
Genesis of High School Basketball
B asketball received its initial impetus w herever 

a Y .M .C .A . w as located in Iowa. W ith in  a fo rt
n ight a fte r the Iow a C ity  “Y ” beat the C edar R ap 
ids “Y ,” the Iow a C ity  A cadem y played the Iow a 
C ity  Commercial College (W illis  & W illiam s), 
w inning the game by a score of 7 to 2. D uring this 
same period basketball w as being introduced into 
o ther communities by the local Y .M .C .A . A s 
academ y, high school, and college students learned 
the sport they urged tha t it be placed on their 
school athletic program , along w ith baseball, foot
ball, and track.

It w as easier for small communities to adop t bas
ketball because it required few er students to make 
up a team. It also cost less for the physical set-up 
and equipm ent. Even the cost of transporting  a 
team on an out-of-tow n trip w as less than for base
ball, track, and  football.

Since basketball started  as a Y .M .C .A . game it 
is natural tha t most high school teams in larger 
cities began as “Y ” teams, played in the “Y ,” or 
sometimes w ere m ade up of boys playing on both 
the “Y ” and high school teams. G enerally  speak
ing, basketball started  in the larger tow ns soon 
afte r N aism ith invented the game in 1891. F o rt
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D odge ap p ears  to have adop ted  basketball in 
1897, W e s t  W a te rlo o  in 1898, and  O ttum w a be
fore 1900. Such tow ns as Boone, Sioux City, and  
C ed ar R apids organized  their first basketball 
team s in 1902 and  p layed their first out-of-tow n 
opponents the same year.

D avenport, F o rt D odge, M oun t P leasan t, O s- 
kaloosa, O ttum w a, Sioux C ity, and  Council Bluffs 
all p layed their first gam es in the local Y .M .C .A . 
T hus, the “Y ” w as opened a t O skaloosa in 1903; 
the very  nex t year O skaloosa organized its first 
basketball team. T h e  first ou t-of-tow n high school 
w as p layed in 1905. O skaloosa did not open its 
own gym until 1917.

W e s t  W a te r lo o  had a small gym nasium  han 
dling crow ds of less than  tw o hundred  but played 
their big gam es in the Y /  Ames and  C edar Falls 
T eachers had high school gym s in 1912, Boone in 
1913, and  Sioux City, Spirit Lake, C edar Falls, 
N ew  H am pton, and  D iagonal in 1914. Some of 
these gym nasium s, such as the ones a t Boone, 
Spirit Lake, and  Sioux C ity, w ere outstanding .

In addition to forming class teams, most early 
high school schedules included a game w ith the 
alumni, the “Y ” team, some nearby  academ y or 
small college team, and  frequently  the freshm an 
squad  of the larger colleges. A  sam pling of two 
D avenport and  O ttum w a seasons illustrates the 
above and  also show s how  quickly basketball en
trenched itself in Iowa.
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1907-1908 1908-1909
D avenport 58 T ip ton 8 O ttum w a 43 Burlington Y 17

D avenport 31 W e s t L iberty 44 O ttum w a 66 Keokuk 21
D avenport 23 Alumni 26 O ttum w a 59 C hariton 19
D avenport 24 Iow a C ity 14 O ttum w a 46 C edar R apids 16
D avenport 33 M oline 31 O ttum w a 48 Keokuk 13
D avenport 30 A ugustana 24 O ttum w a 89 C hariton 8
D avenport 15 Peoria 57 O ttum w a 58 M uscatine 31
D avenport 34 Clinton 20 O ttum w a 53 C edar R apids 50
D avenport 19 W ilto n  H igh 36 O ttum w a 36 G rinnell F r. 16
D avenport 25 Iow a C ity 13 O ttum w a 43 S.U .I. Fr. 20
D avenport 22 M oline 14 O ttum w a 39 Sioux C ity 32
D avenport 24 A ugustana 12 O ttum w a 30 M uscatine 25
D avenport 24 G alesburg 20
D avenport 32 Clinton 19 O ttum w a 610 O pponents 268
D avenport 44 W e st L iberty 12
D avenport 21 St. A lbans 23
D avenport 22 G alesburg 41

D avenport 481 O pponents 414

A lm ost one-half of the Iow a high schools had 
probably in troduced basketball before the first 
sta te  tournam ent w as held in Iowa C ity  in 1912. 
D uring the following decade most of the remaining 
Iow a schools had adopted  the sport. A lm ost all 
had been confronted w ith the problem of building 
a proper gym, employing a sound coach, and in
suring good financial and  school support.

