
    

 BACK AND FORTH 

 

1. Name and current address: 

Robert “Bob” Morse 
4137 SE Schiller Street 
Portland, Oregon 97202 
 
2. Undergraduate major: 

Biology (ecology and pre-med) 

 

3. Activities while at Penn: 

Two very persuasive recruiters, coaches Digger Phelps and Dick Harter, convinced me to 

come to Penn to play basketball, which I had started playing in the fifth grade and for which I 

had developed a talent and a passion in my early teens. I reasoned at the time that Penn could 

prepare me for whatever academic field I chose, and that its basketball program was taking 

off, evidenced by the recruitment of Jim Wolf, Steve Bilsky, and Dave Wohl to the Class of 

1971. The players recruited to our Class of 1972 were outstanding, rated as one of the best 

recruiting classes in the country: Corky Calhoun, Alan Colter, Ron Billingslea, Billy Walters, 

and Dave Tritton.  All were either All-Americans, All-State, or All-City and had played top 

level high school basketball. I had played for a small high school in Kennett Square, PA, on a 

losing team my senior year, and although I scored a lot of points, I received little recognition.  

As Alan Cotler eloquently described in his 45 for 45 article published in advance of our 45th 

reunion, in the first days of our college experience, all of us were excited and anxious to see 

where we would fit into the Penn basketball program, I perhaps most of all because my 

previous experiences were less competitive. After a week of pre-season afternoon pick-up 

games in the Palestra, I realized that I would have to really up my game to be able to compete 

at that level. Having Corky Calhoun, one of the greatest defensive players I ever played with 

or against, guard me (and regularly block my shot), made me realize then how much more 

quickly I had to release my shot, which was and always has been the best part of my game. 

As our freshman team season progressed, and we sweated and suffered together through 

Digger’s rigorous practices, sometimes scrimmaging and on occasion besting the varsity, we 

finished the season undefeated (21-0), To do so we had to beat the Princeton, Columbia, 

Villanova, LaSalle, St. Joseph’s, and Temple freshman teams, both home and away; our 



commitment and success helped us build a remarkable team spirit. We were a young 

freshman team – Alan, Corky, and I were all 17 years old when we entered Penn.  I improved 

so much as a player that season by competing at that higher level and learning from my 

teammates, opponents, and coaches, that I ended up as the leading scorer on our freshman 

team, it was clear to me that the future of Penn basketball was bright and that I would have a 

part in it.  

A great deal of my time outside of academics was spent on basketball year-round. In the fall 

we had a pre-season conditioning program: running the steps and on the track at Franklin 

Field as well as a weight-lifting program; in the summer conditioning programs followed.  

During the season, we had relatively few days off from either practice or games.  After the 

December break for exams, we usually practiced twice a day to prepare for a holiday 

tournament, such as the Holiday Festival our sophomore year at Madison Square Garden. It 

was quite a thrill for me personally to play in the Big Apple on the homecourt of my 

basketball idol and role model, Bill Bradley of the Knicks.   

As many of you know, our basketball teams went on to have great seasons, and the Class of 

1972 compiled an amazing four-year record of 99-6, while dominating in Big Five and Ivy 

League competition, and reaching the NCAA Elite Eight twice. After our junior year, Dick 

Harter left Penn and went on to coach at the University of Oregon. I was then elected by my 

teammates to serve as the player representative on the selection committee chaired by the 

Athletic Director Fred Shabel. We interviewed both Hubie Brown, and the more convincing 

and down-to-earth Chuck Daly, who then led us to a senior year season that was both 

successful and enjoyable with the aid of his dynamic and funny assistant coach Rollie 

Massimino. While we still worked hard on the court, there were a lot more smiles on the 

players’ faces our senior year than during the Harter regime.  As a “people person,” Chuck 

effectively related to each of us as individuals, and I am sure that he helped many of us 

become both better players and better people.  After my senior year, I was honored to be 

selected to the All-Ivy and All-Big Five teams, and later inducted into the Big Five Hall of 

Fame and the inaugural class of the Penn Athletic Hall of Fame. 

