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of the greatest eras in the history of
Montanz high school baskethall.

OnMarch 15,1969, a crowd of
estimated at 10,700 — regarded as
the biggest in Montana high school
history — jammed into the Montana
State University Fieldhiouse for the last
game of the Big 32 state tournament,

It was a memorable endtoa
memorable time when the under-sized
Laurel Locomaotives outlasted the
Flathead Braves of Kalispell 57-54 in
overtime, Playing without a starter
over 6-foot-2, the Locomotives,

EDITOR’S NOTE: Ed West is u for-
mer Guzette sporls writer and is widely
recognized as one of the foremost
- authorities on the history of high school
sports in Montana,

By ED WEST

; Special To The Gazetie
3 hen the championship games
Wof the boys and girls State AA
. tournament finish Saturday
- night, it will not only mark the pass-
g lingof another season, but also of one
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(5 years ago, Laurel caplured a state title for the ages
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coached by legendary Don Peterson,
outdueled the Braves, who towered
over them with the likes of 6-foot-]0
Brent Wilson (he was listed at 6-1]
the following season) and 6-7 Don
Grovom. 1
The victory capped a magical i
season for Laurel which finished 26-0
and clajmed the school’s first stste
championship.
Along the way the Locomotives
beat Billings Senior, Great Falls CMR

Pratan g Son St aed Bt BN
Laurel coach Don Peterson is iterviewed by a radio

Please see Big 32, C7 bmadasteraﬂerﬂudmuﬂpm
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to start college that fa))
helped launch my 25—;;:3
career as g nNewspaper re-
pnrlc:1 and editor,
en the week of
state Big 32 tournament 2:?
rived, Norm made an offer
T couldn't refyse: would |
like to accompany him and
Gazette columnist Addi-
son Bragg in Bozeman dur-
ing the event? Although 1
didn’t write stories from
the tournament — | was a
“gofer” grabbing statistics
and refreshments for Norm
and Addison — | saw Lau-
rel's march to the title from
a prime spot, the courtside
press table,

Laurel finished 26-0,and
the Don Peterson-coached
Locomotives tacked on four
more wins the next season
to extend their winning
streakto30 games. Kalispell
finished with a sterling 22-4
record and won the 1970
state AA championship.

1f ever there were a David

vs. Goliath matchup, Laurel |

vs. Kalispell was it. Laurel
had 431 students at the start
of the 1968-69 school year,
compared with Kalispell's
enrollment that was more
than three times larger,
1,378 students.

Kalispell wasn’t the only
large school the Locomo-
tives defeated that year.
They edged Billings Senior
(nearly 2,000 students) at
the Brones’ gym and eas-
ily beat Bozeman (902 stu-
dents) twice during the reg-
ular season. They outlasted
Great Falls Russell (about
1,700 students) at the Rus-
tlers' gym to win the divi-
sional championship. And
they opened state tourna-
ment play by whipping Mis-
soula Hellgate (more than
1,700 students).

Kalispell also had a de-
cided height advantage over
Laurel. The Braves’ front
line included 6-foot-11 all-
stater Brent Wilson, 6-7
Don Groven and 6-4 Greg
Ellingson.

The Locomotives an-
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Photos by Jim Scottand Art Armistrong
Laurel's Lee Perrigo (24) and Kalispell's Gary Stoick (10) jump for a rebound during the
championship game.

stalwarts, smooth-shooting  bell, one of the finest play- ening cheers for the Loco-

all-state forward Tom Per- makers in Montana prep
rigo and steady rebounder history, carned all-state
Jerry Bygren. honors at Billings Central as
The Locomotives had a junior before transferring
reached the previous three to archrival Laurel for his
traits helped overcome Big 32 state tournaments, senior year,
the fact that no starter on but the addition of senior One unforgettable mem-
Laurel’s senior-dominated guard Alan Campbell put ory I have of championship

team was taller than its 6-2 themontopin1969. Camp- night is the almost-deaf-

swered with quickness, an
outstanding matchup zone
defense and, on occasion,
a full-court press. Those

motives from the packed
arena. Besides apparently
everyone living in Laurel,
the Locomotives seemed to
have nearly everybody else
on their side. Their support
certainly dwarfed that pro-
vided by the smaller section
of Kalispell fans.

When the final buzzer
sounded, I stood perhaps
six feet away from Wilson.
Laurel had double- and
triple-teamed him — some-
times putting even four
players on him, daring the
Braves to try scoring from
outside. The tactic worked,
despite Kalispell’s rebound-
ing advantage. 1t didn't help
the Braves’ cause that Wil-
son and Groven fouled out
late in regulation play.

I remember Wilson
shaking his head in disbelief
at the outcome, but I didn’t
clearly hear what he may
have said.

