnstorming throughout the state.  Marshall’s team in those years was very good.  I don’t know if we could have beaten them in any of my varsity years.  Hal Greer was terrific.  They also had Cebe Price and Paul Underwood who led South Charleston to the finals of state high school championship.  Charlie Slack led the nation in rebounding one season averaging more than 25 a game.  Those three years might have been the best games between the two schools.”

Kanawha Valley Connection

 In 1953, Henderson coached Hundley in two games in 1953 when the West Virginia High School All-Stars played the best high school seniors from Kentucky.  Hundley scored 45 in the first game at Ashland, Kentucky, which is still a record.  “Henderson offered Marshall scholarships to everyone on our team but me,” Hundley said.  “Before our second game in Huntington he said ‘Nice game last night’ and then told me that he hadn’t offered me a scholarship because he didn’t think I would accept.”  Hundley was the most recruited high school senior in the nation his senior year at Charleston High.

During that era, the Kanawha Valley was a fertile recruiting area for outstanding basketball talent.  In addition to Hundley, others who went to WVU include Mark Workman (Charleston), Pug Heinz (South Charleston), Pete White (Clendenin), Jerry West (East Bank), and Bobby Joe Smith (Stonewall Jackson).  

Workman and Heinz were fierce competitors in high school.  Workman was an All-American at West Virginia and went on to play in the NBA.  Heinz dropped basketball to concentrate on medicine and became one of the nation’s leading neurologists.  White was a team captain his senior year and is a philanthropist and successful businessman in Charleston.  West’s Hall of Fame accomplishments are well known.  Smith reunited with Hundley, West and coach Fred Schaus at the Los Angeles Lakers.  And Hundley’s #33 will be retired this Saturday, January 23 in Morgantown.

Two stars from Charleston who were not recruited by either Marshall or WVU are Nemo Nearman and George King.  Nearman started for four years and captained the 1949-50 team at the University of North Carolina.  At age 83, Nearman still competes and has won four world championships in the over-50, 3-on-3 competition in the seniors games.

King went to Morris Harvey College, which was renamed University of Charleston in 1978, and in 1950 averaged 31.2 points per game, the first college player to average more than 30 points a game in a single season.  He played for the professional Syracuse Nats and helped lead them to the NBA championship in 1955.  In 1958, Fred Schaus named him assistant coach at WVU, and he became part of the greatest teams in Mountaineer basketball history.  King succeeded Schaus in 1961 when he left to coach the Los Angeles Lakers.  

When Workman, Nearman and King were already established college stars, they accepted Hundley as an equal in pickup games at the Charleston YMCA.  Hundley was still in junior high school.

 Earl Lloyd, from Alexandria, Virginia, began his record setting career at West Virginia State.  The CIAA named him the “Player of the Decade” for the 1940s and in the 1947-1948 season, Tech was the only undefeated college team in the U.S.  In 1950, Lloyd became the first African-American to play in the NBA and the first to play on an NBA championship team.  He teamed with George King in 1955 when the Syracuse Nats beat the Ft. Wayne Zollner Pistons.  His numerous honors include being inducted into basketball’s Hall of Fame.  Lloyd, King and Greer all played together for the Nats.

Black Sports History at WVU

In 1964, a decade after Hal Greer made sports history at Marshall, King recruited WVU’s first African-American basketball players.  The new members of the Mountaineer freshman team were Jim Lewis, Ron Williams, Ed Harvard and Norman Holmes.  King left for Purdue after the 1965 season and next to Schaus is the winningest basketball coach in Mountaineer history.    

Two years earlier Gene Corum, the head football coach, recruited Roger Alford and Dick Leftridge to be WVU’s first African-American football players.  Corum passed away January 2, 2010 at age 88. WVU’s first Black student athlete was Phil Edwards who ran track in 1961.

Since January 22, 1992, Charleston has been the site of the basketball game between the Thundering Herd and the Mountaineers.  With so much of the state’s basketball history in the Kanawha Valley it is appropriate for Charleston to be the neutral court and location for this important game.  The game also is a fitting tribute this week with today honoring Martin Luther King Jr.  This year’s game may be a very special one for memories and West Virginia’s two great educational institutions

Rene A. Henry was born in Charleston and was the Sports Information Director at West Virginia University from 1954-1956.  He now lives in Seattle, has authored seven books and many of his widely published articles are posted on his website at www.renehenry.com.  His latest book, “Communicating In A Crisis,” is used by corporate executives, public relations professionals, professors and students. For David M. Kinchen's review of "Communicating In A Crisis" click: http://www.huntingtonnews.net/columns/080930-kinchen-columnsbookreview.html.
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