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This essay was written by Phillip Hubbart for an English Class in 1957, the year he and his colleague won the NDT. Phillip, paired with David Flemming were also semi-finalists in 1956. Hubbart also received a speaker award at three NDTs. Pictured R-L: Coach: Martin Holcomb Norman Lefstein, Phillip Hubbart, and Conrad Bergendoff, President of Augustana College.

The Cinderella Finish

Every good sports fan remembers the Cinderella finish of the New York Giants when they won the National League baseball pennant in 1951. Trailing the Brooklyn Dodgers by twelve games on the first of September, the Giants had battled to tie for first place when the regular season ended. We all remember the excitement of the playoff game between the Dodgers and Giants, that thrilling moment when Bobby Thompson of the Giants stepped up to the plate in the last of the ninth inning with the score 4-2 in favor of Brooklyn, men on second and third, and one out. And I’ll always remember how Thompson hit the second pitch off Ralph Branca into the lower left field stands that gave both the playoff game and the pennant to the Giants. This was the storybook homerun that climaxed a Cinderella pennant finish for New York Giants.


That was six years ago this month. And while Thompson had a unique feeling as he rounded third to a delirious Giant bench, I think I can begin to appreciate his thoughts. For I, too, in a limited sense, experienced a Cinderella finish not in the field of sports, but in intercollegiate debating.


Each year the United States Military Academy at West Point holds a national invitational debate tournament which is considered the “World Series” of college debating. It was here that my unique experience occurred last April. Thirty-six teams from all over the United States attended the tourney each of whom had qualified in a previous tournament. The contest took three days to complete. There were eight preliminary rounds in which each team debated four times on the negative and four times on the affirmative – all concerning the question of ending economic aid to foreign countries. After the first round, winners were pitted against winners and losers against losers so no one would get through undefeated. Then the top sixteen teams were placed in an elimination bracket which all led to a final round and a winner.


In a sense my second return to West Point was anti-climatic. The year before our school, Augustana College, had placed third in field of thirty-six. I never let myself think we could possibly do any better. Further, there were many other reservations in my mind. The week before, we had lost four debates and won only three at an important tournament at Cincinnati. That was most heart-breaking, and we had struggled hard in the intervening week to change our cases. Then in addition to the usual jitters, I found myself constantly comparing last year with this year’s tournament. Last year I was sick, had partially lost my voice and couldn’t talk to anyone between rounds. All I did was suck lemons to recover my full voice. This year I was alarmingly healthy, was speaking to everyone between rounds, and was very nervous – which I didn’t have time for last year. It all seems so senseless now; as if sickness was an omen of victory. But that was the way I felt.

On Wednesday, April 24, Prof Holcomb (our coach), Norm Lefstein (my colleague), and myself arrived at the Thayer Hotel where all West Point guests stay. The next morning we started our first debate. It was eight o’clock in the morning, and fortunately we drew the negative. I have found from experience that it is much easier to oppose the proposition for debate than uphold it, especially early in the morning. My mind doesn’t function too well at eight A.M. I hurried over to one of the Academy classrooms with a huge suitcase full of books, papers, and quotations. It easily weighed 10.5 pounds. After carrying it around all day, the decimal point dropped out.

That first day of debating was a complete nightmare! Finally, the last of four debates started at 7:30 that night against Pacific University of Washington. I was terribly tired out and could hardly drag myself up for the last affirmative rebuttal. Norm and I felt terribly depressed because competition was getting weaker as we went along which indicated we were losing. Pacific was very poor and it was most demoralizing. As is turned out, our nightmare of a first day was a real success. We had won all four debates, contrary to our most optimistic predictions.


The next day on Friday our spirits picked up as we met Princeton, Fordham, Houston, and the United States Military Academy in quick succession. They were all top-notch schools which seemed to clearly show that we were doing very well contrary to what we had thought the previous day.


Army was our final debate in the preliminary rounds in which both Norm and I reached an absolute peak in teamwork. While giving my rebuttal, I reached out my hand to emphasize a point and Norm, without a moment’s hesitation, shoved a newspaper clipping into it. Without stopping, I merely went on at my normal rate to quote the newly acquired material. How’s that for cooperation? It was so automatic that I must have appeared like a doctor calling for a scalpel in an operation. One judge burst out laughing, and the other two must have enjoyed a silent snicker.

The results of the first eight rounds were not made available until the next day. On Friday night a huge banquet was held in which they announced the sixteen surviving schools who would compete tomorrow in the elimination rounds. The banquet ball was also the place where the Academy holds their military balls. It was a very impressive honor hall with pictures of all the important West Point graduates from the War of 1812 to World War II. The names of important battles were also engraved all around this immense hall. A program of dinner music from the cadet orchestra and choir highlighted the evening. Then the big announcements came. As we had expected, we had survived. Now the big thing was to win; and both Norm and I felt we could do it.


We slept on it and then came the magic day – April 27, 1957. We drew Miami University of Florida our first round on the negative. We won decisively but got the decision by a slim 2-1 margin.


