
  

  Ode to the Slaters


  THE ELEVEN-YEAR-OLD WAS WIDE-EYED AND IN AWE. HE WAS TALL FOR his age, tall enough to see the spectacle in front of him yet not tall enough to see what the future held for him and his hometown.


  The Monson Academy Slaters boys basketball team had just returned 140 miles from Portland after winning the 1968 Maine State Class S Boys Basketball Championship game that afternoon, and Kevin Nelson, then a 5-foot-10 fifth grader, was amazed at the sight of the celebration all around him in the school’s jam-packed gymnasium. He was the protégé kid in the proverbial candy store. Everywhere he looked, there was something good to see that made him smile and wish for more.


  This was Kevin’s basketball fantasyland.


  The town police and fire department, featuring a 1938 Ford fire truck, had greeted the state title team as Route 15 descended Tenney Hill Road. The motorcade grew to more than forty cars as it snaked around the lefthand curve past the town’s only gas station onto Main Street. It was a nonstop parade, as Monson did not have a single traffic light to intercept it. The street was lined with flares, lighted signs, and oil-burning black smudge pots normally used as road hazard warnings but, in this case, signaling a championship party ahead. There were parked vehicles filled with fans, honking their car horns and beaming with pride for the hometown heroes’ welcome in the normally sleepy town of six hundred people. All eyes were focused on the championship team—not sitting up high in a school bus, but riding behind it in two passenger cars driven by the coach and the school principal because the team’s mighty roster consisted of only eight players.


  It was a chilly winter’s night on March 9, cold enough for locals to build a bonfire out of old tires on the shore of nearby Lake Hebron. Ordinarily on a Saturday evening most Monson residents would be home watching the Jackie Gleason or Lawrence Welk shows or My Three Sons on television. The only heroes they expected to see on Saturday night were TV’s Hogan’s Heroes.


  But, on this incredible Saturday night, the shining light was on Monson Academy’s Quonset hut of a gymnasium, the Madison Square Garden of the Upper Kennebec Valley League and the centerpiece for civic pride. To Monson, this was Maine basketball the way it should be.


  This was a time when TikTok was the sound a grandfather clock made. When Rocky was a flying squirrel, not an underdog boxer. When Avengers: Endgame was wondering if and when the Beatles might break up.


  Inside, Kevin Nelson, craning his neck, anxiously waited in the third and final row of wooden bleachers among a standing-room-only crowd of admirers as the state champion Slaters finally walked into the school’s gymnasium for their coronation. They were hailed with music from an organ. “Happy Days Are Here Again” must have been on the play list.


  Greg Lander—with the brilliant Gold Ball state championship trophy in his hands and a big fat cigar in his mouth—was the first player to arrive in the gym as if he was Mickey Mouse stepping onto Main Street in Disneyland. He was followed by Kevin’s idol, 6-foot-5 star center Cyril “Buddy” Leavitt Jr.


  Kevin, jumping for joy, was dreaming that he, too, could be a left-handed shooting big man like Buddy and someday lead Monson to another small school state championship and receive such a hero’s welcome. Kevin’s eyes followed each of the players like they were so many presents lined up under the tree on Christmas morning. He was soaking in the assembly of community gratification in front of him and the possibilities ahead. The kid was stoked.


  This was his bliss.


  Kevin Nelson had so much hope in his heart for the future that day. There was no doubt Kevin had the height to succeed as a basketball player—though his dad once thought he had polio, his older brother one time questioned his toughness, and Kevin had his own self-doubts about playing basketball. He was extraordinarily tall in his youth and in basketball, in that era, that equated to potentially being dominant in the sport.


  Raised on a rural tree-lined country road in Southeast Monson with a population of fifty or so, Kevin was built to take the town to even greater heights. He was Monson’s next Big Thing.


  Yet Kevin never imagined at that moment in that gym in that tiny little town going absolutely berserk over its high school basketball team that his dominance would someday be for Foxcroft Academy in Dover-Foxcroft—a booming metropolis compared to Monson—twenty miles away. He would be bussed to a town with six times the population, twice as many traffic lights, a graduating class much larger than that of Monson Academy, and a basketball tradition far inferior to Monson’s. Though born in Dover-Foxcroft, in some twisted way that town was the enemy to Kevin.


  The thought of bringing Dover-Foxcroft its first and only state basketball championship as the Maine State Basketball Player of the Year in 1975 was not at all on Kevin’s mind or in his conscience in 1968. Then, Kevin had a singular vision of someday bringing Monson another state title. He realized, even as a preteen, that there were obstacles ahead far more imposing than playing bigger local middle school teams with more talent, more depth, and more everything in Piscataquis County and elsewhere.


  In the year that McDonald’s introduced the Big Mac, Elvis Presley fathered a baby, and Mister Rogers evidently lived in the best neighborhood, Kevin Nelson was dreaming like David in a world of Goliaths even though in size he was one himself.


  Anything, it seemed, was possible at his young age. Landing on the moon really wasn’t so far-fetched.


  “I knew at that point, as a fifth and sixth grade team, we weren’t very good. We just weren’t,” Kevin said. “We were getting crushed by the Dover teams and Dexter teams and now, in 1968, we’re thinking, ‘Wow! We have a high school at Monson Academy that’s a state championship team?!’ At our level in fifth and sixth grade, we were scoring 4 or 5 points a game. However, our high school team at that time could have been the New York Knickerbockers or the Boston Celtics or any professional team and I couldn’t have been more impressed. The town was in such a good mood.”


  Then came the dreaded C word. Consolidation. In Monson, it might as well have been the plague. It sucked the air of whatever ballyhoo basketball had to offer.


