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The quotation in the article title is from Sharon R. Mote, circular letter, 8 Mar. 1929, 
folder 754, box 74, Pierre Indian School, Decimal Correspondence Files, 1926–1956, 
Records of the Bureau of Indian Affairs, Record Group (RG) 75, National Archives 
and Records Administration, Central Plains Region, Kansas City, Mo. (hereafter cited 
NARA-CPR).

W A D E  D A V I E S

In March of 1929, twelve boys’ and girls’ basketball teams represent-
ing eight American Indian boarding schools met to play an all-Indian-
school tournament in Rapid City, South Dakota. The tournament was 
the bittersweet culmination of an effort by its main promoter to begin 
both an annual basketball event and an Indian-school athletic associa-
tion. Sharon Roscoe Mote, superintendent of the Rapid City Indian 
School, strongly advocated team athletics as a means to build school 
spirit and individual character and believed that an annual tourna-
ment would provide inexpensive, exciting competitive opportunities 
for Indian-school teams. He also envisioned the yearly contest as a way 
to bring together the non-Indian officials who ran the Indian schools 
in South Dakota and its neighboring states to form and manage an 
athletic association. In Mote’s view, a formal organization could better 
coordinate the schools’ competitive athletic programs and, at the same 
time, foster cooperative relationships, enabling them to serve their stu-
dents more effectively in a variety of ways.
 After two disappointing efforts in 1927 and 1928, Mote succeeded 
in bringing together American Indian student athletes, non-Indian-
school officials, and Rapid City spectators for a tournament in 1929. The 
event, however, had little impact on relations among  institutions— the 
tournament would not be repeated, and the association idea had died 
even before the first tipoff. The story of Mote’s efforts demonstrates 
how influential and proactive individual superintendents could be in 
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directing competitive basketball in the Indian schools while also giv-
ing insight into why it was difficult for these officials to coordinate 
their interscholastic programs.
 The majority of the teams Mote would invite to participate in 
his tournaments came from federal boarding schools administered 
through the United States Office of Indian Affairs. Each school operat-
ed under the authority of a superintendent like Mote who, depending 
on whether he served at an off-reservation or on-reservation school, 
often had a variety of other administrative duties. The schools had 
much in common. Most importantly, federal Indian policy directed 
them to promote the assimilation of American Indians into broader 
society. This focus meant that acknowledgement of native cultures and 
identities in the schools was restricted, although after 1900 the schools 
tended to acknowledge native cultures in stereotypical ways (perhaps 
explaining why the uniforms of some of the teams at the 1929 tourna-
ment displayed stereotypical Plains Indian nicknames and imagery). 
The curricula at federal boarding schools was similar, combining limit-
ed academic training with manual labor and vocational training.1 Dur-
ing the 1920s, the Indian schools also shared the problem of chronic 
underfunding that limited their abilities to implement national poli-
cies or local initiatives. Like the Rapid City Indian School, many of the 
schools that participated in the 1929 tournament enrolled students 
from multiple tribes but had particularly large numbers of Lakota, or 
western Sioux, students.2

 Although the schools had common goals and functioned under 
similar conditions, officials did not find it easy to coordinate their ef-
forts, especially when it came to athletics. The Indian schools in North 
Dakota and South Dakota were geographically isolated from peer in-
stitutions, and their competitive athletics were ad-hoc programs with 
little direction from authorities in Washington, D.C. They belonged to 
no state or interinstitutional athletic associations, so the superinten-
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dents had considerable authority over their own programs but little 
financial assistance to help them exercise that authority. It was diffi-
cult, therefore, for Mote or any other superintendent to compel his 
peers to accept a long-term organizational scheme for athletics that 
would require the commitment of limited resources and the forfeiture 
of autonomy.
 While the schools had certain commonalities, they also differed in 
ways that complicated interscholastic competitions. Some, like Saint 
Francis Mission on the Rosebud Indian Reservation, were adminis-
tered by the Roman Catholic Church or other sectarian bodies. These 
schools shared the assimilationist goals of their government counter-
parts, but they were not under Indian Office authority and had no 
particular desire to work within organizational structures created by 
the government schools. Student enrollment numbers also varied con-
siderably from one institution to another, depending on whether they 
were located off or on a reservation (the former schools tending to 
have an older and larger student body). Of the schools Mote asked to 
participate in tournaments, Rapid City Indian School, which enrolled 
350 students in 1928, was most comparable to Pierre and Flandreau, the 
other off-reservation schools in the state.3 The smaller on-reservation 
schools tended to have weaker basketball teams and fewer financial 
resources, creating a reluctance on the part of officials to spend money 
to travel when their teams were likely to suffer defeats at the hands of 
the larger schools.4

 Mote may have underestimated the factors working against his 
tournament and association plans, but he had picked the right sport to 
serve as his focus. Although football was more popular than basketball 
at the biggest Indian schools in the country, many schools had students 
who were too young and/or had insufficient funds to sponsor football 
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teams. Educators often considered basketball, unlike football and 
baseball, to be appropriate for both sexes, allowing a larger number of 
students to participate. With its smaller team sizes, lower equipment 
costs, and greater accessibility than other major team sports, the prac-
tical game had spread nationwide following its invention in Massachu-
setts in 1891. Already a popular Indian-school sport by the late 1920s, 
basketball was a popular indoor winter-spring game with non-Indian 
spectators throughout the northern plains, as well.5

