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There were a lot of things going on in the 1970s. Vietnam and Watergate dominated the news, while Motown, the Eagles and Fleetwood Mac filled the airways. UCLA ruled college basketball, and the Pittsburgh Steelers and Pirates were world champions.

Deep in the shadows of the national headlines emerged a high school basketball program that made its own claim to the ’70s. The Bedford Bison(s), from rural south-central Pennsylvania, went the entire decade winning 95% of its league games and claiming titles in every year except one. I’ll address that one year later. Granted, the Bedford County League was never considered the mecca of Pennsylvania basketball, but still, there is a story worth telling.

In a high school long known for its football and wrestling, basketball seemed to leap out of nowhere to local, regional, and even state prominence. How was it possible? It started with a young, hard-driving, insanely competitive coach who influenced a decade’s worth of incredible size, athleticism, and gutsiness to follow his path to success.

It was the amazing success of his players that helped launch this coach to the college ranks, where he coached with Bobby Knight during the 1987 NCAA Championship and later led his Indiana State Sycamores to successive trips to the Big Dance.

Success rarely travels alone. It’s often accompanied by conflict, chaos, failure, and, at times, heartbreak. How do I know? I experienced it all, and the coach was my uncle. This is my story, along with my teammates and other players from that incredible decade. It’s intense, hilarious, and at times, hard to believe. But it’s all real.

Ellerslie, Maryland, had two churches, a bar, a post office and Devore’s grocery store. For my grandmother, Grace Waltman, it was the Methodist Church that held the most sway. However, Devore’s Market was a close second. Every Sunday, Grandma would attend church. She was a devout Christian who took religion seriously, unlike my grandfather Otis, my father John, and his siblings. Grace Waltman didn’t approve of foul language and poor behavior in general.

Despite her love of the Lord and the Bible, she was not overly tolerant and had a quick temper. She could never understand the passion her sons had for sports but tolerated that ‘darn foolishness’ if the chores were done. Cleanliness was certainly next to godliness in Grandma’s view. Scrubbing floors, dusting, cleaning the tiny bathroom, and making the bed were all vital activities. Alice Lee, the attractive older sister, Dad, and Charles, two years his junior, grudgingly accepted their duties. It was, after all, their ticket to freedom. It wasn’t clear how many of these responsibilities fell to Royce, the youngest brother by ten years.

Dad recalled his mother (and they always addressed her as mother) taking him and Charles to tent revivals in town. Fire-and-brimstone stuff. There was plenty of yelling and repenting going on. As young boys, it made him and Charles uneasy, to say the least.

What Dad remembered most was that every year he witnessed the same town drunk bobbing and weaving his way to the altar, crying for forgiveness and vowing to mend his sinful existence. When Dad pointed this out, Grandma elbowed him and said, “Hush”. When the Lord’s work was in play, there was no time for questioning.

Every week, Grace Waltman visited Devore’s Market almost religiously. She had “the list” for Ralph Devore to fill and if something was not in stock or she felt it was taking too long, she became visibly agitated. However, Devore’s must have done a good job, because Grandma wouldn’t get her groceries anywhere else.

Not to imply that Grandma Waltman wasn’t full of love for her family—she just showed it differently. When we visited our grandparents as kids, my brother Jeff and I weren’t greeted with a warm hug and kiss, but instead a near Dutch rub of the head or a grab of the shoulders and vigorous shake.

I remember once almost getting into a scuffle with her when, as a youngster, she was helping me pull a shirt over my head. She was doing it forcefully, and I ended up flailing my arms in protest. She finally yanked it down over my head but wasn’t pleased with my lack of cooperation.

My grandfather Otis, who I never got to know well since he died when I was nine, was an entirely different story. Easy-going, he often played the part of peacekeeper in the family. He was the middleman between Grace and the kids. He tried to keep an even keel, but every man has his limits. When he did reach that point, Pap could explode himself.

A long-time employee of the railroad in Altoona, Pa., Otis had well over an hour’s drive to get to work. He worked different jobs in the yard, willing to try anything to avoid boredom. A lover of sports—baseball in particular—he somehow was able to make that trek from Altoona to the Hyndman High School ball field without missing a game. Dad and Charles once figured out that he had to be averaging over 80 miles an hour to pull off that feat. Otis addressed this question from his sons with a serious response, “Boys, I never exceed the speed limit.” Regardless, he was always there.

If Dad struck out the side or Uncle Charles made a spectacular play at second, he’d take to honking the car horn. Although supportive of his boys, he could be critical of their play as well. He told Dad he couldn’t continually throw it by batters—he needed to mix speeds and use his curveball.