My two principal activities while at Penn were both important to me. In addition to 

basketball, the other was attending classes and studying hard and long enough to reach the 

goal I identified after two years: admission to medical school, which I accomplished by being 

accepted at Penn Med, although I never did enroll. My concentration and focus on these two 

activities left me little time and energy for involvement in other distractions. I did join a 

fraternity, SAE, and lived there at 39th and Spruce from sophomore year on, and on occasion 

participated in outings and events with my fraternity brothers.  

4. Most memorable moment/experience while at Penn: 



I remember very clearly the weekend in March of 1971 in Raleigh, North Carolina, on the 

campus of NC State when our basketball team experienced one of its high points and 

definitely its low point, in our four years at Penn. We were undefeated in the regular season 

and were coming off a hard-fought win against Duquesne in the first round of the NCAA 

tournament. In the regional semi-final we faced a talented South Carolina squad, the ACC 

Champion, who had at least four future NBA players and their strategy was to pack in a zone 

defense and force us to make shots from the outside. As I remember it, our shooters found 

this defense to feed into our strengths and we made a number of long jump shots in route to a 

15-point win.   I led all scorers with 28 points. Alas, that game is little remembered, even 

though over the years Penn has beaten the ACC Champion very few times, because it was 

eclipsed by the collapse we experienced two days later against our Big Five rival Villanova, 

losing 90-47 in a game in which nothing went right for us, and just about everything did for 

them. To give you an idea of just how much this game is deeply etched into the collective 

memory of Philadelphia basketball fans, a few years ago, I attended a Penn game in the 

Palestra, and after the game I was heading toward the exit in the corridor of the Palestra, I 

heard a booming voice over the crowd that exclaimed, “Hey, Bobby, what happened against 

Villanova,” obviously referring to that one loss, not our five straight City Series wins against 

Nova.  The voice belonged to former Governor Ed Rendell, a big Penn basketball fan, with 

whom I had never spoken before. I presume he had been waiting about four decades to ask 

me this question, as it was the first thing he ever said to me. I can imagine 40 years from 

now, a University of Virginia alum asking a member of last year’s UVA squad, “Whatever 

happened against UMBC?” In case you are wondering, I don’t have a good answer to 

Rendell’s question, which has been posed to me innumerable times over the years. Suffice it 

to say, basketball is played on several levels, including an emotional one, and that day 

Villanova was extremely motivated to make up for its past losses against ua; ,we did not 

match them in any aspect of the game. So, when my teammates and I get together, especially 

Corky, Alan, Carl Robbins (Class of 1970) and I, as we have recently done about once a year 

or so, that memory is present but usually no longer much discussed. 

5. Post-graduate education: 

M.B.A. George Mason University (2001) 

M.A. in Italian, University of Virginia (2007)  

6. Current marital status: 

Married. 

7. Names and age of spouse, children, grandchildren: 



I have been married to Elizabeth Pfirrmann Morse, age 55, since 2000.  With my former wife 

and current co-grandparent Jane Lee Morse (Penn Vet Med 1976),  I have two daughters, 

Jennifer Lee Morse (43) and Amanda Cloud Morse (39). Jennifer’s daughter is Eleanor 

Nicole Morse (2) and Amanda’s daughter is Olive Cloud Ramsey (2). Fortunately, and 

conveniently, all of us now live in Portland, Oregon. It has been a wonderful to come 

together gradually over the last eight years. 

8. Career: 

In the April 1972 NBA Draft, I was selected in the third round at #32 by the Buffalo Braves, 

who offered me the minimum league salary.   I was considered to be a step slow by the NBA 

scouts, so my agent Richie Kaner suggested we explore opportunities with European teams.   