 The adoption of basketball by the Indian schools was nationally ap-
proved and locally driven. Despite some controversy about the util-
ity of sports in schools, government and church authorities generally 
approved of basketball and other team athletics as means to improve 
student health, teach social values, and demonstrate to spectators their 
schools’ successes in preparing students for citizenship.6 The Indian 
Office officially recognized basketball as a desirable activity in 1914, 
but this recognition did not lead to the creation of a governing struc-
ture for interscholastic competition, nor did it translate into signifi-
cant financial support for Indian-school teams.7 During Mote’s tenure 
at Rapid City, Commissioner of Indian Affairs Charles H. Burke had 
little to say about how the local agency superintendents who served 
beneath him ran their school basketball programs.8
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 It took more than the local superintendent to make basketball a 
popular component of school life. In some cases, staff members or the 
students themselves introduced the game and became enthusiastic 
promoters and participants.9 A truly successful interscholastic program 
also required talented and motivated student athletes, of whom there 
were many in the Indian schools. Where the sport thrived in a school 
as an interscholastic sport, however, the superintendent usually played 
a leading role. Superintendents and their coaches pieced together ad-
hoc season schedules, relying on gate receipts for funds.10 They com-
monly enlisted opposing teams by negotiating through written corre-
spondence with their counterparts, agreeing to split the proceeds from 
ticket sales and offering return games. On occasion, they arranged for 
games with other Indian-school teams, but most of their opponents 
were non-Indian high schools, and some were college and semipro-
fessional barnstorming teams. The superintendents and coaches also 
negotiated with each new opponent to agree upon player-eligibility 
standards and rules of play.11

 Like many of his fellow superintendents, Mote was a strong pro-
ponent of school sports, and he was as resourceful as any of his peers 
in building an athletic program at Rapid City. Born in Piqua, Ohio, in 
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1886, Mote had been raised by Methodist parents with Quaker roots. 
His devotion to a career in education and his belief in the importance 
of accessible athletic programs in schools may have been prompted in 
part by his brother Raymond, the athletic director for public schools 
in Piqua, his sister Hilda, also an Indian-school educator, and his wife 
Mary, a fellow teacher from his hometown. Mote had earned a degree 
from the Quaker-run Earlham College in Richmond, Indiana, before 
departing on a career of institutional service. He first worked as a 
school principal in the Philippines, where he also organized the build-
ing of schools for local residents, and then served as a first lieutenant 
and military flight instructor during World War I. His career as an In-
dian Office educator began in 1920 at the Carson School in Nevada, 
and he would continue to work in Indian education for the duration of 
his professional life.12

 Perhaps influenced by the Quaker tradition, Mote was particularly 
concerned with bettering American Indians and using education to 
prepare them for lives as productive citizens. He also demonstrated a 
progressive’s dedication to reform and efficiency. A Scottish Rite Ma-
son and Rotary Club member, Mote was a skilled social networker who 

Rule-oriented but also progressive, 
Sharon Roscoe Mote had a long career in 
Indian education.
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believed in the importance of establishing and maintaining institu-
tional order and interinstitutional coordination.13 He was dedicated to 
serving his charges, but like many of his colleagues, he was ethnocentric 
and authoritarian in his approach to Indian education. Historian Scott 
Riney, in his study of the Rapid City Indian School, has demonstrated 
that Mote was a strict disciplinarian for whom the “maintenance of 
order was paramount” in his relations with school staff and students.14 
A rules-oriented administrator, Mote was nevertheless innovative and 
dedicated to improving the quality of his school. He endeavored to 
meet his students’ basic needs while working tirelessly to build an ath-
letic program.
 Before moving to Rapid City, Mote had served as assistant super-
intendent of the Haskell Institute, an off-reservation federal Indian 
boarding school in Lawrence, Kansas. Best known for its football 
achievements, Haskell had begun supporting basketball teams in the 
1890s. When Mote became superintendent at Rapid City in the sum-
mer of 1925, he sought to enhance the school’s social activities and ath-
letics and began modeling student extracurricular activities after those 
at Haskell. Local conditions, however, forced him to modify these 
plans. Enrollment at the Rapid City school was approximately one-
quarter that of Haskell’s, and its students were younger, on average, 
with those who finished the tenth grade either concluding their stud-
ies or transferring to Haskell, which offered grades eleven and twelve. 
Because football was a male-only sport requiring larger enrollments, 
older students, and expensive equipment, Mote opted to devote his 
energy to developing sports for both boys and girls of varying ages. 
These activities included track-and-field events, a variety of intramural 
sports, and, in the winter, basketball.15
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 Formally, a student-activities association oversaw all athletics at the 
Rapid City Indian School, but Mote made key financial and organi-
zational decisions, taking the lead in promoting both intramural and 
interscholastic basketball.16 In a 1926 memorandum to his faculty and 
staff, he outlined a basketball program, urging employees to encour-
age interested students to practice “whether they have had previous 
experiences or not.”17 He then authored a flurry of letters, negotiating 
with his peers in the Indian Office, as well as at the Catholic boarding 
schools and local non-Indian high schools, to schedule home and away 
games for the boys’ and girls’ teams alike.18

