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Hoosier Hysteria 

Ask a Hoosier to name Indiana’s current governor and he might need 

to think on it for a moment. Ask the same Hoosier who invented the 

game of basketball and he will proudly tell you that everybody knows it 

was James Naismith—what kind of foolish question is that? The 

inventor of the game of basketball may seem like the bonus question in 

a trivia contest to most people, but it is anything but trivial in Indiana.  

In 1891 James Naismith invented a new game to manage a “class 

of incorrigibles.” Three years later the first-known scheduled basketball 

game in Indiana was played in the town of Crawfordsville when its 

YMCA team beat the Lafayette team. From there, Indiana changed 

forever and the game spread to industrial cities, hay lofts, border 

towns, and everywhere in between. The people of Indiana didn’t think 

of it as a game, but a part of life. And Hoosiers lived it.  

In 1910 a dispute erupted. The towns of Crawfordsville and Leba-

non both declared their high school team the state champion of Indi-

ana basketball. Both teams had assembled great records—

Crawfordsville finished the season 13-1 and Lebanon finished 20-2. 

Crawfordsville’s only loss came against Lebanon and one of Lebanon’s 

two losses occurred in Crawfordsville. To settle the dispute, Lebanon 

proposed a third game on a neutral court to determine the true state 

champion once and for all. But Crawfordsville balked and pointed to 

their invitation to a Midwest tournament at the University of Wiscon-
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sin-Madison as evidence of its superiority. The dispute was never set-

tled.  

The following year, the Indiana University Booster Club organized 

a state basketball tournament. The Club invited the high school bas-

ketball team with the best record from each U.S. Congressional district 

to participate. Conveniently, Crawfordsville and Lebanon were in sepa-

rate Congressional districts and as fate would have it, they met in the 

championship game of that first state basketball tournament in 1911. 

When the official time keeper signaled the end of the game, the score 

said it all: Crawfordsville—24, Lebanon—17. For the next one-

hundred years, bad blood between the rival schools raged on and it’s 

still raging today.  

Starting with that first invitational on the campus of Indiana Uni-

versity in 1911, the state tournament grew year after year. By the 1924-

25 basketball season, the tournament had expanded to sixty-four indi-

vidual Sectional tournament sites feeding a single, winner-take-all state 

champion. Single-room schoolhouses scattered throughout the coun-

tryside were torn down. Townships bussed students to township high 

schools and more students stayed in school long enough to earn high 

school diplomas. Still, many schools remained small but every school, 

no matter how small, could scrounge together enough boys to play a 

basketball game against a neighboring town.  

Throughout the 1930s basketball continued to spread. More and 

more schools adopted the new game and the number of teams that en-

tered the state tournament grew. In 1938 the Indiana High School Ath-

letic Association (IHSAA) had 787 entrants for the high school state 

basketball tournament.1 Following four successive weeks of basketball 

action, one team earned the right to be declared Indiana state basket-

ball champion. The remaining 786 teams went home in defeat.  

In 1925, Dr. James Naismith was invited to attend the Indiana state 

basketball championship held in the Indianapolis Exposition Building. 

But when Naismith arrived at the stadium, he found himself locked 

                                                 
1 1938 experienced the single largest number of entrants to the state 

basketball tournament. In 1997, 382 teams competed in the last single-class 
Indiana state basketball tournament. 
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out. With the stadium full and the doors locked, fans were being turned 

away. Naismith presented his reserved seat ticket and officials badge 

with no luck. He mentioned he was a special guest speaker at the event. 

Nope. While Naismith stood there amused by his predicament, a police 

captain approached and asked for his name.  

James Naismith, he replied.  

“Good Lord, man, why didn’t you say so long ago?” 

Once inside, he witnessed Indiana basketball firsthand. “As a guest 

of the IHSAA, I had the opportunity to watch the effects of their state 

tourney. The possibilities of basketball as seen there were a revelation 

to me. The striking features were the grade of basketball, the splendid 

spirit of the players and the unbound enthusiasm of the fifteen-

thousand spectators who crowded the Exposition Building.”  