As it happened, the coach of an Italian team in Varese, 

Italy, a town I had never heard of, was looking for a 

forward who could score from outside as well as 

rebound. Varese is a small town in the northern region 

of Lombardy, a town of about 80,000 then and now, 

near the Swiss border  and nestled in the foothills of the 

Alps in the Lake Country. After graduation that May I 

traveled to Varese for a tryout. I really liked the town, 

the basketball club, the facilities, and the people I met, 

so a few weeks later I accepted a two-year offer to play 

for Ignis Varese, the defending European Champion.  

My initial plan wasto earn some money for med school 

and delay entering for a couple of years. I had never 

been to Europe before, spoke no Italian, only some 

college French, but I was intrigued at the idea of 

learning a new language and  new way of living, beginning a new adventure, traveling 

around Italy and Europe, and continuing something that I had both a passion and a talent for. 

Besides, I would get paid too, actually considerably more than Buffalo’s offer, plus I would 

have the use of a car, an apartment, and two meals a day of almost anything on the menu at 

one of the finer restaurants in Varese, whose Emilian fare I had very successfully sampled 

during my tryout. The team management wanted me to be well-nourished. After four years of 

campus cafeteria food and no exposure to real Italian food, I thought I had arrived in a 

paradise of culinary delights (true). My decision about where to play was made easier 

because the alternative was playing in snowy Buffalo as the team’s fourth forward, and from 

the bench watching Bob McAdoo, their first pick in the draft, shoot outside jumpers, from 

my positions! It is a choice I did not and do not regret.  

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/4/42/Bob_Morse_-_Ignis_Varese.jpg


The memories of my first year in Varese as a 21-year-old are still vivid. I dove into a full 

immersion experience, to use a language term.  I believe I was one of two Americans in the 

whole city of Varese, where not much English was spoken at the time, and I was the only 

American on our squad, as each team in the Italian League was allowed one non-Italian on its 

roster. There was definitely some loneliness, which affected some American players in Italy, 

but I traded language lessons and hung out with my apartment mate Massimo, who wanted to 

learn English, and who is still my best Italian friend 46 years later. I learned the Italian 

language both out of desire and out of necessity to understand what was going on around me 

on and off the court, and to attempt to have a social life.  I was very fortunate to have 

outstanding teammates, friends, and coaches, including Aleksandar Nicolić and Sandro 

Gamba, both Hall-of-Famers, who helped me adjust to playing international basketball and to 

living in Italy. Further the Italian League rules required that once a non-Italian played in the 

first game of the season, that he could not be replaced by another foreigner for any reason. 

Thus, the club was invested in me and wanted to help me to succeed. My former teammate 

and friend for nine seasons, Dino Meneghin, is considered the best Italian basketball player 

of all-time. He is the only Italian basketball player elected to the Naismith Memorial 

Basketball Hall of Fame. As a 6’9”, 240 lb. center, he set some awesome picks for me. 

That first season saw Ignis Varese defeat the Cold War-era Red Army Moscow team in the 

final game of the European Champions Cup on a neutral court in Liege, Belgium. We had 

lost in Moscow by 21 points and then had won in Varese by only 13; at that time, the scores 

of the home and away games were combined to determine a winner. The home court 

advantage was huge, because of the uneven quality of the courts, the different types of ball 

used, the intimidation of the referees by the fans, and the pride the home team felt as the 

champion of its country. Fortunately, both teams qualified for the semi-finals. About half of 

Red Army’s players, led by Sergei Belov, as well as their coach, had won the gold medal in 

the Munich Olympics just six months before by defeating the United States by one point in a 

highly contested last three seconds of the final game, so our win against Red Army was 

doubly sweet for me as an American.  

We also won the Italian League Championship in a single game playoff against arch-rival 

Simmenthal Milan, a separate competition known as the Italian Cup, and the Intercontinental 

Cup in Sao Paolo, Brazil. I led the Italian League in scoring that year, and all these successes 

established me as a well-known player in Italy and Europe. After that season, it became clear 

to me that part of my role was as an unofficial ambassador in Europe for the American sport 

of basketball. In the eyes of many Italian fans, I was a representative from the United States, 

and for Varese fans, I was likely one of the few Americans they knew personally.  