 Mote was willing to build his program in the ad-hoc style his peers 
employed but found this system unsatisfactory. Instead, he looked for 
ways to create consistent and standardized competitive opportuni-
ties for his teams through association membership. Mote turned first 
to the only governing structure in the region, applying in 1926 for 
membership in the South Dakota High School Athletic Association 
(SDHSAA). Founded in 1905, the association was one of many bod-
ies established to set player-eligibility standards and provide official 
avenues for athletic teams to claim state championships. Membership 
in the SDHSAA would aid Mote in scheduling games with the associa-
tion’s member teams and give his school the chance to enter the state 
basketball tournament, which the SDHSAA had begun sponsoring in 
1916. The association denied the application, however, citing rules that 
automatically excluded nonpublic schools. Rapid City and other Indi-
an-school teams in South Dakota could play against association teams 
only in arranged games or in open invitational tournaments.19
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 Denied membership in the SDHSAA, Mote initiated his efforts to 
establish an Indian-school basketball tournament and, subsequently, 
an athletic association paralleling the state model. Mote was not at-
tempting to create a system of segregated competitive play, which 
would have run counter to the Indian schools’ assimilationist agen-
das.20 Rather, he wanted his teams to continue playing non-Indian op-
ponents while also belonging to the sort of organized interscholastic 
system that the SDHSAA represented. His correspondence about the 
Indian-school association does not reveal whether he intended it to 
parallel the SDHSAA for the long term or whether it was to serve as a 
temporary measure while the Indian schools continued to seek mem-
bership in the state organization.
 Mote either had not fully formulated or wished not to reveal his for-
mal association plans when he took the first step in 1927 to organize an 
all-Indian-school basketball tournament. He would not refer to a for-
mal association until the following year, but he spoke of cooperation 
among institutions as early as March of 1927 in a letter circulated to all 

This view shows the Rapid City Indian School campus sometime before 1923, when the 
old classroom building at center burned down. Pictured at left is the girls’ dormitory. 

 20. In 1928, for example, he solicited games with Newell and Piedmont high schools 
in South Dakota. See correspondence in folder 754, box 26, RCIS.
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Indian-school superintendents in South Dakota and to those at Wahpe-
ton, North Dakota; Genoa, Nebraska; and Pipestone, Minnesota. Mote 
proposed that a tournament be held at the Pierre Indian School later 
that month. The event, he wrote, would provide a forum “so that the 
Indian schools in this State and others nearby might have more close 
and friendly inter-school relations.” It would also be an inexpensive 
way for the money-strapped school teams to play several games for the 
cost of a single trip. Mote asked Pierre Indian School superintendent 
Claude R. Whitlock to board the visiting teams and host the games, 
citing Pierre as a central location for all those invited. Each basket-
ball team would take care of its own travel expenses, but gate receipts 
would be divided among the participants. Both boys’ and girls’ teams 
would be included and, rather than using single-elimination brackets, 
every team was guaranteed the opportunity to play multiple contests.21

 Unfortunately, Mote had initiated his first tournament plan late 
in the season and without considering the fact that most schools had 
already scheduled or completed their participation in other year-end 
invitational tournaments. Some of the South Dakota boarding schools, 
including Saint Francis, Holy Rosary, and Pine Ridge, had a history of 
playing in a large interstate invitational tournament at Chadron Nor-
mal School in Nebraska. That non-state-sanctioned event pitted these 
Indian teams against the best high-school teams in Nebraska, Wyo-
ming, Colorado, and South Dakota. Pine Ridge Indian School had won 
two previous Class B division championships at Chadron and consid-
ered that late-February event to be the high point of their basketball 
calendar. Saint Francis not only played at Chadron but also sought an 
invitation to the National Catholic Interscholastic Basketball Tour-
nament in Chicago in March of 1927. Genoa Indian School, unlike its 
South Dakota counterparts, had been admitted to its state athletic as-
sociation and hoped to compete in the Nebraska state tournament.22 
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Superintendents from these schools were not interested in extending 
their seasons or missing out on other established tournaments to par-
ticipate in Mote’s event.
 Whitlock agreed to host the 1927 tournament but warned Mote 
that the regional round of the state high-school tournament was being 
played only a few days prior to the proposed event and that the public 
was likely to be “fed up” with basketball. As a result, gate receipts prob-
ably would not cover team expenses.23 To make matters worse, only 
Pierre, Flandreau, and Pine Ridge agreed to participate, and the latter 
team subsequently pulled out, citing inadequate funds and insufficient 
time for making travel arrangements. Most disappointing was Mote’s 
inability to bring in the best-known Indian team in South Dakota. The 
Saint Francis “Scarlet Warriors,” coached by William J. Birmingham, 
were sought-after opponents, well known for their speed, accurate 
shooting, and excellent ball handling. Mote needed the Catholic mis-
sion-school squad to lend legitimacy to his event and increase public 
interest, but Birmingham told Mote they could not fit the Pierre event 
into their active schedule.24 As a result, the 1927 tournament at Pierre 
never took place. Once Saint Francis declined to participate, the event 
was cancelled because, as the Sioux Falls Daily Argus-Leader noted, their 
involvement was considered “necessary for the success of the event.”25