Eleven years later, Dr. Naismith returned to the State Final in Indi-

anapolis2 and spoke at the annual invitation dinner of the physical edu-

cation department of the YMCA. Naismith said, “Basketball really had 

its beginning in Indiana, which remains today the center of the sport.” 

Hoosiers puffed up with pride. Naismith recognized where basketball 

belonged despite the fact he invented the game in Massachusetts.  

So popular was Naismith’s game in Indiana that massive gymnasi-

ums rose up throughout the state. Sometimes, a community built a 

larger gymnasium to spite a neighboring town as Huntingburg had 

done. The neighboring town of Jasper maintained a perpetual home 

court advantage in the Sectional tournament because it had the biggest 

gym in the area. To cure its frustrations, Huntingburg built a six-

thousand seat capacity gymnasium in 1951, even though there were 

only four-thousand residents in the town. The plan succeeded as the 

Sectional site moved to Huntingburg.  

Other communities designed gymnasiums intent on guaranteeing a 

seat for everyone who might possibly want to attend a game. As a re-

sult, twelve of the fourteen largest high school gyms in the United 

States are located inside Indiana’s boundaries. The nation’s largest high 

                                                 
2 Talk about a good luck charm: Naismith attended the 1925 and 1936 state 

basketball tournaments and Frankfort High School won both times. 
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school gymnasium in New Castle, Indiana, can seat 9,325 fans. Coinci-

dentally, the home of the Duke University Blue Devils, Cameron In-

door Stadium, seats 9,314 fans.  

Yes, Hoosiers built their temples big. And they needed all those 

seats. By 1960, nearly 1.5 million spectators attended the four levels of 

the Indiana high school basketball tournament—the Sectional, Region-

al, Semi-state, and State Final. That is a staggering number, considering 

Indiana had 4.7 million residents at the time.  

Call it Hoosier Hysteria. That phrase is synonymous with Indiana’s 

crazy love affair with basketball. For some people, it harkens back to 

the final four teams that met in Indianapolis as the result of the single-

class basketball tournament, but very few teams ever reached that 

point. Between the implementation of the Semi-State format in 19363 

and the last single-class tournament in 1997, ninety percent of Indiana 

high schools never advanced to the coveted State Final in Indianapolis. 

Undeterred by their overwhelming lack of success, towns across 

Indiana cheered raucously for their boys who played their hearts out 

nonetheless. The basketball team remained the focal point of commu-

nity pride and provided the most popular entertainment. Attendance 

swelled at games in nearly every corner of the state. Miracles occurred 

on occasion as David beat long odds and toppled Goliath. Telephones 

rang off their hooks and newspaper reports buzzed as a state of eupho-

ria swept through a small town, only to be crushed in another Section-

al, Regional, or Semi-state matchup. No matter—it was just as memo-

rable and in 1950, LaPorte County was the epicenter for such Hoosier 

miracles.  

One season. One county. Fifteen schools. The smallest high school 

had fifteen boys to field a basketball team; the largest had more than 

five-hundred boys. Industrial cities. Small towns. Rural farms. Long 

odds and surprising upsets so big they never happened before and nev-

er happened again. This isn’t a story about the team that won it all or a 

talented star who became a household name. This story belongs to the 

                                                 
3 The Semi-State whittled the State Final field down to four teams. Before 

that sixteen teams advanced to the State Final. 
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other teams—the ninety percent that played a critical role in establish-

ing the mystique known as Hoosier Hysteria. And one key figure—the 

coach at the center of that wild season—was born in the cradle of In-

diana basketball.  