T h e  first issue of the Iowa C ity  R ed  and W h ite , 
printed in December, 1905, presents the typical 
situation:

Basket Ball in the High School is a new sport, and as a 
result the teams of the High School have not been of the 
first class, but this year's team it is hoped, will at least 
rank with the leaders of the state. At the game played in 
the High School gymnasium on December 15, there were
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only about thirty in attendance. Boys and girls, if you 
wish to see athletics in the High School flourish, don't be 
“tight.” The admission was only ten cents, the proceeds 
to go for a new ball and other things needful to the team.

It is not the proper spirit for only fifteen or twenty 
people to take interest in a school of over three hundred. 
It is hoped that at the games played in the future, the at
tendance will be gradually increased. The members of the 
Athletic Association might as well attend our games to 
help pay expenses, as to be assessed in order that they 
may be paid out of the treasury.

A lthough  only tw o of the previous y e a r’s five 
rem ained on the team in 1906, the outlook w as en
couraging. In the opening practice game the first 
team defeated  the second —  57-26. T h e  superior
ity of girls in a cheering section w as revealed in the 
R e d  and W h ite  for D ecem ber, 1906.

One of the main features of the game was the rooting 
of the girls. They fairly made the “gym” shake as they 
gave yell after yell, cheering for everybody from the ref
eree and the first team down to the poor freshies and com
pletely drowning out the boy’s section.

D espite the fact that Iow a C ity  lost most of its 
games, the season of 1906-1907 w as a success 
financially. T h e  team lost tw o gam es to W e s t 
L iberty by scores of 93-25 and 38-16, the la tter on 
the Iow a C ity  floor. C edar R apids crushed Iowa 
C ity  118-22 in a game in which the optimistic R ed  
and  W h ite  declared tha t M arshall “played a star 
gam e” for Iow a City.

T h e  same situation prevailed a t Keokuk. T he 
C om m ent, issued a t Commencement, 1905, reveals
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th a t K eokuk high school athletics w ere a t a  low 
tide in the G ate  C ity  of Iowa. Keokuk did have a 
track  team for the first time in “some y e a rs” but 
w as unable to a rrange  baseball games w ith outside 
clubs because of a “large d eb t” hanging over the 
team from the previous year. T h e  football season 
w as the m ost d isastrous in some time; Keokuk had 
no coach and, w ith its light, inexperienced boys, 
lost its gam es w ith Q uincy, Biggsville, and  O ttum 
w a, but m anaged  to tie the Keokuk M edical C ol
lege. B asketball had a hard  time getting s ta rted  in 
m any Iow a tow ns under such circum stances.

A ctually, the sta te  athletic program  w as under 
close scrutiny by Iow a educators. Football w as 
not perm itted by members of the Iowa H igh School 
A thletic A ssociation. T h is organization w as 
backed up by local boards of education. T hus, the 
Iow a C ity  board  approved the following stringent 
restrictions on A pril 12, 1905:

1. Football was forbidden.

2. Pupils were prohibited from going away as represen
tatives of the school under its responsibility. That is, 
all school games were to be played at home.

3. The soliciting of funds for the benefit of athletics was 
forbidden.

4. All was subject to the regulations of the State Ath
letic Association rules.

A t the last meeting of the Board, N ovem ber 21, 
1906, the R ed  and  W h ite  w as glad to record that 
the above m easures w ere modified as follows:



1. Base ball, basket ball and track teams are allowed to 
go away from home.

2. The rules and regulations of the State Athletic Asso
ciation must continue to be strictly upheld.

3. Students participating in any form of athletics must 
have written permission from the parent.

4. Teams leaving town must be accompanied by, and 
under the direction of, a member of the faculty.

5. No pupil can participate in inter-scholastic contests 
whose school work, behavior, or deportment, is not 
satisfactory.