 Despite this disappointment, Mote began arranging another tour-
nament for 1928—this time tied to his plan for a formal association. In 
January, he proposed a “second annual” Indian-school tournament, 
explaining that the competition would help to establish a “Northern 
Indian School Association” (NISA) devised to meet the need “for clos-
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er cooperation in inter-Indian school activities.”26 Modeled after the 
SDHSAA, Mote’s proposed association included the schools he had in-
vited to his tournament the previous spring. He circulated a draft con-
stitution for the organization with a mission statement that centered 
on bringing together government and mission schools “to promote in-
ter-Indian school athletics, to stimulate fair play and to extend the op-
portunity for literary contests in declamation, oratory, and debate.”27

 The combining of athletics with oratory and other academic pursuits 
reflected both a nationwide tendency for state associations to link those 
activities and Mote’s own emphasis on the mutually reinforcing rela-
tionship of sports and academics. Member schools would be subject to 
association rules and eligible to participate in any sponsored contests. 
An elected executive board composed of Indian-school superinten-
dents would govern the association. Only currently enrolled students 
under the age of twenty-one could compete on the teams, mirroring 
the eligibility standards the SDHSAA had established in 1906.28 Mote 
urged attendance at the 1928 basketball tournament, where the visiting 
superintendents could meet to “talk over and definitely decide upon 
a [NISA] constitution and rules.” In subsequent years, the tournament 
could continue to double as an annual meeting for the association.29

 The other superintendents rebuffed Mote, offering a variety of rea-
sons for rejecting the NISA. Pipestone Indian School superintendent 
James W. Balmer told Mote that although he understood “the bene-
fits that would be derived from such an association in fostering clean 
sportsmanship in the athletic activities of our Indian schools,” he de-
clined to join, “as the points at which these tournaments would be held 
are so great that we would not be able to attend owing to a lack [of ] 
funds for athletic purposes.”30 Carl Stevens of Wahpeton Indian School 
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agreed that the association was a good idea but stated that “financial 
obligations” barred his institution from participating. “We have a hard 
time supporting our basket ball and baseball with local high school 
teams,” he wrote. “To get from here to Rapid City by train is out of the 
question. . . . You folks go on and organize and give us a chance to come 
in later.”31 Birmingham also turned Mote down, explaining that “it is 
wise, for us at least, and for the time being, not to commit ourselves to 
the [NISA] because of the fact that this will be my last year at St. Fran-
cis, and we are not certain just what will happen to the athletics.”32

 In a letter to his superintendent, Charles M. Ziebach, Rosebud In-
dian School principal Charles H. Allender urged the rejection of both 
Mote’s basketball tournament and the association plan. Mote’s pro-
posal was not right for his school, Allender contended, citing excessive 
travel expenses and the fact that Rosebud’s “younger and smaller” ath-
letes would not be able to compete with those of Rapid City. The Rose-
bud principal also argued that Mote’s tournament created too many 
athletic obligations for the year. “As too much athletics is detrimental 
to a school,” he observed, “I would not advise taking on more” or ac-
cepting an association system “so remote from our own locality.” His 
response hints at a concern other Indian Office employees may have 
shared. Existing interracial invitational tournaments offered Indian-
school teams opportunities to interact “with the white boys and girls of 
the localities in which they live,” Allender wrote, “and to some extent 
they learn the ways of the white people with whom they will no doubt 
be associated with later in life.”33 Mote’s all-Indian tournament could 
not promise the same experience.
 Allender’s comments raise speculation as to whether some super-
intendents and their employees worried that even the idea of an “all-
Indian” tournament ran counter to assimilation policy. In general, 
school officials saw value in interracial play. The Saint Francis Jesuits, 
for example, believed that sending their team on the long journey to 
the Catholic championship in Chicago was worth the expense because 
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the trip exposed their students to non-Indian society.34 In spite of the 
racial tensions that marred relations between Indians and non-Indians 
in broader society, Indian-school teams commonly played non-Indian 
teams throughout the West. Many Indian teams, like the one from Saint 
Francis, were strong competitors, which made for exciting games, and 
some earned reputations as fan favorites among both Indian and non-
Indian spectators. None of the school officials Mote contacted, howev-
er, offered any philosophical argument against an all-Indian event. As 
long as such competitions did not supplant racially integrated events, 
the superintendents and their superiors in the Indian Office approved, 
in theory. In practice, though, Mote was asking some of them to choose 
his untested idea over high-profile tournaments that offered both op-
portunities for racial mixing and larger profits at the gate.35