 I went on to play for the Varese team for nine seasons, with the same basic nucleus of 

players, helping Varese reach the final game of the European Champions Cup an unmatched 

10 straight times against such teams as Red Army Moscow, Real Madrid, and Maccabi Tel 

Aviv. We were a great source of pride for the city and people of Varese. representing a little-

known provincial capital, competing again and often defeating teams from some of the great 

European cities, including, to the enduring delight of our fans, Milan and Rome. In those nine 

seasons, we won three European Champions Cups, four Italian League titles, one 

Intercontinental Cup, one Italian Cup, and I led the Italian League in scoring six times. 

 As the years rolled by, I came to love many things about Italy: the language, the more 

relaxed Italian lifestyle, the sense of beauty, the personal warmth of the people, the 

friendships I developed, the enthusiasm of the fans, the cuisine, the wines, the art and 

architecture, the history, and even some of the literature. My family and I spent a number of 

summers in Italy, especially after we bought a country house in the hills outside the city. 

Through basketball and personal travel I was able to visit all twenty Italian regions, and 

compete in about thirty countries in Europe and South America. Once we played a home and 

away match against a team from Istanbul, which featured Penn alum Ron Haigler, Class of 

1975, and we hung out both in Istanbul and Varese to exchange stories of international 

basketball and living abroad.  

Although the 1970’s was a golden era for Varese and Italian basketball, the decade became to 

be remembered in Italian history as the “Years of Lead”, in reference to the bullets fired by 

both left-wing and right-wing terrorist and revolutionary groups. 

That decade also featured economic recession, high inflation, devaluation of the Italian lira, 

labor strikes, oil embargoes, price shocks, austerity measures, very high gasoline prices, 

higher taxes rampant tax evasion, the flight of capital and currency controls, and 

environmental disasters, as well as on the positive side the beginnings of an environmental 

movement. After the kidnapping, detention, then murder in 1978 of the former Prime 

Minister Aldo Moro, I had friends from the States call me to ask if Italy was going 

Communist, a long-standing fear of the U.S. Government during the Cold War. Most Italians, 

however, seemed able to continue to enjoy life with their families and friends. They (and I, 

too, after living with them for six years) had developed a rather high tolerance for what were 

ambiguous and chaotic times, much as Italians have had to do throughout much of their long 

history of foreign dominations.  

In 1981, now with daughters Jennifer age 6 and Amanda age 2, both of whom had been born 

in Varese, I signed a three-year contract with the Olympique Antibes Juan-Les-Pins club in 

the French Basketball League. Antibes is located on the Mediterranean, near Nice. Due to 

financial problems in the Varese organization Since.Dino Meneghin had been transferred to 



Milan, it seemed to me like an end of an era, and a good time to move on. Although the 

ambitions and means of the team in Antibes were considerably less than those of Varese, the 

Côte d’Azur was a spectacular and exciting place to live for my family and me for those 

years. As an added benefit,   I for improved my French 

I spent my last two years as a basketball player in the 1980’s for the Cantine Riunite team in 

Reggio Emilia, a provincial capital, located about an hour by train from Bologna in the Po 

Valley. Who remembers the advertising slogan, “Riunite on ice, that’s nice?” New 

teammates, a new Italian region, great experiences, the best food in Italy, and some tough 

challenges were ahead such as dealing with an outrageous coach, and trying to live up to my 

reputation from the Varese years. It worked out well. The team reached its goals, and I 

reached one of my personal ones.  I retired from basketball at age 35 as the all-time leading 

scorer in Italian League history. 