6. The prohibition of foot ball and of the soliciting of 
funds remains the same.

T h e  need for an official arb iter to determ ine 
sta tew ide rules w as recognized from the s ta rt and 
has done much to m aintain a w ell-balanced sports 
program  in Iowa.

T h e  sto ry  of the beginnings of basketball in 
high schools a half cen tury  ago is typical of the ex
perience of scores of o ther schools. Since D aven 
port and  O ttum w a have w on so m any cham pion
ships their early  experiences are  especially 
interesting.

B asketball a t D avenport has alw ays been popu
lar. T h is  is a ttested  by  the first volume of T he  
G riffin , published in June, 1907. D uring the sea
son of 1906-1907 D avenport lost to the Alumni 
29-31, to the Rock Island M aroons 28-32, and to 
the M orrison  (Illinois) Independents 13-27. D av 
enport did beat W e s t L iberty 49-30 and 48-26 that 
year, while their “ sensational” 52-32 victory over 
M oline “m ade u p ” for a stinging football defeat.
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T h e  basketball program  w as developing fast a t 
D avenport by  1907, and  much of its success w as 
a ttribu ted  to the fact tha t in ter-class gam es afford 
ed splendid training for fu ture varsity  players.

D avenport w on 11 and  lost 6 during the season 
of 1907-1908. T h e  team won all its home games 
except those w ith the Alumni and Peoria. It w as 
felt tha t they  could have won all the out-of-tow n 
gam es they  lost had they been played on their own 
floor, except Peoria, the Illinois cham pions tha t 
year w ho had  beaten D avenport handily  57-15. 
A ttendance had increased, a good spirit prevailed, 
and the fu ture prospects w ere bright, w ith receipts 
running ahead  of expenses.

T h e  following season (1908-1909) w as equally 
successful. T h e  year book recorded tha t basket
ball had alw ays been a paying proposition because 
of the large attendance. D avenport lost to G rin- 
nell a t D avenport 13-14 and Grinnell shortly  be
gan laying claim to the state  championship. A re
turn game w as played a t G rinnell which D aven 
port w on 14-9.

T h e  season of 1909-1910 sounds like a page 
from the exploits of one of Coach Paul M oon’s 
fabulous teams. D avenport won 17 of 19 games, 
running up 732 points to their opponents’ 332. 
T h ey  scored double victories over such teams as 
G rinnell (22-15 and  53 -4 ), M oline (34-20 and 
29 -8 ), C linton (30-16 and 50-14), and A ugus- 
tana College (28-21 and 38-33). T h e  only losses
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w ere to C ed ar R apids 27-29 an d  to O ttum w a 26- 
54. T h e  overw helm ing defea t a t O ttum w a w as 
a ttribu ted  to the n a tu re  of the floor, but it w as 
ag reed  that, except for O ttum w a, the D avenport

team  w as the best in Iowa.
A s early  as 1910 the D avenport annual de

clared  basketball the “m ost favored branch  of 
high school athletics. U n d u e  partisansh ip  w as de 
cried, the editor urging th a t the true sportsm an 
w ould a lw ays w an t the better team to win. It w as 
hoped tha t all w ho hold basketball in esteem will 
continue to cultivate the a ttitude  of fair play. 
D uring  the 1910 season $50 w as paid  for bleach
ers and  $35 for suits, but because of increased a t
tendance the basketball fund w as $100 larger than 
it had  been a t the beginning of the season.

O ttum w a, w hich w on the tournam ents in 1912, 
1915, 1928, 1942, and  1949, stands second only 
to D avenport in the num ber of sta te  cham pion
ships. T h e  h istory  of O ttu m w a 's  basketball team s 
closely parallels tha t of D avenport. A ctually  it ap 
pears as though O ttum w a m ay have in troduced 
basketball before 1900, possibly as early  as 1897 
or 1898.

In F ebruary , 1902, T h e  A rg u s  recorded a 43-16 
victory over Bloomfield a t O ttum w a and  a closer 
game a t Bloomfield, 19-11. T w o  gam es w ere 
scheduled w ith Fairfield in M arch , and  T he  A rg u s  
expressed hope tha t m ore studen ts w ould a ttend
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the game than did  the Bloomfield contest. T h e  
M arch  issue of T h e  A rg u s  reveals the outcom e:

The Basket Ball team played the Fairfield High School 
team at Fairfield on W ednesday, March 12, defeating 
them by a score of 33 to 11. Owing to the members of the 
Fairfield team being behind in their studies a return game 
could not be secured at Ottumwa. But a game on the same 
date, March 20, was played with the Parsons College 
team. The game was well attended and a few dollars 
above expenses were made. Score, Parsons College, 19; 
OHS 24.