  Consolidation was the notorious coal-black cloud hanging over Monson for years. Monson Academy students were slowly coming to grips with the likelihood that following the 1969 season—the Slaters’ farewell season—that they were going to be lined up and bussed to Dover-Foxcroft, the shiretown of Piscataquis County, to join School Administrative District 68. SAD 68. The acronym was symbolic of their mood moving forward.


  After years of angst and arguments, Monson reluctantly voted in the summer of 1968—mere months after the climax of winning a state basketball championship—that it was best for the town to ship its senior high school students to Dover-Foxcroft to further their secondary education. The town, bonded by its basketball team, was bitterly divided at the prospect of dismantling its school and basketball program and all the pain and sorrow that comes with that.


  This was Kevin’s basketball reality.


  Monson was ground zero for consolidation implementation. Consolidation was Monson’s Vietnam.


  “Town meetings around the issue quickly descended into shouting, and more than once longtime rancor, most likely borne of a common helplessness, reared its head,” Wendy Anderson wrote for William Saw-tell’s Monson Academy Revisited 1847–1997.


  Consolidation was like the second coming of Frankenstein in Monson. The town was all up in arms.


  Kevin Nelson’s destiny was being decided by a show of hands. Many of them had the middle finger extended.


  After his seventh-grade year in Monson, while Monson Academy’s doors remained open for elementary school students only, Kevin would attend Dover Grammar School, newly named SeDoMoCha. Though the new junior high sounded like a lavish cup of hot chocolate, it was named to incorporate SAD 68’s consolidation of Sebec, Dover, Monson, and Charleston.


  There would be no turning back. The consolidation was going forward. The only miracle that was going to happen in the summer of 1969 was the Mets. Monson Academy was set to close as a high school that summer and eventually Kevin and his Monson classmates were to make the round-trip trek by bus every weekday for forty or so weeks out of the year every year until they graduated from Foxcroft Academy. This was not their idea of a freedom march.


  Located along the final stretch of the Appalachian Trail—which extends 2,200 miles from Springer Mountain, Georgia, to Mount Katahdin, Maine—Monson and its dilemma seemed to have reached a dead end. It was the poor town stuck in the middle between the touristy town of Greenville and the Moosehead Lake Region to the north and the town of Guilford, which is on the way to Dover on Route 15, to the south.


  The student-athletes of Monson felt more like pallbearers than ballplayers.


  “The quickest way to kill a town is to send its school down the road,” said Buddy Leavitt. “I realized it would have been extremely tough to continue at Monson Academy, but we had much industry back in the day between the slate quarry and the Moosehead mill. We were so dependent on tax dollars, but you kill a town when you send the school down the road.”


  It was arguably the darkest time in the history of Monson, a tight-knit small farming town founded in 1815 and named after Monson, Massachusetts. Among the earliest settlers in 1828 was Solomon Bray who had fourteen children—enough kids to play a game of basketball if the game had been invented by then.


  When the Civil War happened, many of Monson’s residents left Maine to fight for the Union. More than forty of them died, twenty-two were wounded. Crop farming suffered with their absence and Monson incurred financial hardships.


  The saving grace for Monson was when slate mining became a major industry in town in 1870. The rich quarries provided a steady source of employment and income for Monson. It eventually furnished a suitable nickname for Monson Academy sports teams after the high school was built and opened in the summer in 1848. Slate was abundant and, as nicknames and mascots go, politically correct. Slate even made Monson a vacation destination.


  By the early 1900s, Monson’s population had more than doubled to over 1,200 residents when the Monson Narrow Gauge Railroad was linked to town. Families of Swedes, Finns, Welsh, and other Europeans began migrating from Canada and gravitating to Monson for jobs in the slate mines. They were hard-working, courageous, and particularly tall. Those genetic qualities undoubtedly contributed to Monson winning state basketball championships in 1909 with only five players on its roster and in 1932 with a coach, Salve Larson, who worked in the slate quarries. According to the 1932 Pharetra, Monson Academy’s yearbook, the Slaters team that year had a 14–2 regular season record (the two losses were to college teams) then won all four of its county tournament games, then won all four of its games in the Bangor Y.M.C.A. State Tournament.


  The 1932 team included Oswald “Cookie” Poole, the only non-Swede or Finn in the starting lineup, and team captain Oscar Suomi. Cookie told his son, Glenn Poole, now president of the Monson Historical Society, that Oscar developed a jump shot around the year 1930. The inventor of the jump shot in basketball is widely believed to have been Kenny Sailors, who developed it in high school in Wyoming in 1934. Oscar is not recognized as having invented the jump shot, but he could have been the original Big “O” ahead of college basketball and NBA Hall of Famer Oscar Robertson.


  There is no debate about Monson’s history of slate and its place in American history. The town was particularly proud of its black slate and nicknamed its high school sports teams the Slaters, wearing black and orange as its school colors. The slab of millstock that marks the gravesite of U.S. President John F. Kennedy in Arlington National Cemetery came from the Portland-Monson Slate Company. Buddy Leavitt’s dad, Cyril “Bud” Leavitt Sr., a former Lance Corporal in the U.S. Marine Corps, supervised the cutting of the slate for John F. Kennedy’s gravesite.


  Slate to Monson was like antlers to a bull moose: a symbol of strength and stature. Slate mining was a profitable yet dangerous business in those days. Slate expands, and mine walls can collapse. According to the Monson Historical Society, the Monson Slate Quarry created its own burial site for miners who did not survive if a cave collapsed and they had no family around to claim victims. For them, slate determined their fate.


  Monson’s industry started shifting from slate to manufacturing beginning in 1945 after the Monson Maine Slate Company closed. Following a fire at Moosehead Woodcrafters in Greenville, the company relocated to Monson and resumed building rock maple wood furniture products out of a former slate company building. In 1947, it became known as Moosehead Manufacturing and eventually opened a sister plant in Dover-Foxcroft.