 Even as the athletic association portion of his plan was dying, Mote 
continued to push for the basketball tournament, opting to hold the 
1928 contest in Rapid City instead of Pierre. He prepared newspaper 
advertisements to entice non-Indian spectators in Rapid City who, he 
believed, were “much interested” in the proposed event.36 Flandreau, 
Pierre, and Pine Ridge expressed interest in attending, but other re-
sponses were disappointing. Allender informed Mote that Rosebud 
would not send its teams. Birmingham, again, refused to send the Saint 
Francis team, noting that his players were exhausted from winning the 
championship at Chadron and that they hoped to attend the Chicago 
tournament. Sam Davis of Genoa Indian School complimented Mote 
for his vision and effort, but stated that Genoa would be playing in the 
1928 Nebraska state basketball tournament in March.37
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 More rejections followed. James H. McGregor, who oversaw Flan-
dreau Indian School, abruptly reversed his earlier acceptance of Mote’s 
invitation. McGregor informed Mote that his school team had just 
been ejected from the Chadron tournament by a vote of the attending 
teams in a player-eligibility dispute. Although McGregor believed that 
his team had been unfairly eliminated, he decided it was best to skip 
the Rapid City tournament. “In view of this propaganda,” he wrote, “I 
am of the opinion that the presence of the Flandreau team would be 
discouraging and perhaps other teams would not attend if the Flan-
dreau team participated.” More to the point, he wanted to end the 
school’s basketball season immediately rather than risk subjecting his 
team to further humiliation or disappointment.38 McGregor’s decision 
drove the final nail into the coffin of the proposed 1928 tournament. 
Stating simply that existing schedules and tournaments made it impos-
sible for many of the teams to attend, Mote cancelled the event.39

 In December, still undeterred, Mote began his third attempt to orga-
nize an all-Indian-school basketball tournament.40 In this effort, the su-
perintendent had three factors working in his favor. First, he returned 
to his original 1927 plan and simply arranged a basketball event. Mote 
still hoped the tournament would become an annual affair that would 
facilitate communication among superintendents, but he forfeited the 
plan for a formal association. This decision enabled his counterparts 
to send their teams without committing themselves or their schools 
formally and financially to any binding agreements.
 The second positive development was his new alliance with Mc-
Gregor. A South Dakota native, McGregor had held positions in the In-
dian Office as superintendent of the Rainy Mountain Boarding School 
in Oklahoma and Chemawa Indian School in Oregon, where he had 
strongly supported student athletics. In 1927, he accepted a posting as 
the district superintendent of South Dakota, one of nine new regional 
middlemen appointed by Commissioner Burke in a move to decentral-
ize the supervision of Indian agencies. McGregor received limited au-
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thority to coordinate the work of federal superintendents in the state 
and chose to station his office at Flandreau, thereby accepting direct 
responsibility for that Indian school.41

 McGregor had let Mote know that he, too, desired to use inter-Indi-
an-school basketball competition as a means to foster greater coopera-
tion among Indian Office personnel. Such unity was critically impor-
tant to the vitality of the Indian schools in South Dakota, McGregor 
contended. While all of the schools served Sioux students, they did 
little to coordinate their efforts and were commonly overlooked by the 
Indian Office. “You will recall that most of the publicity, and I might 
say, the lion’s share of the appropriations are going to the Southwest,” 
McGregor told Mote. “I feel that the Sioux are not getting their full 
dessert and it is my earnest wish that all Sioux superintendents fully 
realize that there is a great possibility if we will pull together for the 
ultimate good of the great Sioux Nation for who we are working.”42

 Four days after Mote began circulating his proposal for a 1929 
tournament, McGregor informed the superintendent that Flandreau 
would attend and that he had encouraged Whitlock of Pierre and 
Stevens of Wahpeton to participate, as well. McGregor’s stamp of ap-
proval enlivened Mote, ensured that the Flandreau boys’ and girls’ 
teams would participate, and may have helped to sway other superin-
tendents, but it was no guarantee that the tournament would succeed. 
McGregor could persuade, but not force, federal superintendents to 
take part, and he lacked authority over the non-federal Indian schools 
and federal superintendents outside of South Dakota. Indeed, Stevens 
of Wahpeton and Davis of Genoa refused Mote’s invitation, citing ex-
cessive distance and expenses.43

 In spite of these rejections, Mote had a third cause for new hope in 
the fact that, for the first time, he had a reasonable chance to secure the 
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participation of the fan-favorite Saint Francis team. Although coach 
Birmingham was gone, the 1928–1929 Saint Francis team was still wide-
ly respected. The Jesuits initially rebuffed Mote, again arguing that his 
tournament would be one too many for their students, who would 
miss classes during an already busy tournament season. The talented 
team’s post-season, however, proved disappointing under new coach 
Father Frank Dietz. They missed the Chadron event in February 1929, 
and the officials in charge of the National Catholic tournament chose 
Immaculate Conception High School of Rapid City, not Saint Francis, 
to represent South Dakota’s Catholic schools in Chicago. Learning of 
their uncharacteristically short post-season, Mote extended another 
invitation, and Dietz agreed to bring his team.44

 With the Saint Francis team’s acceptance in early March, Mote had 
secured a number of Indian-school teams for the 1929 tournament, in-
cluding those from Cheyenne River, Flandreau, Holy Rosary Mission, 
Pierre, Pine Ridge, and Rosebud in South Dakota; Bismarck and Fort 
Yates in North Dakota; and Pipestone in Minnesota. Mote finally had 
the teams for a substantial event, although its billing as the “Tri-State 
Indian Basketball Tournament” would prove a misnomer when Pipe-
stone later cancelled. With the completed team entry forms in hand, 
Mote turned to planning his tournament, scheduled to begin on 14 
March.45