 
2 

Charles Park Sanders 

Most people credit Reverend Nicholas McCay, general secretary of the 

Crawfordsville YMCA, with introducing the game of basketball to 

Indiana in 1892, and two years later the first-known scheduled 

basketball game between two teams from different towns occurred in 

Crawfordsville on March 16, 1894. After Crawfordsville High School 

won the first state basketball championship in 1911, it was followed by 

Lebanon (1912, 1917, 1918), Wingate (1913, 1914), Thorntown (1915), 

and Lafayette Jefferson (1916). The furthest distance between any two 

of these schools: thirty-eight miles. As a result, the area became known 

as the “Cradle of Basketball” and Crawfordsville was its capital.  

In the nearby town of Kingman, just one year after Crawfordsville 

won the first Indiana state basketball title, Charles P. Sanders was born 

on November 3, 1912. Few people called him by his first name, 

though. Instead, most of his friends knew him by his middle name: 

Park. He was a lanky six-footer with dark, recessed eyes and a clean 

part down the right side of his hair. The relatively new game of basket-

ball made a big impression on young Park Sanders. He grew up playing 

the game with his older brother Carl, who played for Kingman High 

School’s Black Aces. Park followed in his big brother’s footsteps and 

was a key part of the school’s teams in his junior and senior years of 

high school, 1929 and 1930. With 502 residents in Kingman, the school 

had a limited pool of boys to field a basketball team. Park and his 

teammates were lucky to have the Ewbanks and Merrymans, as the two 
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families contributed five of the team’s twelve boys. Park’s senior year, 

many people considered Kingman to be the favorite to win the Foun-

tain County basketball tournament; however, his team fell three points 

short in a disappointing loss to Veedersburg.  

When he graduated high school, Park again followed his brother’s 

lead and matriculated to Central Normal College outside Indianapolis. 

Just one year removed from the stock market crash of 1929, the Great 

Depression raged on, and like many ambitious young men and women, 

Park Sanders found it impossible to stay in college. After one year of 

classes, he went on hiatus before resuming his studies four years later. 

In 1936 he finally accumulated enough credits to finish at Central 

Normal and earned his teaching credentials. He returned home to 

Kingman, where the Black Aces had just won the school’s first and 

only Sectional basketball championship, and that fall Park Sanders 

taught school alongside his uncle, Virgil Sanders, who was a history 

teacher.  

But he didn’t stay in Kingman for long. Three years later, he fol-

lowed his older brother Carl, who had moved 130 miles north to 

LaPorte County where he coached and taught at Union Mills High 

School. Park found a job teaching fifth and sixth grade at Springfield 

Township School on the north end of the county. Whether the job 

provided more money, or Park wanted to be closer to his older broth-

er, or as one relative quipped, “the women were prettier up north,” 

nobody knew. But one thing was certain: Park Sanders’ move was not a 

popular decision with his mother. She ran a restaurant in Kingman and 

wanted her boys closer to home. So desperate was she to keep Park 

close by that she offered to buy him a car if he stayed, but it was no 

use. Park had made up his mind. And as he would prove time and 

again, once he made up his mind, he could be quite stubborn and 

didn’t care what other people thought.  

As unpopular as his decision to leave Kingman was with his moth-

er, it soon became very popular with the kids of Springfield Township 

School. That name—Park Sanders—elicited strong feelings. When 

people spoke his name they always emphasized the Park and punctuat-

ed the Sanders with a smile.  
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On the first day of class in 1939, Dick Buell and his fellow class-

mates found a young, handsome, outspoken man with a wry smile, a 

cool look in his eyes, and a calm demeanor standing at the front of the 

room. He was immediately popular with the girls in the school, but 

Park Sanders didn’t give special treatment to anyone.  

“Park didn’t take no crap,” said Dick. “If you were right, then you 

were right. No problem. If you were wrong, then you were wrong. He 

had two paddles—one with holes in it—and if you were late coming 

back from recess, you might as well put your hands on the blackboard. 

He was a disciplinarian. Kids knew it and loved him for it. Everybody 

loved him.”  