  It was as if Monson was the Six Piece Dining Set Capital of the World.


  Other than natural black slate and high quality furniture, the pride and joy of Monson was its continued success at basketball. Pete Gattrell, an instructor and coach, began teaching students the game and organizing basketball teams when they were in third grade. When most students were learning reading, writing, and arithmetic at that age, Monson kids were learning dribbling, shooting, and rebounding.


  By the time these budding Monson basketball players reached high school, their progress was not only the talk of the town but literally chronicled in The Annual Monson Town Report. This would be akin to the president of the United States praising the Super Bowl champions in the State of the Union Address.


  The ultimate goal for sports-minded kids growing up in Monson was to play basketball in Monson Academy’s gymnasium. The townspeople had raised funds in the early 1940s to build it. It was a Quonset hut, a prefabricated structure inspired in Great Britain during World War I that became popular in World War II. As odd as it may have looked, it was home to Monson basketball, though no one ever took credit or attached a name to it.


  “That might explain the stubborn pride of people in Monson,” said Buddy Leavitt. “Maybe it’s because the gym looked more like a military barracks, but that place would rock.”


  “The locker rooms downstairs were like a dungeon. The home team’s locker room was like an oversized bathroom,” said Shawn Nelson, Kevin’s older brother. “But the atmosphere was phenomenal. The gym was packed for games. There was standing room only. This was for every game. And it got hot inside.”


  A wooden entry made from plywood was constructed outside for fans to wait in line for tickets to be sold before the game and a place for fans to huddle, cool off, and smoke at halftime. The basketball court a few steps away inside was regulation-sized and, once Monson added glass backboards, it became the cream of the crop among gymnasiums in the Upper Kennebec Valley League. The Quonset hut was the hip place to be.


  “We used to play a lot of the larger Class M schools and we’d piss them off because we beat them about every year,” said Steve Bray, a freshman on Monson’s 1968 Class S State Championship team. “Some of them wanted to drop us right off their schedule, but we kept them on. They used to help us a lot on our Class S points.”


  Other antiquated gymnasiums in small towns within a sixty-mile radius in the deep woods of Maine couldn’t measure up to Monson’s. They were more makeshift than mainstream and had fan or half-moon shaped metal backboards.


  In Hartland’s gym, there was a bed mattress nailed to the stage at one end of the court to protect players from running into it. It had the look of a garage sale.


  “If you came into that end on a driving layup then wham! You ran into the mattress,” Leavitt said. “I guess we were lucky it wasn’t a box spring.”


  There also was a large fishing-like net separating fans on the stage from the players on the floor.


  “It was like playing inside an MMA cage match,” Steve Bray said.


  In Harmony’s gym, the ceiling was so low that players had to change the trajectory of their field goal attempts. It was like shooting in a toll booth.


  “If you were 4-foot-11, like me, and you shot with a lot of arc you could hit the ceiling and it would be ruled out of bounds and the ball would go to the other team,” Bray said. “You had to learn to shoot line drives.”


  Monson and Harmony were bitter rivals. In Harmony’s gym, to support one of its baskets, there were two cables or guide wires attached to a backboard that extended to the end of the bleachers within reach of the home team’s fans. They would yank on the wires sometimes when a Slaters’ player was shooting a foul shot.


  “The Harmony fans would shake those cables when they got excited,” Leavitt said. “It was like shooting at a moving target.”


  In Solon’s gym, they had pot-bellied wood stove near the sideline to heat the building.


  “If you ran too close to the stove, you’d get soot on your sneakers and kick it all over the court,” Leavitt said.


  Solon also had two white wooden backboards, one literally bolted into a wall. The backboards didn’t even have a shooting square—the 2-inch white-taped rectangular block above and behind the rims to help players gauge their bank shots.


  Shawn Nelson recalled playing in Solon as a freshman and noticed that there were silver thumb tacks pressed into the snowy white backboards so “their star player Terry Cahill knew taking certain shots if he hit a tack it was going to bank into the basket.”


  This game strategy put new meaning into the word “tactic.”


  In North New Portland, the gym was located upstairs in a building where there was a balcony hanging over the corners of a basketball court. There’s one story, in fact, about a drunken fan who stumbled off the balcony and landed upside down stuck in one of the baskets.


  The court in North New Portland was so small that the jump circles surrounding the two foul lines intersected and overlapped with the jump circle at mid-court. It also featured a concave square cast-iron grate on the floor under one of the baskets—basically a sprained ankle or worse waiting to happen.


  “As an artist, it was kind of a wonderful sort of geometric abstraction,” said Alan Bray, Steve’s older brother, who became an artist and has exhibited his casein-on-panel landscape paintings from Maine to California.


  Then there was the “gym” in Athens. It was located inside the town’s fire station and, when basketball games were played, the town’s two fire trucks were parked on ready inside in plain view about 8 feet from one of the baselines.


  During Alan Bray’s freshman year playing for the Slaters, there was one game in Athens that created a Bugs Bunny cartoon-like contest in the fire station. Someone was destined to get clobbered like Daffy Duck.


  “It was a brutally cold night, and it had a tile floor, and the floor was sweating from the heat inside so there was like a skim of moisture on the floor,” Bray said. “Everybody was slipping and sliding. It was like a skating rink.”


  Monson, led by 6-foot-7 Dick Wyman, had a superior team coached by Ken Perry, the school’s principal. However, in the first quarter, Perry decided to bench his entire starting lineup. For safety reasons.


  “When you were doing a layup in that gym you had to be careful not to hit a fire truck and, with the floor wet, Dick Wyman slipped and literally slid right under the truck,” Bray explained. “Perry immediately took the first team out and put us subs in. The expendable guys.”


