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For many years before 1954, public schools were 
legally segregated (separated) by race in North 
Carolina and many other states. That meant that 
white and black students were required by law to 
attend separate schools. Public universities were 
segregated, as were elementary schools, middle 
schools, and high schools. But segregation did not 
always prevent people of different races from 
working and playing together. 

For example, playing and watching basketball 
brought together people from different races 
and backgrounds. In 1944, an all-black university 
basketball team played an all-white university 
basketball team in Durham, North Carolina. The 
all-black team was from North Carolina Central 
University (NCCU). The all-white team was the 
Duke University Medical School basketball team. 
As far as we know, this was the first time in the 

southern United States that black and white teams had played against one another; they were 
both excellent basketball teams! 

At the time, the Duke Medical School (which is part of Duke University) had its own basketball 
team, which was among the best in the country — it was probably even better than Duke 
University’s main basketball team. But the NCCU Eagles were led by a brilliant coach named John 
B. McLendon. NCCU won the game 88–44. 

The game was played in secret on a Sunday morning when many 
people would be at home or in church. The game was secret 
because the students and even the coaches might be punished 
if the administrators of the two colleges heard about it. 

No newspaper wrote about the game at the time it took place. One reporter from the Carolina 
Times newspaper knew about the game, but he didn’t write about it. He wanted to be sure that 
no one harmed or tried to punish the black coach. People did not find out about the game until 52 
years later, in 1996, when a newspaper reporter shared the story with the world. 

Here are some facts about the game:

•	 The game took place because a group of black and white students at the two universities had 
been secretly meeting at the Durham YMCA to pray together. Their friendships led to a good-
natured challenge to play against one another. 

•	 John McLendon was an impressive coach. Many basketball lovers recognize him as the 
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A Secret Basketball Game
Learning Outcome: Students can explain why the 1944 basketball game between Duke 
Medical School and North Carolina Central University (NCCU) was kept secret and how it 
challenged the policy of segregation that existed before 1954.
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inventor of a strategy of basketball that became known as the fast-break strategy. (A 
strategy is a plan to achieve a goal.) Teams using the fast-break strategy run down the court 
as fast as they can, passing the ball as they go, so that they can score a basket before the 
opposing players have a chance to organize themselves to block the shot. Even though Mr. 
McLendon was an excellent player, he was not allowed to play on the University of Kansas 
varsity basketball team because he was black. However, Mr. McLendon went on to have a 
successful career coaching high school, college, and professional basketball teams.

Reading Review Questions:
Why was the 1944 basketball game between Duke Medical School and North Carolina Central 
University (NCCU) kept secret?

Who came up with the idea for the 1944 secret basketball game?

  

In your own words, describe the strategy of “fast-break basketball” invented by John McLendon. 