In the quarterfinals we had a real fight on our hands from Oklahoma University. We debated in a small room, and it was literally jammed with spectators – either standing or sitting. As I sat at my desk, people crowded in back of me so I could hardly move. During the debate while the other side was talking, they were looking over my shoulder to see what I was writing. Houston had lost the octo-finals, and so they tipped off Oklahoma on our case. But it wasn’t enough as we took them in a very close debate with a 2-1 decision. Strangely enough, the coach of this team had been a star debater for Augustana ten years ago under our own coach Martin Holcomb. So it was a sort pupil vs. student debate.

We had made it to the semi-finals just like last year. Now we were to meet the University of Pittsburg on the negative. I was confident we could handle them even though they were an excellent team. True to expectations, we won the debate in a walk away 5-0. Now the stage was set for a debate which I will never forget as long as I live. 


We walked into a large hall jammed with four hundred or more spectators to face the United States Military Academy – the tournament hosts. Ironically, these same two boys had won the tournament last year from St. Joseph’s College. They were trying to repeat the same accomplishment this year. It should be noted that a cadet in uniform has a distinct psychological advantage over a student in civilian dress. Not only in his appearance, but also in the authoritative tone of his voice is this evident. This man has been taught to command, and he debates on that basis. I remembered in the finals last year how St. Joseph has seemed to collapse under this pressure and was determined not to let this happen to us. Cadets or no cadets we were going to give them the debate of our lives. We did have one good advantage: we had beaten Army in the preliminaries and once before earlier this season. But we had to take the affirmative in the finals – that dreaded affirmative on which we had lost four straight the previous week. Still we were sure we could take these two – cadet uniforms and all.

George Walker was their strongest man, but he was first speaker and usually the strength is reserved for the second speaker’s position so as to end the debate for your side with a good impression. Jim Murphy, his colleague, was much weaker which was a real break for us. As it turned out, their rebuttals were not as effective as ours – the decisive factor in the debate.


Each team in the crowded room had a long table on which to write. I put my material on the table alongside Norm and looked around. There were the trophies about a yard away in front of the rostrum: first, second, third and fourth place awards. To the left of me in the front row of the restless audience sat eight solemn men and one woman who were the judges. I wondered how I would feel an hour from now, but my thoughts were interrupted by the cadet director of the tournament announcing the subject for debate and the participants. I arranged my card file while Norm walked up to the podium to give the first affirmative speech. A feeling of excitement still steals over me whenever I recall the details of this debate. Norm’s speech sounded quite professional, but perhaps that was a prejudiced opinion. When he was through, he received a light applause from a polite, but partial West Point crowd.

Then the onslaught came. Cadet George Walker, the power of the Army team, opened a throttling attack on our case that I shall never forget. Feverishly taking notes on everything he said, I tried to gather the material to refute him. Before I knew it I was up banging away at his refutation in front of the largest group of people I had ever addressed in a formal debate. It was a real job, and when I sat down there was no way of knowing whether the pendulum had swung back in our favor.


Cadet Murphy followed me but did little damage and really failed to sustain the attack that Walker had levied. However, he was able to do some damage to our plan and bring a roar of laughter from the spirited crowd at one point. But he didn’t press his advantage which was fine with us. After Walker’s rebuttal the debate was definitely in West Point’s favor. 


But then Norm gave one of the best rebuttals of his life. It was a magnificent comeback that both reestablished our position and struck out viciously at the opposition’s constructive case – or lack of a case. When he sat down I thought we had the debate.

Murphy gave one of his weaker rebuttals but did manage to sound good in the process. But it was evident that he was coasting, and it was not time to coast after Norm’s tremendous rejoinder. He drew another loud burst of applause as he closed the debate for the negative.


I walked up to the podium for five last minutes of refutation. This debate was not unfriendly, but it was all business. I had my job to do, and when it was finished there was a long and inspiring applause for a superior final debate.


Then the long wait came. Awards for the fourth and third place winners were made. Finally the cadet director started collecting the ballots from all the judges. I noticed he was visibly sweating as he patiently awaited the last judge’s ballot. I learned later that the count was tied four to four at that point with the tournament riding on that one man’s vote. Then the cadet walked up to the rostrum and announced in a loud, clear voice, “I am pleased to announce that the winner of the Eleventh Annual West Point National Debate tournament…,” then there came the most agonizing pause: I buried my eyes in the papers in front of me not daring to make a guess. “…is Augustana College.” I was stunned but only for a few seconds; I had waited for this moment too long. And then pandemonium broke lose. I went crazy pumping Norm’s hand and throwing my arm around him, and he was worse off than I was.


Then Prof Holcomb came up when the trophy presentation was made by Lt. General Davidson, the commandant of West Point. Slowly he walked up the aisle with a deafening applause in back of him. This was the first time he had won West Point after qualifying and taking teams there for eleven consecutive years. The long line of Augie debaters had dreamed of this moment – when they could win the first place trophy for Prof. There were tears in Prof’s eyes as the Commandant made the presentation. This was certainly a personal victory for Prof, and everyone shared in his triumph.

Then the flashbulbs started popping all around us. We posed for quite a number of pictures. They awarded the second place trophy, and it was all over except for more pictures and handshakes from everybody in the place. Flattered and joyous, this indeed, was a Cinderella finish. It was our modest counterpart to Bobby Thompson’s thrilling home run.