Up on the hill watching, he’d grunt, “Ugh-Ugh”, mimicking Charles’ ill-advised uppercut at the plate. Dad said his father was way ahead of his time when it came to sports. The advice he gave Dad in high school was the same as his professional coaches.

Once, watching a baseball game on TV, he turned to Dad and said, “Someday, the only white people you’ll see will be sitting in the stands.”

You were close, Pap.

Otis Waltman had more challenges than driving to Altoona and keeping peace in the household. He had a nervous stomach, which led to a row of different-colored bottles of tonic lining the side of the basement steps. Apparently, it was the basement where Otis would take refuge in times of extreme frustration, muttering obscenities on the way down.

However, it was the rare disease of scleroderma which eventually took my pap down. An autoimmune condition that leads to the tightening of the skin, scleroderma can choke the body and, in his case, led to death. What I didn’t know until years later were his struggles with depression through his adult life. It must have been quite a challenge to make the trip to Altoona with that feeling.

His dark days could be so bad that sometimes he never made it out the door, instead sitting in his living room chair all day, managing only to smoke his pipe. It was his pipe that I most fondly remember about my grandfather. His fingers, tight and hardened by disease, would struggle to fill his bowl. He’d grunt and utter things like, “Dirty rotten bastards”, until those fingers completed the job of filling the tobacco in. I loved the smell of his pipe and sitting with him. He was kind and patient, and although not in good health, still enjoyed talking baseball. That’s what I remember most about him.

We used to have Waltman Reunions at Menke’s Park in Cumberland, Maryland. It was the typical devouring of summer food, catching up with relatives, and heavy baseball talk. One summer, Otis’s brother Oscar showed up at the picnic. I had never heard of him before, but he looked like my grandfather. He was lean and wiry and had a head full of thick, wavy gray hair. He was extremely quiet, often staring into a space where there was room for only one. Even in a crowd of Waltmans, he appeared all alone.

Then a switch flipped when the talk jumped to the National League pennant race. He joined in, giving us the current standings along with earned run averages of pitching stars like Koufax, Drysdale and Gibson. He relayed the batting averages of Clemente, Mays and Aaron. It flew out of his mouth like he was speaking in tongues in the middle of a religious experience.

Then, just as quickly, it was over. Oscar didn’t utter another word. He returned to his private stare. Later, I heard one of my relatives say Oscar would soon have to return to the hospital. On the ride home after the reunion, I asked Dad what was wrong with Oscar. He simply said Oscar had some problems.

Alice Lee Waltman was the first and last Waltman to deliver a graduation speech, as far as I know. A trim, dark-haired beauty, Alice Lee was also a top student at Hyndman High School. Poised and confident, my dad couldn’t believe it was his sister speaking to the crowd of students and parents. An even stronger feeling was that he would never be able to pull that off himself.

Her three younger brothers adored Alice Lee, not only as youngsters but throughout their lives. She was charming, had a great sense of humor, and although girls didn’t play sports then, was an avid follower of football, basketball and baseball. She was the total package.

One young, strong-built man from Johnstown quickly recognized these traits in the recent graduate of Hyndman High School. Gerald Miller, a standout football and baseball player, met Alice Lee at the Great Bedford County Fair. Miller would soon be heading to war as a Marine in the big one—WWII. My Uncle Gerry was a machine-gunner in the deadliest theater of the war—the Pacific. He was in the thick of it.

Years later, as a kid, I saw evidence of Uncle Gerry’s fighting: a Japanese sword, a military hat, and other paraphernalia displayed in a small room off their kitchen. Alice Lee and Gerry were married in 1946, not long after the end of the war in September 1945. Their first child, Cheryl, was born in 1947. She grew to be an attractive, engaging young woman who had two sons of her own. Unfortunately, Cheryl passed prematurely, succumbing to melanoma. Their son Johnny, born two years later, will be discussed later, but without a doubt, he was one of the best basketball players to come out of Hyndman. The youngest child, Cathy, born in 1953, was a college graduate who went on to a career in social services in the Cumberland, Maryland area. She also raised two sons with her late husband, Bill Kline, a former football standout at Bedford High School.

Next in line was my father, John. He was best known in the Hyndman—Cumberland area as a pitching phenom. Since he lived less than fifty yards from the Mason-Dixon line, John was closer to Cumberland than the eight miles to Hyndman. Therefore, he played his youth baseball in the city of Cumberland.