  Basketball was turning into Ice Capades. Eventually the game’s referees called both coaches and teams together and changed the rules for one night.


  “They stopped calling traveling,” Bray said. “It was sort of like backyard basketball.”


  The Monson Slaters would play anyone anywhere any place. They played in bandbox gyms in small towns from Jackman, Maine—16 miles from the Canadian border—to Jonesport and Beals, located on an island in the Atlantic Ocean 200 miles from Jackman. When Monson traveled to the coast to compete in those games, they would play on Beals Island on a Friday then be paired up with Jonesport players and their host families and stay over on Friday night so to play Jonesport High on Saturday night. After that game, they would make the four-hour drive back to Monson, arriving there early on Sunday morning on a bus, usually driven by Alan and Steve Bray’s dad, George, that left the players hot or cold, sweating or shivering. It had a heater in the back and a defroster in the front, but they didn’t work at the same time.


  On long road trips like that, the Slaters were at a distinct disadvantage. Their opponents had a home court—and hometown—advantage.


  “No one ever beat Beals on Beals Island. They had like ten players named Beals on the team and two Faulkinghams, and the two refs were probably named Beals,” Steve Bray said.


  Buddy Leavitt recalls one night he and teammate Roy Taylor spent with a Jonesport family. After walking downstairs on Saturday morning, they came upon the father of the house. He was sitting and reading the morning newspaper about Monson’s game against Beals across the bridge the previous night.


  “He said, ‘Boy, if I could find out who this Bob Leavitt and Royal Taylor are I would make sure they wouldn’t get to the game tonight,’” Leavitt said. “Here I am a sixteen-year-old high school student in a stranger’s house, and I had heard so much about these lobster fishermen who shot people who messed with their traps.”


  It sounded like the plot to a Stephen King horror movie. Leavitt was wondering when the father would put down the newspaper and pick up a knife.


  “So, I’m nervous and I say, ‘I’m not Bob Leavitt. I’m Bud Leavitt.’ He said, ‘Well, they have you in the paper as Bob, but I damn well know who you are.’ He was just joking, but he scared the tar out of us.”


  Not much spooked Monson during the 1967–68 season. That Slaters team, in their Halloween-colored uniforms, surprised everyone. They were not burdened with the expectations of the 1961 Monson team that many thought was capable of winning a state championship, led by Wyman who went on to play at the University of Maine. The Slaters won a third consecutive Upper Kennebec Valley League championship in 1961 and compiled a two-year record of 27–3. They averaged 74 points a game while limiting opponents to an average of 48 points per game.


  “How they managed not to win the state championship I have no idea,” said Glenn Poole, who played varsity basketball for the Slaters from 1963 to 1966. “This was a team that everybody on the starting five was over 6 feet tall.”


  In 1961, the Slaters, with their superior reach, were blowing teams out left and right, including a 30-point Eastern Maine Class S Tournament semifinal game victory over Easton in the famed Bangor Auditorium. That gave Alan Bray, then a 4-foot-11 substitute freshman guard, a rare chance to play on the big stage. However, someone forgot to pack uniforms for him and several of his teammates. When Alan entered the game, Lauri Anderson, a three-time All-State player, took off his uniform top and handed it to Alan to wear.


  One big problem. It was the basketball equivalent of a wardrobe malfunction.


  Lauri stood 6-foot-4. Alan had to literally tuck Lauri’s uniform top deep into his own trunks, which in turn blocked the view of the number on the jersey on the front and back. George Hale, the legendary Maine sports broadcaster, was doing the play-by-play of the game for WABI Radio. Hale—who also was the sportscaster for WABI-TV Channel 5, the CBS affiliate in Bangor—could not identify Alan Bray by number because, well, he couldn’t see the number as half of the numerals were blocked by Bray’s trunks. So, Hale started calling him “Cousy,” a nod toward famed and diminutive Boston Celtics’ NBA All-Star point guard Bob Cousy. Tickled by the sight of the little boy who could wear a big man’s uniform, Hale was laughing hysterically on air when Alan Bray made a layup during his brief appearance late in the game.


  The irony in 1961 is Monson lost its next game by a single point, 60–59, in the Eastern Maine Class S Tournament finals to Stonington, the eventual state champion. Stonington’s star player that year, Gary Webb, became Monson’s coach for the 1968 season. Webb lived in Ellsworth yet taught and coached during the week in Monson 90 miles away where he rented a room in a house on Tenney Hill. When the landlord decided to sell her house, Webb relocated to the Leavitts’ house on South Main Street. He would teach school and coach Buddy by day and sleep in the guest bedroom at the Leavitts at night.


  The Slaters started slowly during the 1967–68 season, going 4–4 in great part because Buddy Leavitt was academically ineligible for the first month for not getting good grades while playing on Monson’s baseball team the previous spring. But the basketball team and the town didn’t hold it against him.


  “What was unique about going to a small school like Monson Academy—where we may have something like only seventy or eighty total kids in the school—was they were really strict about academics,” Leavitt said. “They didn’t care if you were 6–5 and 180 and could put the ball in the hole if you didn’t pass Algebra.”


  Unfortunately, about the time Leavitt returned to the lineup, two of his teammates, Craig Anderson and Jimmy Crockett, were dismissed from the team because of poor grades. Fortunately, co-captains Dickie Woodard and Roy Taylor—a hockey-loving player out of Canada who never played basketball until he moved to Willimantic—elevated their games. Taylor, in fact, was named the Slaters’ Most Valuable Player at season’s end.


  “We didn’t really have a great shooting team, but we were physical,” Steve Bray said. “And then when Buddy came back it was a whole different dynamic.”