Indeed, the rules applied equally to everyone. Not a soul could be 

found who accused Park Sanders of playing favorites. He was liberal 

with his praise and consistent with his punishment, but he was also 

known for his compassion. Every student was special to him, including 

Shirley Shippee, who was another of Sanders’ first students at Spring-

field Township School.  

Shirley grew up on a ninety acre farm with her two sisters. The 

girls’ father suffered from debilitating rheumatoid arthritis, making 

farm labor especially hard, but he got by the best he could and Shirley’s 

mother spent most of her days working alongside her husband in the 

barn, fields, and pastures. “We were poor, but we didn’t know it at the 

time,” Shirley’s sister Jane recalled. “We didn’t realize how hard it was.” 

One year, Shirley’s mother had saved up enough money from picking 

blueberries to buy a new bull. She and her husband were repairing a 

fence one day when something agitated the animal and it gored 

Shirley’s mother, forcing her father to fight off the enraged beast with a 

hammer. Back in the house, the family assessed her injuries, which in-

cluded broken ribs. Her rough condition laid her up all summer and 

since Shirley was the oldest of the three girls, responsibility to run the 

house fell on her shoulders. Shirley was ten years old.  

While most students focused their efforts on becoming a farmer, 

laborer, or factory worker, oftentimes before finishing high school, 

Shirley had a strong desire to learn. Shirley was studious and smart. She 

had a genuine thirst for knowledge, so Park Sanders encouraged her. 
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He told her to follow her heart and to study hard. He believed Latin 

would have been good for her education and convinced Shirley to sign 

up for a correspondence course because Springfield Township School 

didn’t offer the subject. “Shirley thought so much of Park Sanders. He 

inspired her to go to college—she was the only one of us three girls to 

go to college. He impressed her to get a good education,” said Shirley’s 

sister Fran.  

Springfield High School already had a basketball coach, but Park 

loved the game so much that he volunteered to organize games be-

tween the younger classes during the day. The games provided quality 

recreation and school-wide bragging rights as one class beat the next.  

Officiating one midday scrimmage, he tossed up a jump ball be-

tween Dick Buell and another student. The two boys leapt into the air, 

the ball was tipped in one direction, and ten boys quickly chased after it 

before they all got into their positions—offense and defense. Sanders 

couldn’t have been prouder, if he hadn’t been in so much pain.  

STOP, STOP, STOP! Another teacher yelled and grabbed Dick 

Buell by the shoulders. Are you alright?  

Of course, I’m alright. Why?  

When Dick jumped for the ball, Park’s thumb ended up in his 

mouth. Not too hard to imagine that happening. But the thumbnail 

somehow had lodged between two of Dick’s teeth, leading to a terrific 

freak incident. When Dick ran after the basketball with the other boys, 

Park pulled his hand in the opposite direction. There was only one 

problem—the thumbnail stayed in Dick’s mouth instead of on the 

thumb where it belonged. While Park Sanders grabbed his thumb and 

howled in pain, the boys continued playing as if nothing had happened.  

The teacher plucked the thumbnail from Dick’s teeth and the game 

resumed. As for Park, a trip to the doctor was in order, but that inci-

dent never upset him. Those things happened from time to time and 

the boys were playing basketball after all. Instead, he probably re-

marked on the part that really mattered in Indiana. Did you see how Dick 

stayed focused on the game? He’s gonna be a good ball player one day.  

Park Sanders’ positive influence on the people of Springfield 

Township extended beyond the young boys and girls in his classroom 
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to include the man responsible for overseeing the school’s operations. 

In the rural communities of Indiana an elected official—the township 

trustee—made all of the business decisions for the township-run 

school. However, most trustees were farmers or small businessmen 

rather than professional educators. In Springfield the trustee was Ken-

neth Buell, Dick’s father. “Park would stop out to the farm and they’d 

talk about who should be teachers and whatnot over a bottle of 

Drewrys,” Dick said. “My dad didn’t talk to everybody like that, but he 

trusted Park. They’d sit there on the porch over a couple of beers and 

talk.”  