T w o  years later, in 1904, T h e  A rg u s  recorded 
a situation which w as by no means unique.

Basket ball has more than ever captured the enthusiasm 
of the Ottumwa people. It is a time-worn saying among 
athletic circles that the public will support a winning team. 
This has been the case with the basketball teams, both 
Y.M.C.A. and High School, for neither team was beaten in 
the state during the season. At first the High School was 
unable to secure a place in which to play its home games. 
Although the members of the team were allowed to prac
tice in the Y.M.C.A. gymnasium, it is a rule of that insti
tution that no games can be played on that floor except by 
a team representing the Association. For this reason 
O.H.S. played but one game, defeating Central College of 
Pella, Iowa, by the score of 23 to 17.

The Y.M.C.A. team, however, which played many 
games and won for itself both the regular and Y.M.C.A. 
state championship is composed, with the exception of two 
players, of High School students. Consequently when 
O.H.S. secured permission to play in the Y.M.C.A., Man
ager Buckner immediately sent challenges to the high 
schools of Cedar Rapids and Davenport, both of whom
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had claimed the championship. These were refused by 
both teams in spite of our offers to pay all expenses of the 
trip both to and from Ottumwa. Considering these things, 
our school has the champion basketball team of Iowa.

A distinguishing featu re  about these early  high 
school basketball team s w as their w illingness to 
claim the sta te  cham pionship on the slightest p re 
text. O ttum w a, D avenport, Sioux C ity, G rinnell, 
C ed ar R apids, and m any m ore w ere annually  
boasting of their fine team s. Some sort of state  
tournam ent w as inevitable to take care of this 
situation.

M arv in  T . N od land  of Sioux C ity  C entral 
w rites tha t the Little M aroons began their in ter
class play and  out-of-tow n play  in January , 1903. 
O ne  of the studen ts served as coach, captain, m an
ager, and  player. M an y  of their early  gam es w ere 
w ith local Y .M .C .A . league teams. Sioux C ity  
had one of the finest team s in the northw est. In 
1906 they  w ere good enough to p lay  M orningside 
College. In 1911 the Sioux C ity  C ham ber of Com 
m erce sent the team to E vanston, Illinois, to play 
in the C entral S tates T ournam ent. Sioux C ity  beat 
G ru n d y  C en ter in the first game and  H yde Park, 
Illinois, in the second game, but lost to Evanston, 
Illinois, in the third game. T h e  following year 
Sioux C ity  w as invited to the first S ta te  T o u rn a 
ment in Iowa City. Sioux C ity  beat G ru n d y  C en 
ter (its foe at E vanston) in the 1912 tournam ent 
but lost to O ttum w a in the finals.
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M easured  in term s of m odern training, equip
ment, and  facilities, Iow a’s first basketball team s 
w ere ill p repared . S uperin tendent R. L. G ow en 
of S idney w rites tha t w hen the C ow boys began 
playing there w as no coach, the boys bought their 
own suits, practiced outdoors, and  scheduled 
catch-as-catch-can  games.

C oach John W eb b  of Spirit Lake recalls tha t 
girls played basketball a t Spirit Lake before the 
boys. T h e  girls actually  taugh t the Spirit Lake 
boys how to play, a situation which no doubt pre
vailed in m any Iow a communities. W eb b , himself 
a player a t the time, recalls tha t on the occasion of 
their first game w ith H artley , the Spirit Lake boys 
(accom panied by the girls w ho w ere also sched
uled to p lay) took the train to Spencer, w here they 
had to w ait all day  for the train to H artley . T h e  
Spirit Lake boys and girls spent the time roller 
skating in Spencer.

W h en  they arrived at their destination w ith 
out basketball suits the H artley  team w as shocked. 
T h ey  refused to play such a nondescript team. T h e  
situation w as finally resolved when H artley  loaned 
the Spirit Lake boys their second team ’s uniforms. 
But Bert Noll, one of the Spirit Lake players, re
fused this kind offer, shuddering a t the thought of 
exposing his bare limbs to the public. Noll insisted 
on playing in long trousers.