We decided to relocate to Fairfax County, Virginia because it was a growing area with 

excellent public schools. Although I had never had a real job in the United States except for 

summer and part-time campus ones, I thought I wanted to stay in basketball in some way. I 

tried coaching as a volunteer for a season at GMU, but did not like it.  I also worked scouting 

American players for Varese, Reggio Emilia, and Antibes. In 1989, I began consulting with 

the World Basketball League, and after my wife and I separated and divorced, I moved to 

Memphis to become the WBL Vice-President for International Operations, which involved 

recruiting foreign teams to play in the WBL regular season during the summer months, as 

well as organizing and conducting tours for the WBL All-Star team during the other months. 

The League had a height rule, and players had to measure under 6’5”, so our forecourt 

players were undersized but very athletic, so it was an exciting brand of basketball. I enjoyed 

the international aspect of the work and I took teams to Italy, Spain, Belgium, France, the 

Netherlands, Finland, Greece, and Singapore. After two years, though, the WBL folded, so I 

decided it was time to look for a job back in Italy.  

In 1992, I was offered and accepted a one-year position as a color commentator for the NBA 

game of the week for the national TV network Telemontecarlo in Rome. I was teamed with a 

professional journalist to broadcast live or do voiceover in Italian for NBA games, as well as 

make some live studio and promotional appearances.  It was another full immersion 

experience and turned out to be an intense but effective way to improve my Italian language 

skills, to the point where I realized I had the potential to teach Italian. This job allowed me to 

live in Rome and to get to know the Eternal City. I started my own sports consulting business 

there, which involved the organization of basketball clinics, camps, and especially youth 

participatory basketball events, such as the Converse NBA 3-on-3 Tour, as well as dealing 

with Italian bureaucracy and sometimes corrupt business practices. I also co-wrote newspaper 



articles and marketing materials to promote these events.  I met with public officials to gain 

their support and negotiated the permits required to hold events on public property.  One one 

such occasion for 24 hours  we shut down traffic on the Via dei Fori Imperiali, the wide street 

leading from Piazza Venezia to the Colosseum to erect about thirty temporary half-courts. 

At age 45, I decided to re-locate to the United States as it seemed at the time to be now or 

never.  I returned to northern Virginia in part to be near my daughters. I enrolled in a three-

year MBA evening program at George Mason University in Fairfax, which allowed me to 

have a day job – selling china, crystal, and silver at Bloomingdale’s in Tyson’s Corner, 

Virginia. I learned a lot about people and sales, as well as the products we sold. One night a 

week I also taught the Italian language to adults who wanted to travel to Italy and learn about 

Italian culture. I loved it; it was by far the best part of my work week. Once I completed the 

MBA, I was recruited and hired by Accenture, a global consulting company, and I worked on 

systems integration projects for U.S. Government Agencies, such as the Department of 

Education, TSA, and the Defense Intelligence Agency, mostly in quality control. While the 

money was good and my colleagues interesting, the work itself was clearly not my passion. 

In my heart, I decided I wanted to teach Italian full-time, so I resigned from Accenture and 

with the material and moral support of my wife, Elizabeth, I enrolled in the Masters program 

in Italian at the University of Virginia, which involved me living in Charlottesville during the 

week for two years, while Elizabeth stayed in Arlington and worked in the corporate world.  

In 2007, I took a lecturer position at Saint Mary’s College in South Bend, Indiana, the sister 

school to Notre Dame, where I taught Italian language, culture, and some literature courses 

too. I consider myself very fortunate, because the same position today would likely demand a 

Ph.D.  

A few years ago, Corky, Alan, and Carl came to visit us in South Bend, to see a Notre Dame 

basketball game, but the real attraction was dinner with our former coach Digger Phelps, who 

at the time was still working at ESPN, but living in South Bend. He held court with his 

stories, memories, and exploits, and even Alan, a lawyer and litigator, had a hard time getting 

a word in edgewise. 

In 2008, for the 50th anniversary of EuroLeague basketball competition, I was honored at 

their Final Four in Madrid along with my friend Dino Meneghin and two other teammates, as 

one of the top 35 players in European basketball history. 