John’s lively arm was quickly noticed as he moved up the ranks of the city leagues. So much so, according to the family historian—his younger brother Charles—that bit of a recruiting war developed for his services. Students in Ellerslie attended the city school of Allegany. The Waltman mailing address was a P.O. box at the Ellerslie post office, even though their house was in Pennsylvania. Allegany High School baseball coaches contended that since John’s address was Ellerslie, he was eligible to attend Allegany. Hyndman countered that John lived in Pennsylvania, so he had to go to school in Hyndman. Hyndman won the battle, so John threw for the Hornets.

At 5’10” 140 lbs., John Waltman didn’t have the look of a dominating, intimidating flame thrower. However, with a fastball that quickly got on batters’ hands and a devastating curve that froze them, he was taken seriously when staring with intensity from the mound. His Hyndman career eventually led to signing a professional contract with the St Louis Browns at the age of 17. Some years later, the Browns would become the Baltimore Orioles.

John worked his way from class D to AAA, and at the age of 24, he was informed he would be getting the call-up to the big-league squad in September. However, the United States Army pulled rank and drafted him before the summer was over. John’s baseball story had been well chronicled by sportswriter J. Suter Kegg of The Cumberland Times, who had closely followed his career since high school.

It was during the Korean Conflict that my father’s pitching career effectively ended. His right arm was injured not on the battlefield, but the ball field. Professional and college athletes were often used to play sports in Army base tournaments. In John’s case it meant traveling to places like Fort Sam Houston to play ball. Officers who weren’t involved in battle served as coaches and managers. I figure they had to make their mark by winning as many tournaments as possible. To this end, John was overworked and threw far too many innings. The result was a damaged arm that never fully recovered at least not enough to continue his career.

Hearing this as a kid, I couldn’t imagine how devastating that must have been. Losing a dream had to be tough. The only evidence that my father played baseball was a small trophy that proclaimed him “Outstanding Pitcher” in the Army League. He kept it on top of his bedroom dresser. It would be the final recognition of his baseball talents. Maybe that’s why he kept it. Or perhaps it was a constant reminder that you could travel from the mountain peak to the valley so suddenly—in sports as well as life in general. Or it could be that the trophy represented who he was at the very core: a man who loved to pitch and gave everything he had to achieve his dreams.

The true insides of a person don’t change. I think it was the latter I identified with. My late father’s trophy now sits on top of my bedroom dresser.

He had a fallback, though. During the years he was playing ball, he was also attending college at Slippery Rock for a semester before reporting to spring training. After the Army, he married my mother, Anna Lehman, and they had two sons—my brother Jeffery in 1956 and me in 1957. Anna was the youngest of thirteen children, born two months before the Wall Street Crash of 1929.

She and her older siblings grew up without too many extras. Shy and quiet, Anna—unlike her classmate and future husband—was a good student. She finished near the top of her class and, as a natural beauty, was picked as “Miss Hyndman High”. Surprisingly, after graduating in 1947, the country girl moved to Washington D.C., where she worked in the clerical department for the FBI.

J. Edgar Hoover lost my mother when she married my father in 1955. When I went to first grade, Anna took a job as laborer at Standard Register, a paper forms plant outside of Bedford. Although reserved in nature, she possessed a quick wit and great sense of humor, which she retains today at the age of 95. One of my friends and former Bedford star athlete, Dan Vent, once proclaimed that Anna was the best of the Waltmans. I had to agree.

Charles Waltman was born in 1931, putting him two grade levels behind his big brother. Growing up in Ellerslie and attending Hyndman High School, Uncle Charles was widely known as having ‘Hollywood Looks’ and being the best defensive second baseman in the tri-state area (Pennsylvania, Maryland, and West Virginia). Dark and handsome, he was known to me as the ‘Funny one’. Charles had a quick wit and, like his mother, flawless recall. Much of what I know about Ellerslie and Hyndman came from his stories. Not only could Charles remember the details of significant events, but he was also able to impersonate the characters involved.

When he was truly into a story, he’d wear a towel around his neck to wipe away the sweat he was breaking. One of his favorite stories was about the time Dodger super-scout, Rex Bowen, showed up at the Waltman front door to get a look at seventeen-year-old John. Grace Waltman opened the door and took one look at Bowen and his dirty shoes. Although John and Charles pleaded with their mother to allow Bowen in, she refused. Their business would have to be conducted on the porch.

Bowen got right down to business and asked where he could watch the young hurler throw. John nodded to the churchyard, where they had played so many of their games. Then Bowen wondered who would catch him. John pointed his thumb behind him, where Charles was standing. The super-scout gave a dubious look, shrugged his shoulders, and the trio took the quick walk past the Mason-Dixon sign into the churchyard.