Perhaps he was think-
ing about what had hap-
pened with less than a min-
ute remaining in the fourth
quarter and the score tied
at S3." Laurel, trying for
a final shot, lost the ball
when Campbell was called
for traveling. Braves for-
ward Jim Otten tried a long
jumper, missed, and Wilson
grabbed the rebound. He
saw Ellingson alone under-
neath the basket and passed
to him, but Ellingson lost
the ball out of bounds.

Conversing recently
from his home in Arizona,
Braves’ center Wilson re-
called the lasting what-
might-have-been for the
Braves and their fans:

“I somehow got it,

c7

1-
turned and saw Greg E
lingson standing under g:e
basket. He looked up S
ball hithiminthe hands"an
bounced out of bounds. "
wilson then got calle
for his fifth foul. That sent
Perrigo to the line fora ong-
and-one with two seconds
left in regulation play, but
perrigo missed the first
shot, preserving the tie.
Inovertime, Bygren sank
two free throws to give Lau-
rel a 55-53 lead. Both teams
squandered sub§equent opc-1
portunities, Ellingson an
Perrigo missing free throws
before Ellingson sar}k a
charity shot to make it 55-
54. Seconds later, the Lo-
comotives put together the
play that iced their win
Peterson called a time-
out with about a minute
left and positioned the Lo-
comotives in a four-corner
offense. The tactic required
discipline and the patience
to wait for a good shot.
The play paid off, thanks

' to the other Perrigo on the

Locomotives’ roster, Tom’s
5-8 cousin Lee.

Lee Perrigo, a transfer
from Worland, Wyo., at
the start of his senior year,
retired last October from
the Cenex refinery after 37
years employment there.
Interviewed at his home in
Laurel in February, Perrigo
said he remembered see-
ing the four-corner scheme
made famous by North
Carolina coach Dean Smith
onTV. .

“We had not used it (in a
game), but we had practiced
it.”

“In that four corners, if
somebody leaves you, you
cut to the basket. I cut to
the basket just like I was
taught. I got the ball back
and scored on a layup. They
were the last points scored
inthe Big 32,” he said.

Lee Perrigo’s bucket
made it 57-54. Kalispell's
Gary Stoick missed a
20-footer and, although
Laurel got the rebound, the
Braves regained possession
withnine secondsleft. They
couldn't get a shot off, how-
ever, and the Locomotives
reigned over the Big 32.

““It was a good game,
but we threw it away,” a
slightly rueful Wilson said
almost 45 years later.

Later that night, the
lights went out — in the
fieldhouse and on a remark-
able era in Montana sports.
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and Bozeman, They also
played familiar foes of today
including Billings Central,
Glendive, Hardin, Miles
City and Sidney.

With players like even-
tual ajl- tournament selec-

tions, Tom Perrigo, Alan

ves in co

1\35(1 :f the time ag r:;r‘:) ,
N 18 times b

kil Y 10 or more

They coulq beafr
. ustrat-
Ing team to play. If La\l:stel
g smally
its defense ang freZStt}lS?)&

Te too
overcome. Ak to

Senior’s B
closest to kn;(;z?:gc E:hmee[t,he
f 0-
comotives off, falling 57-5¢
In a December meeting in
Billings. Lewistown putupa
battle, being tied after thrie
quartersbefore losing 56-53,

In the regular seaso fi.
nale, Laurel met riva] pj]).
ings Central. The game was
moved from Central to West
to accommodate a larger
crowd. A packed-house
watched the Locomotiveg
subdue the Rams 71-62.

In the Division 1 tourna-
ment, the Locomotives had
toface a good CMR outfit on
its home court in the cham-
pionship game. Laurel man-
aged to pull out a 52-47 vic-
tory toputitsrecord at 23-0.

Then it was on to state
where a talented field, which
included defending cham-
pion Wolf Point, awaited.

In a preview story for
the tournament, Gazette
sports editor Norm Clarke,
listed the enrollments of
the schools. CMR was the
largest at 2,363 followed by
Flathead 1,761, Missoula
Hellgate 1,735, Anaconda
864, Butte Central 413 (boys
only), Sidney 602, Laurel
559 and Wolf Point 458.

That was the thing about
the Big 32. It came down to
how good your team was
rather than the size of the
school.

The league began in
1963-64 and was originally
30 schools with nine from
AA, 12 from A (including
Laurel) and nine from B.
Hellgate eventually joinedin
1964-65 and CMR in 1965-

——r Photos try Jim Scott and AR Armetrong
urel’s Jerry Bygren (34) goes up high to grab a rebound duri
the Locomotives” semifinal win over Butte Central

ng

Photos By Jim SCott and ATt Rrmstrong

69 to complete four divi-
sions of eight teams each.

Powerful Missoula
County began the new set-
up by steamrolling its way
to the championship. The
Spartans, in the midst of a
56-game winning streak,
Tan up a 27-0 record and
won by an average of 33.5
points a game.