  Bray also provided a different dynamic. He became a media star in the Eastern Maine Class S Tournament, thanks to George Hale, who may have remembered Alan Bray’s freshman debut in the tournament in 1961. He became known as Little Stevie Bray.


  “I was only 4–11, for God’s sake,” he joked. “The smallest kid in the tournament.”


  Monson, seeded No. 2, defeated its UKVL rival and No. 7 seeded Harmony 61–55 in the 1968 quarterfinals, No. 6 seeded Oakfield 64–47 in the semifinals, then, with Dick Woodard scoring 21 points, upset top-seeded powerhouse Mattawamkeag 68–58 in the Eastern Maine Class S championship game as Greg Lander shut down Keagers’ star Dennis Libbey. Mattawamkeag had a reputation for having legendary basketball players. Anita Belanger still owns the state’s girls high school single-game scoring record of 81 points set in 1955. She averaged 55.6 points a game in her career. Dennis Libbey went on to play shortstop at the University of Maine, where he eventually was inducted into UMO’s Sports Hall of Fame. Libbey was the biggest stumbling block from keeping the Slaters from playing in the state championship game, and Lander was assigned to guard him.


  “He guarded me when I was on defense,” Libbey told Leavitt.


  The Slaters suddenly were the darlings of the Bangor Daily News. During the semifinals, a BDN photographer snapped a photo of Shawn Nelson and his parents, Hollis and Rose, cheering in the bleachers at the Bangor Auditorium. Before the state championship game in Portland, a BDN photographer came to Monson for a behind-the-scenes photo journal feature on the Slaters to highlight the team and its hobbies away from the basketball court. He snapped photos on Lake Hebron of players snowmobiling and drilling holes in the ice and fishing as if it was a National Geographic special.


  Steve Bray was photographed with a fishing pole in his hands. He looked as out of place as a rainbow trout in a bathtub.


  “I never ice fished in my life,” he said.


  For the State Class S Championship game, Monson was paired against undefeated Casco High School, the Western Maine champion, in a Saturday afternoon tilt in the Portland Exposition Building. Opened in 1915, the Portland Expo is the second-oldest arena in continuous operation in the United States.


  Gary Webb, the Slaters’ coach, doubled as the team’s chauffeur. He took half of the team to Portland in his 1967 Pontiac LeMans and the other half went with Monson Academy principal Antonio Paradis in his Ford Galaxie on Friday. It didn’t make sense or cents to transport a team of only eight players and two managers to Portland in a big gas-guzzling school bus to stay overnight before the state title game.


  “It was one of the few times I had ever stayed in a hotel room in my life,” said Steve Bray. “I was fourteen years old. I stayed with Stuart Anderson and Jeff Greenleaf, and I was so wound up I kept them up all night.”


  The local newspapers didn’t seem to give Monson Academy, with a school enrollment of sixty-seven students, much of a chance of beating Casco Bay, which had a record of 23–0 and had averaged 90 points a game in winning the Western Maine Class S Tournament. Yet the Slaters relished the underdog role.


  “It was the right place at the right time,” Bray said.


  The rest of Monson, including the team’s six cheerleaders, traveled to Portland the next morning. Among the Slaters fans were Judge Millard Emanuelson, Earl Brazier, and Oswald “Cookie” Poole, who were photographed for the Portland Press Herald newspaper. The three were teammates on the 1932 Monson Academy state championship team that brought the Gold Ball home.


  The Monson crowd in Portland also included the Nelson family. “Nobody ever experienced anything like that,” Shawn said. “Going to Portland back then for folks was like me going to Chicago now.”


  “I was going to Portland, Maine of all places,” Kevin said. “I couldn’t have gone to New York City and been any more impressed.”


  Almost as impressive as the surprising size of the Monson crowd in attendance in Portland. Slaters fans packed the Expo, which five years earlier hosted the first East Coast concert of the Beach Boys. Monson fans had good vibrations. It didn’t matter that they had to drive almost three hours over frost-heaved roads to get there.


  “We were playing a team that was undefeated and all five starters averaged double figures and they lived 24 miles from the Expo, and we put as many damn people in the gym as they did,” said Buddy Leavitt. “It was crazy. It was just crazy. In Monson, if you weren’t at the game people were asking why. If you were not a varsity player or a junior varsity player or a member of the girls’ basketball team—and we obviously were not big enough to have a school band—you had fans. They were genuine fans, and they came out.


  When we won the Eastern Maine championship in Bangor and went to the Portland Expo to represent Class S basketball, I saw people there from Monson that never went to a game in Monson. My grandmother went—my mother’s mother who never got off Water Street—and she’s saying, ‘I don’t know what the heck is going on here, but I know when that ball goes in the hole everyone goes crazy.’”


  On this day, Buddy sent his grandmother into delirium. He helped the orange-and-black–clad Slaters forge to an early lead by scoring 14 points in the opening quarter and, when Casco Bay narrowed an 8-point halftime deficit to 3 points midway through the third quarter, Leavitt scored 6 consecutive Monson points.


  Steve Bray, who committed two turnovers in the final 16 seconds of the first half, was almost praying he wouldn’t have to play in the second half. He was the back-up point guard and he was feeling the pressure sitting on the bench.


  “All I could hope in a game like that was that Greg Lander wouldn’t foul out, but he got three fouls early on,” Bray said. “Then in the second half when the game got tight and you’re close to a state championship and I’m a 4–11 freshman all I’m thinking is, ‘Lander! Do not foul!’ Jesus Christ, please. I do not need that on my basketball resume.’”


