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In the “clichés are clichés 
because they are true” depart-
ment, I offer one here: News-

papers record the first draft of 
history. For me, there is nothing 
like going back into newspaper 
archives and reading first ac-
counts of events, historic and not 
so historic. It’s a passion of mine 
in downtime, rabbit holes to get 
lost in.

And so it was 
recently when 
I went about 
following up on 
a reader query 
about where in 
the world was 
the trophy for 
the 1963 Cloquet 
basketball team 
that finished 
second in the 
storied one-class state tourna-
ment that year. As our all-things-
local-sports-history-and-more 
wunderkind Steve Korby wrote in 
April, the Lumberjacks’ appear-
ance in that tournament was a 
thrilling time for those who lived 
it. And pundits across the state 
still say the title game against 
Marshall was one of the greatest 
basketball games ever played in 
the tournament.

Steve wrote that at one time, 
the runner-up trophy was on 
display at the Carlton County 
Historical Society. I kept that in 
mind as I proceeded to sleuth out 
the location of the trophy.

I started at home, with my 
archival newspapers.com ac-
count. It was a treat to read about 
the Cloquet run that year. There 
were features in the Minneapolis 
papers on the players and coach, 
Ben Trochlil. But not much about 
the trophy. I was most interested 
in perhaps seeing a picture of the 
grail I was after.

I searched the trophy cases 
at the high school and middle 
school. Most of the hardware 
there is from only the last 50 
years or so. I ran into current 
head basketball coach Steve Batt-
aglia and others in the activities 
office. They had never seen the 
trophy before and were anxious 
to see it if I did come across it.

Finally, at the end of last week, 
I made a visit to the historical 
society. Director Carol Klitzke 
said, sure, we have some trophies. 
Most of them were for county 
fair and other non-school events. 
Then she got on a computer to 
fetch the inventory list. Sure 
enough, a basketball trophy was 
donated to the museum in 2013. 
The 1963 trophy. The clouds part-
ed outside and a glow likely came 
to my face.

We trudged to the basement 
and after a few fruitless searches 

where the list said the trophy 
was stored, I came across it on a 
bottom shelf. I almost didn’t want 
to touch it. I had been living this 
search for a good seven days and 
now here it was, the end goal.

It includes a net, likely cut 
down from one end of the Wil-
liams Arena court where the team 
lost that storied championship 
game. Or maybe it’s from the 
section championship.

Carol said she’d like to display 
the trophy upstairs again. I said 
it was only right, since that 1963 
team was the toast of the town 
and, as the first team to make 
a state basketball tournament 
appearance, will always be a part 
of Cloquet lore.

But how did the trophy get 
there? Why hadn’t the school kept 
it on display?

Ben Trochlil, the Lumberjacks 
coach, said, yes, he donated the 
trophy in 2013, 50 years after the 
historic game. He doesn’t recall 
how he acquired it.

He did say someone at some 
time suggested he take it, and 
that’s where team historian How-
ard Lavick picks up the mystery.

“Ah, the meandering Cloquet 
basketball trophy,” he began when 
asked about its travels. “For many 
years, the trophy had been kept 
at the old high school building, 
displayed in a showcase near the 
old gym. As far as I recall, it was 
still there until I believe it came 
into the possession of coach 
Trochlil. How and when, I am not 
sure. I think the high school was 
being remodeled and they did not 
know what to do with the trophy, 
so they gave it to the coach.”

I have heard a similar re-
counting before, that the school 
once culled its old trophies. It 

makes sense, considering that the 
trophies it has on display reach 
back only so far. Many of the ski 
trophies from before 1970 can be 
found at Pine Valley. Who knows 
where other trophies went off to. 
I think there must have been a 
lot of marching band hardware 
considering Cloquet’s reputation 
for decades starting in the 1940s. 
And, in a case I am still on, there 
are debate trophies to be found.

The existence of the 1963 
trophy hasn’t been as much of a 
mystery for the players and other 
former students who’ve gotten to-
gether over the years to reminisce 
about those heady days.

“I saw it proudly displayed in 
the main area (of the historical 
society building) as recently as 
2016 or 2017,” Lavick told me. He 
sent me a picture of players with 
the trophy in 2009 as well.

You’d think now that we know 
where the trophy is, the school 
might want to fetch it back. Klitz-
ke said that likely won’t happen. 
She said the society is the best 
place for it, where it will be taken 
care of like all of its precious arti-
facts and available for those who 
want to see it. I agree that the 
museum is the best place for it.