The smaller schools then
began to make their mark.
Columbia Falls, fresh out of
the B ranks, made it to the
championship game in 1965.
The Wildcats fell in the final
seconds 62-61 to Great Falls.

In the next couple of
years, two other former B
schools would surpass the
Wildcats’ accomplishment.

In 1966, Libby toppled
Columbia Falls in the di-
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visional tournament, and
S ¥

went on to claim the state
title. The Loggers, which
had future Montana gov-
ernor Marc Racicot in the
lineup, edged West 62-61 in
the semifinals and clipped
Hellgate 72-70 for the title.
Two years later Wolf
Point made its run. Led by
6-4 Willie Weeks and 6-9
John Weeks, the Wolves
outlasted Great Falls (and
49 points by 6-7 Bison cen-
ter Ray Howard) 82-79 in
double overtime before pol-
ishing off Flathead 71-55 in
the championship game.
Entering the 1969 tour-
ney, Wolf Point was 21-2 and
ready for amuch anticipated
matchup with Laurel in the
semifinals. The dream game
never happened, thanks
to scrappy Butte Central,

‘which slowed down the

high-scoring Wolves in the
first round and won 46-40,

Laurel hadn't had any
trouble with its opener,
winning 71-47 over Hell-
gate. Undaunted by Butte
Central's upset, ~Laurel
managed to get past the
Maroons 63-56 and then
toppled Flathead to take its
place in history.

But after that year, a
school Laurel's size would
not have a chance to com-
pete with the largest pro-
grams in a state tourna-
ment.

In 1969-70, the largest
16 schools were designated
Class AA and the rest, Lau-
rel among them, became
Class A. The present-day
AAhas 14 schools and A has
22.

Certainly, the larger
schools probably didn't like
losing to the smaller ones,
but it wasn't like they didn’t
have any highlights dur-
ing that period. Senior and
West played one of the great
championship games in
1967 with the Broncs win-
ning 69-67 in overtime.

West qualified for the Big
32 tournament five of the
six years it was in existence.
Missoula County/Sentinel
went four times and Senior
made it three times.

Overall, 21 of the 32
schools appeared in at least
one tournament.

The only larger school
not to make it was Hel-
ena, although the Bengals
were seconds away in 1966.
Lewistown scored in the fi-
nal seconds to beat Helena
for the Division 1 champi-
onship and the Bengals then
lost to Laurel in a challenge
game.

But, on the other end,
there were probably a num-
ber of smaller schools who
didn’t like their chances of
getting to many state tour-
naments had the Big 32 re-
mained in place.

There are still games be-
tween AA-A teams, but it’s
not quite the same as bat-
tling in a divisional or state
tournament  atmosphere.
Laurel’s current schedules
include the Billings AA
schools and the Locomo-
tives did play the Great Falls
teams in the early 1970s.
But there’s been no chance
for them to play Bozeman
or Flathead or the Hel-
ena schools since the Big 32
ended.

_ A big reason, of course, ¥

is that economics have
changed for activities bud-
gets over the years, par-
ticularly with the addition
of girls sports (You won-
der what kind of memories
a girls Big 32 could have
produced).  Regionalized
scheduling has helped re-
ducetravel. Overnight trips,
except for tournaments, are
mostly gone.

It’s quite possible the
interest in the Big 32 would
have waned if the AA
schools had started to dom-
inate, which seems likely, at

least judging from the inter
classresults over the past 21
years or 5o,

Then again, you wonder
what some of the Livingston
and Glendive teams of the
80s, the Dillon and Colum-
bia Falls teams of the Jast |5
years and the Laurel teams
of the last few seasons
might have done in such a
setup.

Tonight marks 45 years
to the day of the last Big 22
game. Maybe the Locomo-
tives and a by-gone era de
serve atip of the cap.
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z TREK 21 SPEED RACING/MOUNTAIN BIKE
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3 $2,000 on our new
Automatic Payout
WIN COLD, HARD CASH.
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g RESTAURANT
§ SEE OUR NEW MENU
$
$

& DINNER SPECIALS

FRIDAY: FISH & CHIPS
SATURDAY: MEATLOAF

SUNDAY: CHICKEN PARMESAN

FREE BLOODY MARY

SATURDAY & SUNDAY, 8AM - NOON
WITH PURCHASE OF BREAKFAST ENTREE UPON REQUEST

FULL SERVICE RESTAURANT,
BAR, CASINO

DAL LLLLA

Roy Johns President

N CADILLAC JAX

: CASINO, SPORTS BAR & RESTAURANT

$ S
$ S
g Thank you for your business. ;

7 1744 GRAND AVE. « BILUNGS « 839-2352 ™ ¢
7. OPEN TODAY 8AM UNTIL 2AM hf
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