IT’S ONLY A GAME.

By Gerard J. St. John


It was a Saturday.  It would have been easy to miss the short article in the Inquirer.  Saturdays are generally unscheduled and spontaneous.  We get up late in the morning on Saturdays, often without reading the newspaper, and rush out to complete our shopping and other weekend tasks.  The Saturday newspaper is especially thin.  Really important news is usually saved for the extra-thick Sunday edition.  So we don’t miss much if we skip the newspaper on Saturday morning.  But there, next to the three columns of death notices, was the obituary that began “William E. Lindsay, age 61 . . . .”  It was a Philadelphia legend.


I barely recall watching Billy Lindsay play basketball for West Catholic in my junior year of high school.  West Catholic beat LaSalle that year and went on to win the Catholic League Championship at Penn’s Palestra.  In 1953 I was just beginning to develop an interest in basketball.  At that time, my interest was in watching Tom Gola’s LaSalle College team and playing in neighborhood pickup games.


About a year earlier, stories had swept through the neighborhood basketball courts about a phenomenal seven-foot tall freshman who would soon be eligible to play for Overbrook High.  He was not the first seven-foot player in Philadelphia.  Lee French played center for Roman Catholic when I was a freshman.  But French lacked the speed and coordination to compete against an outstanding group of local players that included many future professionals.  Then, early in the fall, an exhibition game was scheduled at nearby Jardel Recreation Center against a team from a rec center in Overbrook.  The seven-footer would play for the visiting team.


Fred Eisele and I arrived at Jardel early, so that we would be sure to get inside for the game.  Jardel is a very small rec -- barely room for the basketball court and three or four feet of walking space around it.  There were no seats.  We sat on the floor near the midcourt line.  When the Overbrook team came onto the court, I was surprised that I could not immediately pick out the phenom.  They were all tall.  Several players had to duck down to get through the doorway.  As they began their lay up drills, people at courtside pointed to a very tall, slender youngster and said, “That’s him!  That’s Chamberlain.” 


Wilt Chamberlain went through the warmup drills gracefully, without any attempt to show off.  He moved with an easy motion and placed the ball softly against the backboard, letting it fall through the hoop by itself.  Gradually, the line of players began to cut in front of the basket from the right side, hooking the ball easily with the left hand as they passed the rim.  On about the third pass by the front of the rim, Wilt began his left hook motion but kept the ball like a grapefruit in his right hand, stretched out to his full height and slam dunked the ball without leaving his feet.  When the game began, he was even better.  He could handle the ball well.  He could run.  And he could shoot with accuracy.  Wilt Chamberlain was the real thing.
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About five years later, I saw Wilt play for Kansas University at the Palestra.  It was his only college game in Philadelphia.  Wilt turned professional at the end of that season.  He no longer had the smooth slender appearance.  He was still slender.  But now his skin was stretched taut over sinewy muscle that looked like the suspension cables on the bridges over the Delaware River.  Kansas positioned Wilt directly in front of the basket, taking advantage of his great height but losing the benefit of his speed and ball handling skills.  A sophomore-studded St. Joseph’s College team almost pulled off the upset of the year before a frenzied hometown crowd that had come mainly to see Wilt.  The crowd did not expect St. Joe to be in the same class with Kansas but, gradually, they sided with the underdogs and rooted for a St. Joe’s win.  St. Joe’s led by two at the half, 36-34.  In the second half, Chamberlain dominated both ends of the court, intimidating St. Joe’s shooters and making up for his own team’s miscues with offensive rebounds and follow-up scores.  Kansas ultimately escaped with a 54-66 victory.


Wilt knew the mystique of the Palestra.  It was the place where Philadelphia high school teams played their tournament games at season’s end; the Public League, the Catholic League – and then the City Championship that pitted the winners of the two leagues against each other.  His first year at the Palestra was not easy for Wilt.  Public League rival Northeast High was led by Guy Rodgers, a future All-America at Temple University.  And then there was Lincoln High, a relative newcomer from the Mayfair section of northeast Philadelphia.