After a couple of warm-up tosses, the slight 15-year-old got into a catcher’s crouch, ready to handle his older brother’s heat. John mixed hard fastballs with sharp breaking curves and, according to Charles and my father, he didn’t drop one ball. Rex Bowen gave the Waltman boys fifteen minutes to make their case. Although it went well, Bowen and the Dodgers decided against signing, which opened the door for the Browns.

To this day, it remains one of my favorite stories, for so many reasons. It certainly pointed to a different era—when a scout for one of the top teams in baseball could step out of a car and knock on a door to meet a prospect. Having my father and uncle involved is what made it special.

After graduating high school, Charles enlisted in the Air Force, married Janet Beal from Hyndman, and eventually had my cousin Lori Beth.

Returning from the military, he earned a degree in physical education and taught a couple of years in the Cumberland schools, while Janet worked as a nurse. They packed up and moved to San Antonio, Texas, where Charles had been stationed in the Air Force. He had fallen in love with the city and had always wanted to return. For years, he taught at San Antonio Junior College, mainly as a tennis instructor. My aunt Janet had a career as a nurse at Trinity College. Their daughter Lori grew up in San Antonio and still lives there with her son and daughter. Lori has worked every possible job in the restaurant business, much like her grandfather Otis did at the railroad. Currently, she serves as a manager at a catering business and refurbishes furniture. Her mother, Janet, continues to thrive in San Antonio.

The baby of the Waltman family, Royce, was born in 1942, two months after the attack on Pearl Harbor. At the age of five, Royce saw his oldest brother, John, graduate from Hyndman High and then leave to play professional ball. A couple of years later, Charles joined the Air Force, essentially leaving Royce as an only child. Due to Charles being away, there isn’t a clear picture of Royce’s early years. Although he appeared to be a bright child, his father, Otis, did have one concern—Royce’s running style. Otis, once considered the fastest man in Ellerslie, was disturbed by how his youngest son ran with his arms straight down by his sides. Even though Royce ran well, the non-pumping of the arms was a grave concern.

Somehow, Royce moved ahead with his unorthodox run and emerged from the shadow of his brothers’ athletic exploits, becoming a star in his own right. He was the point guard on a district championship basketball team his senior year of 1960, and was a three-year starter on the baseball team. Royce went on to be an outfielder at Slippery Rock State College. Otis didn’t attend many of his basketball games due to declining health. Grace, not big on sports in general, apparently only attended one. Otis didn’t understand basketball, so he was baffled why Royce kept chasing the ball back and forth on the top of their zone defense. He grunted, “Looks like he’s doing all the work!” Grace, in her lone appearance in Hyndman’s small gym, “The Beehive,” began yelling at the referees. She took exception to any call that went against her son’s team, although she knew nothing about the game. It’s amazing how certain traits stay within a family.

In addition to his athletic success, Royce turned out to be a much more serious student than his brothers. His outstanding grades and high SAT score left no doubt he would be going to college. Royce seemed to be a driven young man. Like his older brothers, he wanted to make his mark, which he did. However, in his case, it wouldn’t be on the court as a player, but right alongside it as a coach.

Royce was hired right out of college as a Health and Physical Education teacher in the Bedford Area School District. Bedford was roughly 22 miles north of Hyndman, served as the county seat, and was by far was the largest high school in the county. He married Carole Kauffman, a local girl who graduated from West Chester State College as a talented student and musician. Carole became a music teacher, while Royce’s first position was elementary physical education teacher for the area’s elementary schools. He also was hired as the head junior high basketball coach.

I was in second grade at South Elementary, the in-town school, during Royce’s first foray into education. It was exciting to have my uncle show up at school. I played hard to impress him. It was during that school year that I was first exposed to his wild Waltman temper (John and Charles also possessed it). One day, Royce had us doing some warm-up exercises before the games began. One exercise was the ‘washing machine’, in which you spread your arms out and moved them side to side, like a washing machine agitator. Royce became agitated himself when one boy appeared not to take the washing machine seriously and began flailing his arms wildly. My uncle quickly shot over to the offender and shook him aggressively. Man, I thought, Uncle Royce was serious about the washing machine!