 Mote fully expected the businesses and citizens of Rapid City to 
be enthusiastic tournament supporters and spectators. Hoping for a 
crowd of six hundred for the boys’ and girls’ championship games, he 
obtained permission to use the large gymnasium at the South Dakota 
School of Mines and enlisted that institution’s head basketball coach 
and assistant coach to serve as officials.46 Some local merchants played 
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key roles in preparing for the 1929 tournament. Department store own-
er Francis Duhamel had demonstrated an interest in American Indian 
events in the past, hosting an Indian pageant every summer, and now 
supported Mote’s effort. Pharmacist Corwin B. Baldwin also proved a 
strong ally.47 “The ability the Indian school boys and girls have shown 
on the basketball court this season,” Baldwin told the Rapid City Daily 
Journal, “is probably a record for the school and I am sure Rapid City 
will turn out and support the affair.”48 In exchange for advertisements 
in Mote’s tournament program (where the Duhamel Company and 
Baldwin Pharmacy shared space with the Yellow Cab Company and 
Clover Leaf Café), the two businessmen paid for the silver trophies 
to be awarded to the boys’ and girls’ champions and placed them on 
display in the window of the Deily Jewelry Store. Baldwin Pharmacy 
also sold tickets, with a full-tournament pass costing one dollar. The 
Daily Journal publicized the 1929 tournament, advertising game times 
and ticket sales and speculating on possible outcomes in a series of 
articles.49

 The highly anticipated first-round game between Saint Francis and 
Rapid City Indian School won special media attention. Mote’s boys’ 
team, nicknamed the “Warriors,” had been one of only two teams to 
defeat the Saint Francis Scarlet Warriors in 1929. As the home team, 
the Rapid City cagers were “given the odds to win” even though Saint 
Francis was still recognized in various accounts as “probably the fast-
est Indian squad in the state,” “the most colorful team in the tourna-
ment,” and “probably the best Indian school team in the middle west.” 
Should the Rapid City boys defeat Saint Francis, they would likely play 
Flandreau, led by star guard Sidney Beane, a former Rapid City stu-
dent. The boys from the Bismarck and Fort Yates Indian schools were 
favored in the Class B division, which Mote had established for the 
smaller schools whose instruction ended with the eighth grade. Bis-
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marck was also expected to do well in the girls’ division (designated as 
Class C), as was the Rapid City team.50

 Mote had everything in place for his event when he awoke Wednes-
day morning, 13 March, to news that a storm had blanketed western 
South Dakota with ten inches of snow. Drifts blocked roads leading 
to Rapid City, trains were delayed, and telephone lines east of the city 
were down. Telegrams arrived from Fort Yates and Bismarck to tell 
Mote that the storm had made those teams’ participation impossible.51 
Of the participants who, at Mote’s urging, decided to attempt the trip, 
Pierre and Cheyenne River became stranded in Wall, South Dakota. 
Adding to the Pierre contingent’s problems was a broken drive shaft 
on the team vehicle. School employee S. J. McLean informed Superin-
tendent Whitlock that the forty-five dollars he had been given for the 
trip would allow him to send the girls on by train, but not the boys. 
“Mr. Mote should never had us come on this morning,” he complained. 
“It is terrible. . . . I wish we had never started. There are snow drifts in 
places nearly six feet high.” McLean informed Whitlock that he would 
do his best to find another car for the boys, who would spend the night 
sleeping in a cold garage in Wall, but he lamented that they would be 
in poor shape and spirits even if they made it to Rapid City.52

 On Friday, Mote placed an advertisement in the Rapid City Daily 
Journal announcing that the tournament had been rescheduled to 
start on Saturday and end on Monday. He informed a reporter that 
the event was in danger of incurring “a heavy financial loss” due to the 
visiting teams’ extra hotel and transportation costs. “We must have the 
support of the people of Rapid City if they can possibly see their way 
clear to help us,” Mote added. He also admitted that the visiting teams 
would be exhausted from the travel delays and at a distinct disadvan-
tage on the court. With assistance from Western Union, the telephone 
company, and agents of the Chicago & North Western Railroad, Mote 
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scrambled to locate the missing teams and help them secure transpor-
tation in order to arrive in time for the Saturday tipoffs. There was still 
no trace of the Pine Ridge contingent, but he learned that Flandreau 
was trying to push through Wall, while Saint Francis had managed an 
all-night drive and would arrive later in the day.53

 By Saturday morning, the weather had improved, the roads were 
opened, and most of the teams had made it to Rapid City. Holy Rosary 
and Pine Ridge Indian schools wired that they would not arrive until 
later in the day. Nevertheless, the preliminary matches would start in 
the Rapid City Indian School gym to cull down the brackets for the 
Monday championship games at the South Dakota School of Mines.54

 Fan turnout was sparse for the first-round games, but those in the 
stands witnessed strong play. Even though few of the tournament 
games were close contests, the teams, on average, played well. Scoring 
throughout the tournament was low by twenty-first-century standards 
but comparable to interscholastic basketball scores at the time. Scores 
during the era were often low because the jump shot was uncommon 
and different rules, including the required center tipoff after each field 
goal, governed the game.55

 The well-rested Rapid City Indian School boys and girls played 
particularly well during the tournament. In the first round, the Rap-
id City boys played the famed Saint Francis team, which scored the 
first points. Rapid City responded quickly and held a thirteen-to-four 
lead at the end of the first half. Saint Francis rallied somewhat in the 
second half, but Edward Quick Bear’s eleven points and Bert Afraid 
of Hawk’s thirteen for Rapid City led to a thirty-one-to-thirteen vic-
tory for Mote’s school. The convincing defeat punctuated disappoint-
ing post-season play for Saint Francis. Their subsequent victory in an 
evenly contested third-place consolation game against Pierre did little 
to lessen the blow, given the high expectations placed upon them. In 
the girls’ bracket, Rapid City recovered from a slow start, thanks to 
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strong play from Julia Black Fox and Cecelia Janis, to beat Pine Ridge 
twenty-eight to eight.56