Lincoln High’s 1952-53 basketball team may have been the most talented quintet in the history of the school.  Each of its  starters later played in successful college programs.  Perhaps Lincoln’s best player was Kurt Engelbert, a big-boned six-foot five-inch forward who would later be named to several All-America teams while playing for St. Joseph’s College.  Lincoln had two other players who were taller than Engelbert and were strong rebounders.  The board strength of those players would leave Engelbert free to move around the court where he could shoot with deadly accuracy from almost any distance.


When the game started, Lincoln went directly at Chamberlain under the basket and then passed the ball out to Engelbert who was waiting alone in the corner.  Kurt raised the ball easily above his forehead and with a very slight jumping motion, released the shot which arched smoothly through the hoop and into the net.  Eleven more times Lincoln High would run that same play — and eleven consecutive times Kurt Engelbert would miss the shot.  It was the worst day of his life.  Kurt’s friends would tease him mercilessly about it for years to come.  But Lincoln’s loss to Overbrook High played an important role in the history of basketball in Philadelphia.  It helped to set up The Game, Overbrook High versus West Catholic for the City Championship.


In those days, the City Championship game – particularly in football and basketball – was a very big thing.  Television was in its infancy.  There was very little competition for the attention of local sports fans.  Besides, the teams were usually evenly matched and they knew each other from the playgrounds.  But so large loomed the rising star of Wilton Chamberlain that very few persons in Philadelphia had any doubt about the outcome of this particular game.  West Catholic was a “smart” basketball team but none of its players had the height or the physical presence to deal with Wilt.


  The local papers joked about the way that West Catholic practiced for the game.  A table from the cafeteria was placed in the foul lane, just in front of one of the baskets.  Joe McGinn, then a member of the JV team, stood on the table, pretended to be Wilt and swatted away any shots that were taken too close to the basket.  But everyone knew that Wilt was not a table.  He could move and he would not stay in one place.  As the game day drew close, Wilt added to the interest.  Years later, West Catholic grads embellished the story and recalled that Wilt walked across his West Philadelphia neighborhood to West Catholic.  When he reached the school grounds and the wrought iron fence that is about chest high to most persons, Wilt simply stepped over the fence as though it was curb-high and waved to the students in their classrooms.  Emotions ran high.


The night of The Game, the Palestra was packed to its rounded rafters.  It was the showdown.  West Catholic unveiled a surprise defense, a 1-2-2 zone.  The four players in the back converged on Wilt Chamberlain.  The point man had to do the best he could with Overbrook’s four other players.  The idea was to shut down Chamberlain at the cost of letting the other four players do their damnedest.  On the offensive end of the court, the plan was to handle the ball carefully and to take high percentage shots.  There would be precious few offensive rebounds for West.  The pressure would fall on West Catholic’s guards, particularly the team captain, Billy Lindsay.


You had to be there.  It is almost impossible to describe to someone who has never been there the rolling thunder of the Palestra jam-packed with nearly nine thousand rabid fans whose very existence seems to depend on the ebb and flow of a critical basketball game.  Wilt broke through the four-man straitjacket to score 29 hard-earned points while grabbing 27 rebounds.  The rest of the Overbrook team managed only 13 points among them.  But the heart and the soul of the game was Billy Lindsay.  Billy Lindsay took only thirteen shots -- and made twelve of them, scoring a game-high 32 points!  West Catholic won, and by the impressive margin of 54-42.  Lindsay led the fast breaks that gave West the lead and then he controlled the ball on offense, forcing Overbrook’s defense to come out away from the basket, creating scoring opportunities.  West Catholic had defied the odds.  Billy Lindsay was the toast of the town.  Billy Lindsay was Cinderella!  And then, over the next two years, he turned into a pumpkin.