  Lander didn’t foul out, but he did make two crucial foul shots—his only points in the game—with 1:14 to play that pushed Monson’s lead to 62–57 shortly after Casco Bay had tied the game at 55–55 with three minutes left. Leavitt, who made a jump shot to give the Slaters the lead for good at 57–55, finished with a game-high 31 points and 15 rebounds. He also drew the fifth foul on Casco Bay star Dale Eldridge, who fouled out of the game with 20 points and 16 rebounds with 5:00 to go. Roy Taylor had a game-high 19 rebounds and four field goals, the last of which gave the Slaters their largest lead of the game, 47–38, with 2:38 remaining in the third quarter. Dickie Woodard netted 12 points, and teammate Ed Kronholm contributed nine rebounds and 11 points, including Monson’s first 6 points of the second half.


  “I got a lot of the accolades because I scored a lot of the points and that’s what happens, but the biggest reason that we had success was those other kids—we only had eight on the varsity—and they all accepted their role and they played their role and you’ve got to do that to be successful,” Leavitt said. “Everybody had a role and nobody tried to exceed it. Everybody stepped in, and everybody has a piece of that championship.”


  Before taking that coveted Gold Ball back to Monson, the team stopped at Valle’s Steak House in Portland for dinner. Unbeknownst to them, one of the diners that night happened to be Boston Celtics star—and future NBA Hall of Famer—Sam Jones, who had watched a portion of their title game. Somehow news of Monson’s state championship drifted to Sam Jones, and he invited the team to his table to offer congratulations. Sam stopped and popped out his hand to Buddy and his teammates. Buddy grabbed a restaurant napkin and had Sam Jones autograph it.


  However, the reception the Slaters received from the Celtics’ star didn’t compare to the wild one they received at home hours later. It was ticker tape–like without the tape and tall buildings.


  “We had a rally when we came back to town after the state championship and there were people coming through our receiving line putting money in our hands. Honest to God,” Leavitt said.


  No one at the time was thinking about next year and the count-down to consolidation. Monson was reveling in its basketball prowess. The town had produced Susan Greenleaf—perhaps the greatest girls basketball player ever in Monson—and the Slaters’ girls basketball team in 1968 won the Upper Kennebec Valley League, though there was no girls high school tournament in Maine until 1975. And the prospect of Monson Academy’s boys basketball team winning its first state basketball championship in thirty-six years seemed as preposterous as astronaut Buzz Aldrin slicing a 6-iron on the moon.


  The Slaters overachieved that season, and the town swelled with pride all the way around the world. Leavitt received a congratulatory letter from Vietnam from Jim Greenleaf, Monson Academy Class of 1966, who was serving there in the U.S. Air Force.


  “The year they won it, they went way beyond expectations,” Glenn Poole said. “Maybe reality set in a little bit in 1969.”


  That was Monson’s last year of Monson Academy basketball. The consolidation was set to begin in the fall of 1969, so the spring of 1969 was Monson’s last chance to play basketball as Slaters. Foxcroft Academy principal Tillson Thomas made a special trip to Monson to explain the process of the transition. Let’s just say Richard Nixon at Woodstock would have received a warmer welcome than Tillson Thomas at Monson Academy.


  “The whole student body walked in, all ninety of us,” Leavitt said. “If we could have voted we would have swung the vote. The consolidation thing was a bitter issue. It tore the town apart because there were a lot of proud people. We have a bond. We were a tight-knit group. Everybody knew everybody’s business.”


  The Slaters, defending state champions, had plenty enough basketball talent, but they were not old enough to be champions for their cause at the ballot box. They were helpless.


  The final Monson Academy basketball season ended at the Eastern Maine Class S Tournament at the Bangor Auditorium. To get there, the Slaters had to pass by Foxcroft Academy and go through Dover-Foxcroft to stay on Route 15 to Bangor. Not a good omen.


  The last Monson Academy basketball game was in the tournament semifinals, a 79–51 loss to the Island Falls Owls on a Friday afternoon on February 21, 1969. The Slaters were outscored 20–2 by the eventual state champions in the first quarter. Buddy Leavitt had a game-high 26 points, Steve Bray added 13 points, and Shawn Nelson, then a freshman, scored the final points in Monson Academy basketball history.


  “If the Bangor Auditorium was still there, I could go and stand probably within a foot of where I made that last shot,” Shawn said. “I own one distinction at Monson Academy that nobody has ever or will ever—ever!—hold or be able to hold. I scored the last 2 points for Monson Academy.”


  The town of Monson then prepared for the inevitable, fulfilling a prophecy. It was Shawn and Kevin Nelson’s mother Rose who years earlier, deciphering the consequences of forming a school district, wrote in the Annual Monson Town Report, “This is the end of Monson Academy.”


  In retrospect, it was probably years in the making. In 1957, the State of Maine passed the Sinclair Act to restructure its educational system by consolidating Maine’s many school districts into fewer, larger ones. It was considered a cost-cutting measure designed with the idea that larger school districts would offer more resources than smaller ones. The Sinclair Act resulted in a 40 percent drop in schools in Maine with the average size of existing schools doubling.


  On April 14, 1966, the Piscataquis Observer’s lead story was about Monson holding a town meeting on April 18 to debate joining such a school district. The story featured a photo of Monson Academy with the caption “What Is the Future of Monson Schools?” and noted that the state would not subsidize any type of renovation or building of school facilities unless that school was part of a school district.


  Foxcroft Academy was openly courting Monson Academy students and their parents. In October 1966, the Joint Board of Foxcroft Academy invited students and residents of Monson to attend a Foxcroft-Orono football game at Oakes Field, then tour Foxcroft and the FA gymnasium. The state-of-the-art gym, opened in 1962, had seating for more than a thousand fans in two retractable wooden bleachers on one side of the court and seating for the student body and Foxcroft Academy Band on a retractable wooden bleacher section on a large-raised stage on the opposite side. There were two glass backboard baskets on each end of the court and four retractable hoops on the sides. It was quintessential basketball heaven compared to their Quonset hut.