Remember the rabbit hole of 
searching newspaper archives? 
Searching “Cloquet” and “trophy” 
led me to another mystery I hope 
readers can help me with. It is the 
saga of the Minneapolis Journal 
Cup, the prize for the top debate 
team in the state starting in 1902. 
Cloquet won the cup, presum-
ably, four times. The first was in 
1918. The cup was the traveling 
variety and was returned each 
year when a new state champion 
was crowned. But Cloquet never 
returned its cup, as it was lost in 
the fires of that year. The newspa-
per had to make a new trophy.

My quest, which has includ-
ed queries to several schools in 
the state, is to find that cup. The 
Minneapolis Journal merged with 
the Star in 1939, and that’s where 
the trail of the traveling cup goes 
cold. The last team to win the 
cup, as archived in old stories, 
was Minneapolis West, which no 
longer exists. 

Cloquet won it in 1938, and I 
need to go back into microfilm of 
the old Pine Knot archives to read 
about that and two subsequent 
championships in 1949 and 1957.

Help a poor historian out who 
is stuck on the fate of trophies 
long forgotten but, I believe, 
historically relevant. If you have 
debate team info, let me know.

 
Mike Creger is a reporter and page 
designer for the Pine Knot News. 
Reach him at news@PineKnot 
News.com or 218-216-6292.

OPINION

Transparency in government is important. 
That’s why we’d like to applaud the Cloquet 

school board and superintendent Michael 
Cary for deciding this week to continue livestreaming 
school board meetings.

Yes, the pandemic is over and many — but not 
all — school districts and other governmental bodies 
have stopped making their meetings available online.

That’s too bad. Because livestreaming a public 
meeting tells your constituents that you want to be 
both accessible and transparent. That you have no se-
cret agendas. That you don’t fear people being able to 
watch your meetings and find fault or find out exactly 
what you said.

Of all places, schools should want to encourage 
people to be good citizens and educate themselves by 
attending. Those who have something to say usually 
attend in person — they find a way to get there. But 
when a meeting is also available online, people don’t 
have to get a babysitter to attend a meeting. If a parent 
wants to watch the meeting on the next day because 
they have a hockey game to go to, they can. It allows 
them to be good citizens and fulfill other obligations 
without making difficult choices. Online meetings are 
handicapped accessible too; just ask our editor, who 
covered the Cloquet school board and city council 
from her bed while recovering from surgery this year.

Cloquet school board members were happy to hear 
how many people have been watching their meetings 
on YouTube over the past two years: attendance has 
varied from a low of about 35 to more than 200. What 
a wonderful and relatively simple way to get the com-
munity more involved.

On the flip side, we worry about school districts 
— specifically Wrenshall at the moment — where the 
board has struck a fairly adversarial tone with “the 
press” as well as residents who criticized its actions. 

Wrenshall school board meetings are no longer 
available for viewing on Facebook like they were 
during the pandemic; citizens must attend to see the 
meeting in its entirety. 

Then there are the “special” closed meetings that 
the Wrenshall board set for May 11: one for pending 
litigation, another for preliminary considerations of 
allegations against an employee. We hope the board 
understands it isn’t legal to have discussions during a 
closed meeting that lie outside the specific legal rea-
son for making the meeting secret.

We also appreciate that principal Michelle 
Blanchard knew she could request her evaluation re-
main open to the public, which our reporter attended 
and found most surprising (see Page 4). 

Even if a school board forbids its members and staff 
from speaking with the press, it can’t forbid anyone 
from attending a public meeting, or writing about 
what is said there.

We’d like to encourage all of school districts and 
cities to take at least one simple step toward greater 
transparency and accessibility for all by live streaming 
meetings, if they don’t already. And for residents who 
still can’t find the time to attend, please know we will 
continue to cover local government on your behalf.

We welcome your input to the Pine Knot News commu-
nity newspaper. Send your thoughts, letters, or news to 
opinion@PineKnotNews.com.
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Publisher Pete Radosevich 
and his Harry’s Gang column 

is on hiatus as he runs for public office.

Finding old trophy is a real prize

Left: Howard Lavick snapped this photo of the late Denny Breitbarth holding the trophy with other for-
mer teammates and fans in July 2009. Right: Marshall High School, in southwest Minnesota, provided 
a photo of its prominent display case for the 1963 championship trophy. 

The 1963 state basketball trophy 
was found in the basement of 
the historical society.