T he  difficulty of securing train connections w as 
doubtless a deterring factor in the adoption of bas-
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ketball. In its first season (1916-1917) the C hero 
kee basketball team, according to Boyd Sinkey, 
one of the players, w en t by  train  to M arcus, a 
dozen miles aw ay, got caugh t in a blizzard, and  
spent the nex t four days in M arcus.

H . C lay  H arsh b arg er, ano ther member of this 
C herokee team, recalls th a t w hen a gam e w as 
scheduled w ith C orrectionville, they found the 
train  did no t run on S unday  and  w ould not return  
them to C herokee until M onday . So five p layers 
w ent ahead  by train w hile the coach and  tw o p lay 
ers (H a rsh b a rg e r to show  the w ay ) follow ed in 
the coach’s car to bring the boys back. U n fo rtu 
nate ly  a blizzard sw ept across their path, and  
H arsh b arg er, the coach, and  the o ther p layer w ere 
m arooned a t Q uim by.

Since the inauguration  of boys’ basketball nu 
m erous lopsided scores have been recorded, m any 
of them prior to 1930, although one still reads 
about them in this era of the fast break. A survey 
of some th irty  schools tha t w ere good enough to go 
to the S ta te  T ournam ent a t one time or another 
over the years reveals the following one-sided 
scores:

C edar R apids 108 T ip to n  0 E llston 75 Kellerton 6

Sidney 88 E llio tt 0 Ames 60 O gden 6

Luther College 80 N ew  H am pton 0 Council Bluffs 64 Logan 8

D unkerton 68 Fairbank 0 E. W a te rlo o  64 V inton 9

Sioux C ity  Cent. 85 Sergeant Bluff 1 W . W ate rlo o  64 M anchester 12

Boone 50 Adel 2 W a v e rly  70 D ecorah 10



GENESIS OF HIGH SCHOOL BASKETBALL 113

M an y  other one-sided victories w ere often 
rem em bered. D iagonal annihilated G rav ity  110-0 
in 1916 and  crushed C onw ay 117-21 in 1950. 
T w o  years later, in 1952, T ru ro  adm inistered an 
85-31 defeat on D iagonal. Red O ak  crushed M al
vern 57-7, N ew ton  trounced Prairie C ity  80-17, 
and N ew  H am pton hum bled F redericksburg  67- 
18. C edar Falls high school gleefully rem em bered 
w hen they defeated  E ast W ate rlo o  by a score of 
43-2 in 1919 but ruefully  recalled tha t Spencer 
beat them 49-21 in 1920. D avenport’s most lop
sided victory w as an 87-24 trium ph over E ast 
W aterlo o  in 1948. T h e  Blue Devils considered 
their most crushing defeat a 29-13 setback by M o 
line in 1928. Am es picked their 49-22 defeat by 
A nkeny in the S tate  T ournam ent in 1948 as their 
most humiliating setback. W e s t W ate rlo o  
thought their 18-4 m an-handling by E ast W a te r 
loo in 1934 their b itterest pill. N ew ton could not 
forget a 66-30 defeat by W averly , while Boone 
listed its 46-9 defeat by F o rt D odge as most ca tas
trophic. W av erly  considered its 70-10 defeat by 
D ecorah as the most unpalatable basketball ex
perience. N eedless to say, it w as easier and pleas
an ter for Iowa high schools to list their most lop
sided victories than it w as to recall their most 
crushing defeats.