 Other first-round boys’ games included a match-up between Mc-
Gregor’s Flandreau team, coached by former Haskell basketball star 
Henry Flood, and the Pierre team. The contest was close after the first 
half, but Flandreau dominated to achieve a thirty-six-to-seventeen vic-
tory that sent the team to the championship game against Rapid City. 
In the Class B bracket, the Pine Ridge boys trounced the team from 
Cheyenne River forty to fourteen, and Holy Rosary defeated Rosebud 
thirty-two to thirteen to advance to Monday’s final game.57

 In the other half of the Class C bracket, the young women from Bis-
marck defeated Pierre sixteen to eleven to advance to the champion-
ship game against Rapid City.58 Bismarck was undefeated coming into 
the tournament, having beaten many non-Indian high-school teams, 
and only Rapid City was expected to offer any challenge.59 Bismarck 
nearly missed the tournament due to the bad weather, but Mote’s deci-
sion to delay the event had granted them a second chance. Thirteen 
players, along with Superintendent Clark B. Dickinson, the coach, 
and a female YWCA chaperone, loaded themselves into school cars at 
3:00 a.m. on Saturday and made it to Rapid City in time to play on 
Monday.60

 McGregor later reported on Bismarck’s strong, but unsuccessful, 
showing against their Rapid City opponents to Commissioner Burke. 
“The contest between the girls’ teams proved very interesting to the 
general public. When the finals were reached . . . it was supposed that 
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Four girls’ teams, all pictured here, played in Mote’s 1929 tournament. Bismarck is in 
the center, with the victorious Rapid City squad standing behind. Pine Ridge stands on 
the left and Pierre on the right. 

Bismarck would win as they have a very ‘classy’ team and were ‘peppy’ 
almost to the extreme. The Rapid City girls went on the floor with 
the greatest determination at their command, with the crowd cheer-
ing for them. During most of the game Bismarck led; but when the 
final whistle sounded the result was twenty-three to sixteen in favor 
of Rapid City.”61 Janis, playing from the forward position, had been the 
star of the game for Rapid City with six field goals and two successful 
free throws, while Black Fox, the team’s leading scorer throughout the 
season, had been held to only two field goals. The game had been par-
ticularly hard fought, and fouls had plagued both teams, with Verna 

 61. McGregor to Burke, 30 Mar. 1929.
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Star and Maria La France fouling out for Bismarck and Eloise LaPlante 
and Agnes Marin for Rapid City.62

 When Holy Rosary played Pine Ridge for the Class B boys’ champi-
onship, Pine Ridge took the lead in the first half, thanks to the long-
range shooting of Joshua Wounded Head. He began missing shots in 
the third quarter, however, while the Holy Rosary team consistently 
worked the ball in close to the hoop for easy scores. Philip Brewer and 
Frank Black Feather led Holy Rosary’s third-quarter comeback, and 
the mission school held on for a twenty-eight-to-twenty-one victory in 
what the Rapid City Daily Journal dubbed “the most exciting game of 
the three finals.”63

 The tournament culminated in the Class A championship game, 
played before what the newspaper called “one of the largest crowds 
packed into the School of Mines gymnasium.” The two men most re-
sponsible for the tournament’s success watched their respective teams 
compete for the first-place trophy. McGregor later wrote that both 
sides had been “confident of victory” when they took the floor, but 
that his team suffered from being “overconfident of their superiority.” 
While the Flandreau squad employed a rapid-break style, the Rapid 
City Daily Journal reported that the “temptation to shoot from long 
range cost them any advantage gained from their speed.” According to 
McGregor, the game was a “fast and furious but good natured” contest 
wherein “it soon became evident that the dexterity of the two Rapid 
City guards outclassed the Flandreau players.” Rapid City, the news-
paper reported, displayed “a consistent system which did not vary to 
any great extent.” David Spotted Horse and Jacob Two Bulls repeat-
edly “brought the ball down past the center mark,” while Raymond 
Picotte “stood well within the Flandreau defense with Quick Bear and 
Afraid of Hawk running in and out of the first and second line of de-
fense.” This strategy resulted in ten points for Picotte and a Rapid City 
victory of twenty-five to fourteen. Flandreau’s star, Sidney Beane, had 
not played a significant role in the game, having committed one foul 
without scoring a field goal. Presumably referring only to inter-Indian-
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school bragging rights, the Daily Journal declared that Rapid City had 
now annexed the “state championships of North Dakota and South 
Dakota.”64

 On Monday night, following the tournament, the teams gathered in 
the dining hall of the Rapid City Indian School for a banquet. In addi-
tion to awarding the championship trophies, Mote had set aside an ad-
ditional trophy for the team that displayed the greatest sportsmanship. 
Game officials unanimously selected the Bismarck girls. Although they 
had lost the championship game, they had traveled far under adverse 
conditions, had played hard and exhibited good spirit, and had won 
the admiration of the fans and their opposing teams.65