Lindsay accepted a scholarship to LaSalle College, the local basketball power at that time.  The next year, when freshman Lindsay was ineligible to play on the varsity, LaSalle won the NCAA Championship.  The year after that, LaSalle finished second in the NCAA Tournament to the University of San Francisco. USF was led by Bill Russell who most people remember from his days with the Boston Celtics and his individual “wars” with Wilt Chamberlain.  But 1955 proved to be a difficult year for LaSalle College.  There were rumors of dissension within the basketball program.  Tom Gola graduated (and was promptly drafted by the U.S. Army).  The basketball coach resigned.  And Billy Lindsay dropped out of school.  It was as though he stepped off the end of the earth.  He dropped out of sight completely.  But people continued to talk about The Game and, with each retelling, it became larger than life.


Sometime in the early 1970's, there was a “reunion” of the crowd that had summered in Margate, New Jersey in the early 1960's.  The reunion was held at the old General Wayne Inn in Merion.  With a great deal of trepidation, we showed up to see whether anyone else had gained as much weight, lost as much hair, or generally looked older than the rest.  It was a pretty good turnout.  We had the run of the entire Inn and two of the upstairs rooms were reserved for our group.  Whoever had planned the affair did a good job because there were several bars, including one in the upstairs back room that was staffed by two bartenders.  I signaled to the stocky one who was wearing glasses that I wanted a beer.  He walked over to a tub of ice and pulled out a bottle of Heinneken’s and opened it with a quick twist of the wrist.  After a cursory exchange of comments, I paid for the beer and walked into the adjacent room.  That was the only time that I met Billy Lindsay.  Joe Boyle told me who it was after I had walked away from the bar.  Later, I looked over at the back bar during the evening.  It was always packed with people in animated conversation with Lindsay.  They were replaying The Game.


West Catholics have a compulsion to discuss The Game under any circumstances — and when they were with Billy Lindsay, it was almost like praying.  I am reminded of my own reluctance to mention the Overbrook game to Kurt Engelbert.  Dom Zambino did not share that reluctance.  Almost every week on the way to St. Joseph’s College, Dom would find occasion to mention Kurt’s eleven shots from the corner in the game against Wilt.  I would wince but Kurt would smile and laugh — he had put the whole thing behind him.  Kurt’s concerns were in the present, the recently established Big Five basketball competition and the demands of his new coach, Jack Ramsay.  That outlook served him well.  Engelbert was named to the All-Big 5 team twice and, thirty years later, was inducted into the Big 5 Basketball Hall of Fame.  


A year or two after the induction, cancer caught up with him.  The last time I saw Kurt was in the hospital and, although we talked about a lot of basketball, I can assure you that there was no mention whatever of his game against Overbrook High in 1953.  But I suspect that wherever Billy Lindsay went, everyone asked him about The Game, and that would inevitably lead to what he had done since that time and things that might have been.


The culture of West Catholics is such that it compels them to hold “benefit nights” at the early warning signs of bad news.  In many respects, it is like the tradition of Irish Wakes where the ice served both to preserve the remains and to cool the beer.  When Billy Lindsay’s cancer was diagnosed, the inevitable benefit was scheduled.  Ernie Beck, a West Catholic alumnus who was an All-America basketball player for Penn, wrote to Wilt Chamberlain in California and told Wilt about Lindsay.  Wilt did not come back for the benefit but he did write a letter.  


Beck read it to the crowd.  Wilt apologized for his poor handwriting but reminded everyone that he did not go to Catholic schools where Palmer penmanship was stressed.  He said that he often thought about what great times he would have had if he had gone to Catholic school and had been able to play with Billy Lindsay and the rest of the West Catholic team.  But Wilt said that could not have been.  It would have hurt his career.  After all, he would not have been able to score because, at West Catholic, the guards took all of the shots.  Let the record show that, forty-four years after the buzzer sounded, Wilt Chamberlain scored the last shot of The Game.
Postscript.


On October 12, 1999, Wilton Chamberlain passed away, the victim of an apparent heart attack, at age 63 years.
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