  Monson was being backed into a corner in the county and dealing with real-world problems. The town’s population and school enrollment were dwindling. From the time Monson won its first state championship in 1909 to its last one in 1968, its census had dramatically slipped from about 1,300 residents to less than 700, causing the town’s tax revenue to drop. In the meantime, its two biggest sources of industry—slate mining and manufacturing—were fading like the color of leaves around town in December.


  Monson’s student population was facing a crisis. Teachers’ salaries were rising, but enrollment was not. Kevin Nelson, at the time, was a student in Gary Webb’s fourth- and fifth-grade combo class that had forty-three students packed tighter than Spam in a can. Teachers were not being paid extra for teaching double grades. The cost and quality of education was being compromised, and the townspeople were in a catch-22 situation.


  Paul Allen, chairman of the School Department, noted in the 1966 Monson Town Report, “The people of Monson, in my opinion, are very concerned about what to do for the best secondary education for their children. At present there is a possibility of the Town of Monson joining into a School Administrative District with three areas, namely Dover-Foxcroft, Greenville, and Guilford.” The State Master Plan for School Administrative Districting, Allen continued, places Monson with Greenville.


  “The Monson Townspeople are in favor of keeping their children’s education within the bounds of the town,” Allen wrote. “It is my opinion that time is running out for secondary schools similar in size to Monson Academy, as they are unable to offer the comprehensive educational program to the students that is needed today.”


  In the 1967 Monson Town Report, Superintendent of Schools Norman W. Moulton explained why consolidation was needed, citing the long-range educational goals of Monson’s children and rising costs, particularly to teachers’ salaries.


  “To compare the educational offering of today with the curriculum of thirty years ago is hardly different than comparing the Apollo Space program with Lindbergh’s flight across the Atlantic,” Moulton wrote.


  Monson Academy, it would seem, was the Titanic, but with a better choice of lifeboats.


  Consolidate with Greenville High School 17 miles to the north? Or go to Guilford, 11 miles to the south? Or go for broke and consolidate with Dover-Foxcroft? The townspeople were reluctant to send their children to Greenville, especially in the harsh Maine winters, and PCHS in Guilford was not ready to handle an influx of Monson students. Neither of those schools, however, offered educational resources, extracurricular activities, and the “Academy” moniker that Foxcroft Academy possessed.


  The move to Dover-Foxcroft was endorsed by John Durham, one of the most influential people in Monson. He and his brother Telford helped turn a decaying slate-mining building into the Moosehead Manufacturing Company. In 1960, Moosehead Manufacturing opened a second plant in Dover-Foxcroft. The Durham family was pushing hard for consolidation at Foxcroft Academy. They got their wish and Monson Academy basketball buffs aimed their anger at John.


  “I just don’t understand the politics of it—how in the world would it benefit him—but he was always to blame. It was like Durham’s crew against the rest of the town,” said Buddy Leavitt, whose dad, Bud Sr., earned his diploma from Guilford High School. “There was joking that they had former employees wheeled into town in wheelchairs to vote. . . . That was a major political time back then. It split families. I couldn’t for the life of me figure why anybody would want to get rid of our school, because I just loved it so.”


  On August 5, 1968, a special vote was taken in the towns of Dover-Foxcroft, Sebec, Charleston, and Monson on the formation of what was to become School Administrative District 68. The vote followed the recommendation of a study group of selectman and school board members who, after five meetings, presented a final proposed draft to the Maine State Department of Education. The draft noted that Monson Academy would remain open during the 1968–69 school year, then high school students would be transported to Dover-Foxcroft for the 1969–70 school year.


  It was put up or shut up time, or, in Monson, shut down time.


  All four towns voted in favor of the consolidation. According to the Piscataquis Observer, only seventy-eight people voted in Dover-Foxcroft, yet they voted unanimously in favor for SAD 68. Monson had by far the largest number of voters, and its vote was the closest, 77–58.


  Thus the bus wheels were being set in motion. They would be steered toward Dover-Foxcroft no matter what anyone thought or cared.


  “When you start talking tax dollars and how much a school that’s got, what, sixty kids, depends on that then compare it to what you have to pay to send them to another school, it makes sense,” Steve Bray said. “We were friends with a lot of the Greenville kids, and we talked among the basketball players. I think Greenville thought that would be a good consolidation there, but Greenville thought they got left out and then it’s funny that we got bussed to Dover every day and we had to go right through Guilford. When it came to where we were going to go, I think the Durhams had more influence on that than anything.”


  Monson Academy students felt powerless. Though they were not old enough to vote on the matter, they could express their feelings. Some shared their private thoughts in words and poetry in the 1969 Pharetra, the Monson Academy yearbook.


  Wrote Wanda Leavitt:



   When I moved to this town, I thought it was great


  Until our school was forced to consolidate


  Foxcroft Academy is so far to go.


  Especially in the freezing rain and snow.


  We the kids, could have nothing to say,


  But we are the ones who will have to pay.


  The next town I move to I think I’ll wait,


  Before I decide and think it’s so great.




  Carol Mattson expressed fear and apprehension in a poem entitled “Good-Bye Old M.A.”



   We had a decision, a great one to make,


  The out-come which made my old heart ache.


  Old M.A. has been such a wonderful place,


  Closing her doors will be hard to face.


  All the joy has gone from her walls,


  It’s like a waterless Niagara Falls.


  If I were older and lots of wealth,


  I’d restore my old M.A. back to its health.


  I’d make you bigger, and better than ever.


  You’d outdo Dover or any other




  The Nelson family struggled with the final decision. Hollis, a logger man, was a Monson town selectman. Rose was working in Guilford at the time. One was a Democrat. The other a Republican. Yet, the Nelsons tried to be open-minded and forward-thinking.