 Mote’s 1929 effort could be counted a success in the fact that the 
tournament had generated positive publicity, entertained the Rapid 
City crowds, and given the Indian student athletes an opportunity to 
engage in injury-free competition. On the other hand, not all of the 
invited schools had been able to attend, and those that did never re-
couped the additional travel expenses incurred because of the bad 
weather. There had been a sizable crowd for the final games, but most 
spectators had not paid for full tournament passes, and the resched-
uled preliminary rounds played in the Rapid City Indian School gym-
nasium had not generated adequate revenues. In a thank-you letter to 
Cleophas C. O’Harra, president of the South Dakota School of Mines, 
Mote acknowledged both the successes and failures. “We did not have 
the crowd that we would have liked to have had on account of the 
storm and [because of ] extra expenses the finances were not very sat-
isfactory,” he wrote. “In fact it cost each team participating including 
ourselves quite a little to participate in the tournament. However, we 
believe that the results justified the expense even though it involved 
one team [Bismarck Indian School] traveling 600 miles from home in 
North Dakota to attend.”66

 McGregor described the event to Commissioner Burke, writing that 
“as a whole, I considered this a very successful tournament” because “it 



S U M M E R  2 0 1 1   |   I N D I A N  B A S K E T B A L L   |   2 2 3

brought teams together from wide areas and gave them a new experi-
ence.”67 More than two weeks later, and just two days before he was 
replaced as commissioner by Charles J. Rhoads, Burke replied briefly, 
“It appears that the meet was very successful and the Office wishes to 
thank you for the report.”68

 There would be no repeat of the tournament in 1930. In the months 
following the 1929 event, the Rapid City Indian School was convert-

The boys’ teams and administrators crowd around the tournament trophies. Rapid City 
is standing in the second row; Pierre is in the light-colored shirts behind them. Holy 
Rosary is on the left, and the Flandreau squad is standing in dark-colored shirts on the 
right. The other teams, Saint Francis, Pine Ridge, Cheyenne River, and Rosebud, cannot 
be identified. The man in the light-colored suit at far left is likely Sharon Mote. 
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ed into a sanatorium school for students suffering from tuberculosis. 
Mote then began a trek across the country to a variety of Indian Of-
fice postings. In October 1929, he became assistant superintendent and 
principal of Chemawa Indian School in Oregon, followed in 1931 by 
reassignment to the superintendency of Bismarck Indian School. Later 
in the decade, he served as principal of the Phoenix Indian School. At 
each location, Mote continued to promote basketball. In 1938, he again 
planned an Indian-school basketball tournament, this time for junior-
high-school students in Arizona, where an Apache boys’ team from San 
Carlos won the championship. Back in South Dakota, the chances that 
someone else would carry on Mote’s Indian-school tournament dimin-
ished when, in 1932, the increasingly powerful and inclusive SDHSAA 
dropped its policy banning the admittance of non-public schools. 
Flandreau Indian School gained membership first, and other Indian 
schools soon followed, including Pierre, Pine Ridge, and Rosebud. All 
of them became eligible to play in the increasingly high-profile state 
championship tournament if their records so allowed.69

 The story of Mote’s frustrating efforts to pull off the 1927 and 1928 
tournaments, of the failure to establish the NISA, and of the blizzard 
that blunted the otherwise successful tournament in 1929 reflects the 
daunting nature of the task of coordinating Indian-school interscho-
lastic basketball. Commissioner Burke’s brief reply to McGregor’s en-
thusiastic report on the tournament exemplifies the generally “hands-
off,” seemingly uninterested, approach Indian Office officials adopted 
in regard to Indian-school basketball programs. Without direction 
from above, the superintendents’ local problems and local autonomy 
had challenged Mote at every step.
 While it is difficult to measure the legacy of Mote’s efforts in Rapid 
City, at the very least the superintendent provided greater opportuni-
ties for American Indian students to play the game he promoted so 
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tirelessly. In North Dakota, South Dakota, and throughout the United 
States, basketball has become, arguably, the most popular sport in In-
dian country. Although American Indians took hold of the sport and 
made it part of their modern identities through their own initiatives 
and for their own reasons, men like Mote played early and important 
roles in the relationship between Indian youths and the game. Invita-
tional tournaments like the one Mote coordinated continue to thrive 
today, pleasing Indian and non-Indian athletes and fans alike. Begin-
ning in the late 1970s, a group of Indian-high-school coaches organized 
the Lakota Nation Invitational, an annual event that draws thousands 
of spectators to watch dozens of Indian and non-Indian teams play 
each other in Rapid City’s Rushmore Plaza Civic Center. Lead orga-
nizers David Archambault and Bryan Brewer from the Pine Ridge In-
dian Reservation likely had not heard of Sharon Mote, but they faced 
similar circumstances. When political turmoil and violence surround-
ing the occupation of Wounded Knee made it difficult for the coaches 
to find non-reservation schools willing to play their teams, they con-
tacted reservation schools in Nebraska and Kansas and organized their 
own tournament. Like Mote, they actively sought out new competitive 
opportunities for their students. They ultimately proved more success-
ful in meeting the goal Mote envisioned, establishing a tournament 
that continues to give Indian basketball teams a venue to meet and 
compete in the twenty-first century.70
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