Park Sanders had a good relationship with the community, the par-

ents, and the kids. He respected his students and they in turn respected 

and adored him. Life was good and it only got better for him. The stu-

dents adored one teacher even more than Park Sanders: the attractive 

young teacher next door, Miss Florence Drazer, whom everyone 

agreed was a genuine sweetheart of a person. Smitten with her hand-

some new colleague, Miss Drazer told him he had such beautiful teeth. 

Park tripped over his words as he muttered his simple reply, “Oh, uh, 

yeah. Um, thanks.” He couldn’t bear to tell the beautiful young teacher 

the truth—they were false teeth.  

“We could see something was going on as kids—they were getting 

pretty tight,” said Dick Buell, and all of the students thought the two 

would make a beautiful couple.  

On Sunday, December 7, 1941, Park and Florence were together 

when they heard the news on the radio: Pearl Harbor had been at-

tacked. Park knew what would come next. He turned to Florence and 

said, “Well, I guess I’ll be going soon.” Five months later he shipped 

out to basic training in the Army Air Corp at the age of twenty-nine, 

but before he could leave, his class threw him a going-away party. Two 

weeks later, the school year ended without him.  

 

In Union Mills, Park’s older brother Carl had experienced his fair share 

of success as a teacher and basketball coach. His Union Mills Millers 

had won the coveted county tourney in 1935 and the County 

Conference championship in 1939. Success on the basketball court 
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meant the small town embraced Carl 

as one of its own and the 

townspeople hated to see him go. 

But the nation was at war and duty 

called every able-bodied man to fight 

on the country’s behalf, including 

successful basketball coaches.  

For three years, unbeknownst to 

everyone, Carl Sanders had written a 

regular newspaper column, “Off 

County Backboards,” under the 

pseudonym Professor B.B. One is-

sue had always frustrated him and in 

his last entry before heading off to 

war, Carl revealed his secret identity 

and pressed local communities to 

build bigger, safer gymnasiums for 

student-athletes to play basketball in: “A few will be so selfish as to say, 

‘If they don’t want to play they don’t have to.’ O.K. keep your nick-

els—but brother, times a-wastin’ and you can’t take it with you. St. Pe-

ter is waiting for you and your loud singing in the front row on Sun-

days won’t get you through those pearly gates.”  

Communities largely ignored Carl’s appeal, including the very 

school where he had experienced so much coaching success: Union 

Mills.  

The following school year, Miss Florence Drazer left Springfield 

School. She had moved into her father’s house and was teaching third 

grade at her alma mater, Clinton Township. September 8, 1942, was 

the day after Labor Day and the first day of classes all across the coun-

ty. One of Miss Drazer’s students, Jim Hagenow, vividly remembered 

that first week and his new teacher. Something was different. Wrong 

even. “She was real sad and all upset and none of us knew why. And 

then he [Park Sanders] showed up at the school and he was dressed in 

his military uniform. The two of them stood in the hallway talking and, 

of course, all the kids were buzzing in the classroom. He kissed her 

Carl and Park Sanders 
Courtesy of Brenda Sanders-Warnke 
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good-bye and we all went, ‘Oh looky there! He kissed her!’ She came 

back in the room crying.” What Jim and the rest of the children didn’t 

know was that Miss Drazer had just become Mrs. Florence Sanders. 

The couple had married over Labor Day weekend while Park Sanders 

was on leave, but he had to return to the Army Air Corp camp at 

Scotts Field in Illinois.  

A short time later, The Army Air Corp deployed him to England 

where he served as a calisthenics instructor. While overseas, he re-

ceived letters from his former Springfield student Shirley Shippee, who 

kept him up to date on her academic progress as well as the goings-on 

at Springfield Township School. Sanders wrote back and encouraged 

her to keep working hard and to pursue her dream of a college educa-

tion. Shirley Shippee followed his advice. She earned her college degree 

and went on to spend thirty-five years in New Guinea teaching people 

to read and write. 



 
 