In addition to such scores, other unusual experi
ences w ere recorded. H arry  R. M cPhail recalls 
that in 1934 M uscatine defeated  Ames by a score
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of 3-2. T h e  only points came on a field goal by 
Bob C raig  of Am es and  a field goal and  a free 
th row  by M uscatine. Illustrative of how  team s can 
go from cold to hot, and  hot to cold, is a 1944 
gam e w hen Rock Island led D avenport 2-0 a t the 
half, only to lose w hen the final score show ed 
D avenport w inning 23-12. A  com plete reversal of 
form is show n in a gam e betw een D avenport and 
O ttum w a in 1931. In the first half D avenport led 
13-2 and  looked like an easy  w inner. In the sec
ond half O ttum w a scored 13 points and  D aven 
port only 1, giving O ttum w a the victory, 15-14. A 
sim ilar score is rem em bered by B. C. Berg of N ew 
ton. D uring the season of 1929-1930 N ew ton 
scored 6 in the first half while O skaloosa w ent 
scoreless. In the second half N ew ton  w as blanked 
w hile O skaloosa scored 8, thus w inning the game 
8-6. In 1947, w hen O ttum w a w as inundated  by 
the ram paging D es M oines River, O ttum w a 
played D avenport in a flood benefit gam e that 
raised $1,015 for O ttum w a flood relief.

A s the basketball craze sw ept over Iow a the de
m and for gym nasium s w as sounded in the press, 
in the service clubs, a t P T A  m eetings, and around 
corner d rugstores. T ypical of the feeling in most 
communities is this editorial by F rancis H ansen, of 
the class of 1917, entitled “O u r School in the F u 
ture, ’ which appeared  in the first volume of T he  
Purple and G old  published by “T h e  W a sh in g 
tonian L iterary  Society“ of O naw a H igh School.
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. . . on another corner could be placed a gymnasium. 
Basketball for both boys and girls has been practically im
possible in Onawa because of the lack of indoor room; this 
is true of physical training of all kinds, yet every one ad
mits that the physical education of the individual must be 
looked after if he is to be a fully developed member of 
society. In such a building rooms could be provided for 
amusements as well as for religious purposes that would 
serve the needs not only of the boys and girls of the High 
School, but of all the young people of the community. The 
school should be a social center; but until a further invest
ment is made it will be impossible for the community to 
receive the largest returns on the investment already made.

A dream you say? Yes, but the realities of today were 
the dreams of the past and the realities of the future are 
the dreams of today.

Such argum ents did not fall on deaf ears. In 
the period betw een 1915 and 1920 scores of Iowa 
communities built high school gym nasium s: Sid
ney in 1916, N evada and  O skaloosa in 1917, and 
Jesup, M ount P leasant, and  O sceola in 1918, to 
illustrate a few of those w ho early  appeared  in the 
S tate  T ournam ent. Even such large schools as 
F o rt D odge, D ubuque, O ttum w a, and  Roosevelt 
of Des M oines did not get their m odern gym na
siums until the 1920’s. By 1930 most of the fine 
presen t-day  Iow a gym nasium s had been erected.

T h e  addition of a new  gym brought much pleas
ure, but w ith it the problem of developing the new 
sport. M rs. K atherine M . Falvey found the fol
lowing item in the A lbia Screech  of 1914.
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The winter term brought many happy occasions to the 
Student body of Albia High School, but amid all of the joy 
and excitement the High School gym, arena of all winter 
sports offered the most exciting events. It was here Greek 
met Greek. It was here the blue and red fell in defeat 
many times but later scored victories.

The boys who played on the 1913-14 basketball team 
can boast of the fact that they were members of the first 
team sent forth from the Albia High School.

Up to this time basketball had never been attempted, 
owing to the fact that no room of sufficient size could be 
found, and when the new High School was opened every 
one looked forward to this phase of athletics. Mr. Hamil
ton, the coach, found it very difficult to select the men for 
the team, for no one in school had ever played before. It 
was only after much practice and careful consideration of 
the most promising men, that the team was chosen. . . .

Mr. Hamilton’s faithfulness to the team must not be for
gotten, for his task was long and hard and almost endless. 
During the season we met the following teams, playing re
turn games with all: Eddyville, Corydon, Beacon, Center
ville, Mt. Pleasant, and Moravia.

M eanw hile, the popularity  of basketball had 
reached such heights tha t by 1912 the Iow a H igh 
School A thletic A ssociation determ ined to do 
som ething about the holding of s ta te  cham pion
ship m eets to determ ine which schools w ere devel
oping the best basketball teams. Regional invita
tional m eetings w ere a lready  being held in Iowa, 
and  some schools w ere going out of sta te  to accept 
challenges. T h e  boys’ basketball tournam ent has 
developed into one of Iow a’s colorful spectacles.

W illiam J. Petersen