In 2009, the City Council of Varese approved a unanimous resolution naming me an 

Honorary Citizen of Varese, as “an example of sportsmanship for young people and an 

ambassador for the name of Varese with his ventures and triumphs in Italy and the world.” I 

received the award at a ceremony in a public theater in Varese, attended by former 

teammates, coaches, and hundreds of fans. It was truly a touching and thrilling moment that I 



will always remember.  From the Italians’ point of view, it was a remarkable and perhaps a 

unique recognition that a well-known former American basketball player had become a 

professor of their own language and culture. Varese was my home for nine years, and since 

then, it has been a point of reference, my “second home” where I feel a part of the 

community.  

As you have read, my career had its ups and downs (and backs and forths), and it was an 

eclectic journey both in the number of places I lived and in the types of work I did. I may 

have painted too rosy a picture because, for example, since graduation, I have moved tens of 

times, and each relocation involved moving what possessions I had, and some degree of 

uprooting and then readjustment to a new home, city, or country and language.  

9. If retired, what do you do now? 

After I retired from Saint Mary’s in 2016, Elizabeth and I moved from South Bend to 

Portland. She now works full-time in a management position, and one day a week I usually 

watch one of my two granddaughters, now both  two-and-a-half years old. I work out at the 

gym several times a week, take a day-hike near Portland with a senior group once a week, go 

grocery shopping in the neighborhood on my bike, prepare breakfast and dinner weekdays, 

do laundry and clean house, and tend to our vegetable garden, fruit trees and yard. I like to 

read, especially history or historical novels in English, as well as selected 20th century Italian 

authors. I also do some volunteer work and social action through our church, and I try to stay 

in touch with my family and friends in the U.S. and Italy. 

 In October 2017, together with a Portland travel agency, Customized Journeys, I organized 

and hosted an 11day Northern Italian Lakes tour for a group of twelve friends and Penn 

Basketball enthusiasts, including my good friend and former teammate Carl Robbins (Class 

of 1970). We saw beautiful lakes, mountains, art, architecture, churches and cathedrals, villas 

and gardens, museums, castles, took boat trips on lakes, and savored delicious regional 

cuisine and wines. But, the unique part of the tour was the basketball: we saw the color and 

excitement especially on the part of the fans of two Italian League games, one in Varese, and 

the other in Milan. 

I led a similar tour this October (6-16) that included some of the Italian Lakes, Switzerland, 

Milan, Turin, and the Piedmont Wine Country.  Both Alan Cotler and Denny Malone, 

another teammate on our freshman team, were part of this group as Carl Robbins for a second 

time. For the trip next fall (October 12-22) in addition to seeing basketball in Varese, we will 

stay in two thermal resort cities, and explore some fascinating off-the-beaten track places 

near Venice and Bologna. My intention is to make this an annual event each October which 

coincides with the start of the Italian Basketball League’s regular season.  



10. If you were given a mulligan, what would you have done differently with your life?  

I used to be asked pretty often if I would have liked to play in the NBA. On a purely 

basketball level, yes, it would have been a challenging experience to play with and against 

the best players in the world. That said, I am very happy the way my life has turned out. Italy 

and France offered me a wonderful basketball experience as well as great cultural, language, 

and personal opportunities for growth that have enriched my life immensely. 

Perhaps what I would have done differently is to have pursued a Ph.D in Italian at age 45, 

directly when I returned to the U.S. rather than an MBA, and so I would have had more time 

and credentials to develop a college teaching career.   

11. What have you done in your life that you are most proud of and why? 

I began my career in basketball as a de facto 

American ambassador for the sport in Italy and 

Europe, and through my efforts and study, I 

have become a de facto ambassador for the 

Italian language and culture here in the United 

States.   Since graduation my life has been an 

evolving transformation in which my two 

enduring passions – basketball and Italian/Italy-- 

have been intertwined as one. I am grateful to 

have been able to follow them and proud of 

what has resulted.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With Robbins and Cotler in Venice. 



Click here to read The Pennsylvania Gazette Article – Almost Perfect – by Dave Zeitlin C’03 

(March / April 2011) 
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