After one year as junior high coach, Royce took over the varsity program from Robert “Smoke” Andrews. Smoke, a good history teacher who demanded strict attention in his class, would wander around the room during a lecture and smack the back of the head of any student he deemed inattentive. Andrews had some good teams, especially during the 6’5” big man Danny Kerr era. In 1957, led by Kerr, the Bisons won their first Bedford County League title and second district championship. The previous one had occurred in 1946. Kerr’s abilities led to a four-year scholarship to Steubenville College in Ohio. However, in recent seasons the program had become stagnant. After more than ten years at the helm, Smoke resigned and became athletic director. This led to the elevation of Royce to varsity coach at the age of 23. The fiery, ambitious young man was chomping at the bit, ready to win.

Fortunately for the young Waltman, he inherited five experienced, senior starters for his inaugural season. They were seasoned, multi-sport athletes who would be competitive from day one. Although perhaps not extremely skilled players, they knew how to play. The lineup included the physical and athletic power forward Greg McKinley, the leading scorer and rebounder, who was also the star pitcher on John Waltman’s baseball squad. Bill Leibfried, the future Mayor of Bedford, also played baseball and was a steady guard out front. Randy Mellot, yet another baseballer, handled the ball quite a bit at his guard position. Speedy Mike Telmanik provided extra athleticism, while 6’4” Harold Weyand gave the Bisons added length on the boards. Interestingly, Weyand’s grandson, 6’11” Drew Pember, was the leading scorer and Big South Conference Player of the Year at UNC Asheville in 2022–23 and 2023–24.

Even though Royce’s first group weren’t young, naive kids, it had to be culture shock for these Bedford boys to experience the white-hot intensity being thrown their way. Although John Waltman delivered blistering discipline himself, it was outside on a ballfield. Being in an enclosed gym, where the shouting was louder and felt more personal, the Bedford High School gymnasium had become a different world.

This combination of a wild rookie coach with his seniors led to a rocky, up-and-down season, where the Bisons played tough, competitive basketball but ended up one game below. 500. Although Royce and his senior Bisons had delivered a respectable season, he wasn’t happy with not being clear-cut winners and falling short of a county championship. He should have cherished the results, however, because 1967 was waiting—ready to test and torture the young coach.

Despite the shooting exploits of senior forwards Jim Schnably and Jim Warnick, the ‘66-67 Bisons’ lack of experience, size and a true point guard was too much for Royce’s team to overcome. Even the scrappy efforts of Roger Musselman and Irving Way weren’t nearly enough to match the experience and skills that lay outside the Bedford gym. The Bisons had been steamrolled to the tune of a 0-20 record heading into their final game at Chestnut Ridge. The Lions of Ridge occupied the basement of the Bedford County League, just above Bedford. There was at least a chance.

After a hard-fought, poorly played game, the Bisons emerged with their lone victory of the season. As a fourth grader in the stands, it was an amazing spectacle to behold. Schnably, Warnick, and the boys went into wild celebration—jumping on each other, hugging, and yelling. If there had been champagne, you would have thought you were witnessing a world championship. Triumph had returned to Royce, John, and Jim Hostetler. It had been a devastatingly long wait, but it had arrived—and all three wanted much more of that feeling.

Royce saw how difficult it was to win without a good point guard and dominant low post player to provide steady scoring and rebounding. Fortunately, help was on its way from John’s junior high team. Gary Walters, a 6’4” center who was emerging as a big scorer and physical rebounder, would be the big man Royce was looking for.

In a football, wrestling, and baseball school, Royce quickly realized that dribbling skills were at a premium. However, he found eighth-grader Mike Vent to be a different breed. Vent was a quick, talented athlete who, at a young age, demonstrated a good feel for the ball and the game. Royce, realizing Mike was the only person in Bedford High School to handle the demands of point guard, elevated Vent to varsity as a freshman for the 1967–68 season.

Along with the promise of Walters and Vent, Waltman did have a known quantity in junior forward John Black. The 6-foot lefty had played as a sophomore on the one-win Bisons and showed potential as a scorer. Black, perhaps more than any player, bought into Waltman’s philosophy that summer basketball was the key to improvement. To this end, Waltman distributed a workbook to all his players called Garage Door Basketball. Players were to log in the days and hours spent shooting in the off-season.

Along with starting an elementary program, Royce was determined to develop good athletes into skilled basketball players. John Black was a true believer. He filled up the Garage Door Basketball book with hours of working on his jumper. It paid off. Black would become the first of a long line of Bedford baseline sharpshooters. With a good point guard and scoring center, a shooter at the forward spot could put pressure on defenses—especially zones, which were prevalent at that time. Black, the only returning starter, would be team captain for the next two seasons.

Although Coach Waltman had a good core for winning, he
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