  “We were more focused on other things like, ‘Who’s doing the dishes tonight?’” Kevin said.


  “Going to Greenville probably would have been the best for both towns—Monson and Greenville—and it would have boosted Greenville’s enrollment numbers considerably,” Shawn said. “Guilford overall in a sense for us might have been a happy medium. But, by the same token, I’m glad we didn’t.”


  Instead of possibly building a basketball dynasty at home in Monson, Kevin Nelson, after his seventh-grade year, was going to be sent to Dover-Foxcroft, which had no distinguishable high school basketball tradition to speak of. The decision was out of his big hands.


  “I was brought up to obey authority,” Kevin said. “So, if these people in town made the decision to go where we are going who am I to question that? I was not brought up that way. The consolidation wasn’t on my radar screen or any of the kids’ radar screens unless you were inside the bubble of the decision makers. It was a goal and a motivation that we could win another state championship in Monson someday. In my seventh-grade year we had a good group of athletes and good players. In Class S if you had one or two really good players you stood a chance of running the table.”


  Kevin Nelson’s idol felt the same way.


  “One guy can carry a Class S team. It takes more in the bigger schools,” Buddy Leavitt said. “One person with a decent supporting cast can win it all in a smaller school. The state championship team that I played on, everybody had a role and they accepted it and they were coachable kids and appreciative. Every one of those guys have as much a piece of that Gold Ball as I do.”


  That Gold Ball the Slaters won in 1968 now rests on top of a trophy case placed against the north wall on the top floor of the Monson Historical Society. The trophy case was removed from Monson Academy when it closed. Though Foxcroft Academy principal Tillson Thomas visited Monson Academy to address its students during the school’s final year of operation as a high school, his words were hollow to most.


  “The loss of a town’s high school is a tough blow as many have pride and identify with the school. Citizens live vicariously through their schools and students,” Glenn Poole wrote in Monson Academy Revisited.


  “From the opening of the Quonset hut, the basketball program grew to be one of the very best in the state. Its departure from the scene was sorely felt.”


  The future of high school basketball in Monson would play out in Dover-Foxcroft. The anticipation of the seemingly inevitable closure of Monson Academy and other small schools was influential in a move in 1967 to reclassify high school basketball in the state of Maine to either add LLL to LL, L, and M and eliminate S or create new divisions A, B, C, and D.


  “Monson Academy may be another of the SAD casualties with a move underway to have that school join Foxcroft Academy, bypassing Guilford and not going north to join ever closer Greenville. That would keep the S list dwindling,” wrote Bangor Daily News sports columnist Owen Osborne.


  For the 1969–70 season, the number of Class S basketball teams in Eastern Maine was down to thirteen and, following the 1970 season, Class S changed to Class D. In 2023, the Maine Principals’ Association rejected a proposal to re-create a Class S for schools with enrollment under one hundred. It would have consisted of twenty-two schools statewide, including Greenville, and would not have been split into regions. The MPA will continue to review school classifications.


  Upper Kennebec Valley League schools from the 1960s consolidated with other school districts. Salon, North Anson, and North New Portland unified as Carrabec High School. Jackman morphed into Forest Hills High School. Bingham evolved as Upper Kennebec Valley High School. Harmony and Athens students went to Dexter High School. Hartland consolidated with Nokomis High School in Newport.


  The final high school graduation ceremony in Monson was June 1969 with twenty-one seniors earning their diplomas. Monson Academy, a two-story wooden structure, was ultimately demolished in 1984, replaced by a bandstand. A block of black slate inscribed with the words “Site of Monson Academy 1884–1969” rests on a hillside next to the driveway leading to the former school.


  “It was like this temple,” Kevin Nelson said.


  That shrine became a bus stop. It was the pick-up and drop-off location each school day to bus Monson students to and from Foxcroft Academy. Consolidation was being rubbed in their faces as they boarded the bus right next to Monson Academy whose doors were closed shut to them.


  “I wanted to stay in Monson. That’s where I grew up. That’s where I went to school. That’s where I was comfortable,” Shawn Nelson said. “My freshman class was the biggest class that Monson Academy had ever had, and it had twenty-two kids in it. It was home. It was a shock going into a whole new world.”


  His younger brother concurred. Though his memories of growing up in Monson are frozen in time—watching the 1968 State Champion Slaters celebrate in the Monson Academy gym—Kevin Nelson’s lifeline was always basketball. Going to Dover would extend that.


  A huge custom-made orange-and-black sign was soon attached to the Monson town office on Main Street. The sign was shaped like a half-moon metal basketball backboard and read: “State Champions Class S.” It was a memento, almost like a coat of arms, to commemorate the last homegrown team phenomenon in Monson.


  Kevin drew inspiration from that sign as the school bus to Dover pulled out of the Monson Academy driveway each school day beginning in his eighth-grade year. The consolidation was crushing to the basketball-crazed town, yet Kevin tried to put a positive spin on it. He still had a place to go to play the game.


  “I wasn’t planning on anything, but I told myself I’m going to keep playing basketball,” Kevin said. “It was the way it was.”


  And so it was. That’s the way the basketball was bouncing for Kevin. He would be dribbling and passing and shooting it in a maroon-and-white Foxcroft Academy uniform away from home in a bigger town that had no basketball state championship sign to speak of nor proudly display for all to see.


  Dover-Foxcroft, to Kevin Nelson at the time, was just another destination with a hoop. “That was the context about everything with me at that age: Where would I be playing basketball? That was most important to me. It wasn’t the educational opportunities necessarily,” he said. “I always had seen the teams from Dover come up to the Monson gym and play us. My reaction was I would be going to a place where I would be playing basketball with people I used to play against. The world was in front of me then. I didn’t know what to expect.”
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