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Bob Leskovar, his pals and the amazing sport of dartball

By Jack Pearson

In any sport there are players who
eventually become stars, some even
superstars. That rather obvious maxim
thus applies to dartball, the sport fea-
tured in this column. Dartball is some-
what of an enigma to most people, so
perhaps what follows will clear the
air. To begin with, throwing darts is
nothing new. There have been games
played with darts in a somewhat base-
ball oriented manner, and this is called
dartball. ‘

So here is a brief rundown of the
game as well as a bit about some of the
people who play in it, and especially
one of them, whose accomplishments
in the sport are quite incredible. His
name is Bob Leskovar, and he is past
71 now and lives in the south side of
Milwaukee. At that advanced age he's
not merely hanging on; he’s the best
dartball player in Wisconsin, quite
possibly the best in the whole country.

This is part of the very special
magic and uniqueness of dartball; in
a highly competitive, physical sport

where in the world where as much

dartball activity exists — league com-
petition and tournaments as well as
simply social gatherings — than here
and throughout Wisconsin. It has been
that way for some time. More than 70
years ago, on March 31, 1941, Life
magazine ran a feature citing Phila-
delphia, where the sport originated, as
well as Milwaukee and Kansas City,
as being strongholds of the game in
America. Today there are more than
40,000 who play the game in Wiscon-
sin, and more than 2,000 teams.

It was noted earlier that dartball
could be described as a form of base-
ball. It is, and is played inside with

Six of Dartball’s star pluye, from the laft, Jim Hickle, Bud Bolling, Archie Dadian, Mike ;
Studer, Bob Leskovar and Jerry Mathwig.




played by all ages, 1t 1s a granapa in
his 70s who is the best player.

Up front I must point out that Bob
did not request this story and especial-
ly not the commentary about himself.
The topic was my choice, not only
because the game of dartball is such
an interesting sport, but also because
it is all but ignored by the media to-
day. Over the years, Leskovar regular-
Iy sent in the results of local dartball
tournaments to the 50 Plus office, so
1 surmised that he’d be a good source
of information. 1 called him, and he
was most obliging, sending a pile of
background material, internet sites
and names of people to interview. He
never mentioned his own input or his
mind boggling array of accomplish-
ments. I came up with those on my
own. If you read on, you’ll learn of
them and perhaps agree with my as-
sessment.

One wouldn’t think an activity
that was conducted primarily in tav-
erns and church basements could be
considered a legitimate sport. Yet
that’s exactly where the game of dart-
ball is played.

Over the long and cold winter
months, there are few places any-

darts and a dartboard instead of out-
side on a playing field with bats and
balls. As in bascball, there are usually
nine innings to a game, but teams can
be two person, four person or nine-per-
son, and therc are coaches, umpires
and scorekeepers, with far fewer fans
and media coverage and infinitesi-
mally less dollar involvement. Darts
are thrown underhanded from a line
on the floor exactly 20 feet from the
target, which is a four-foot square that
contains a diamond-shaped hit zone.
Sounds simple to do, but then so does
hitting a golf ball. It seems easy... un-
til you try it.

Dartball has grown steadily over
the years since it was introduced back
in the early 1920s by a dartboard com-
pany in Pennsylvania. It soon became
very popular there, and for some rea-
son here in this area soon after. Per-
haps it was because of Milwaukee'’s
plethora of bars and churches that had
large meeting rooms where games
could be played that was the attrac-
tion. Or maybe there was an enterpris-
ing dartboard salesman ala Professor
Harold Hill and his band uniforms
who alighted from a train one year
and converted the Milwaukee Buerg-

BobLeckovar and the foos of bis speri, durs and o dartboard, Bob i consdered e op

Dartball player in Wisconsin, and alihough he denies it, he is just that.

ers. The first major dartball tourna-
ment in Wisconsin was held in 1939.
Today there are nine such events; one
in November, one in December, three
in January, one in February, two in
March, all culminated by the annual
State Championship in April. Two of
those tourneys, onc in January and
the other in February, are held in Pat’s
Oak Manor in South Milwaukee, and
both, by way, are conducted by Le-
skovar.

By 1951, the Wisconsin Dartball
Committee was formed, a body creat-
ed specifically to govern and to pro-
mote the sport. It was the first such
dartball authority of its kind in the
country. One of the initial things the
committee did was to draft an official
dartball rules book. Prior to then, all
the leagues in the state had been op-

crating under their own set of rules, a
real hodgepodge. Afterwards every-
one was on the same page. In 2009,
the committee began the Wisconsin
Dartball Hall of Fame. Both the rules
book and the Hall of Fame were the
first in the nation. It's curious to note
that in order to be voted into the Hall,
the bylaws call for all inductees to be
at least 50 years old and have played
the game competitively for at least 25
years.

Why its advocates love it is easy
to understand. There is a warm cama-
raderie that prevails during matches,
not only among teammates, but be-
tween opposing teams as well. Com-
peting teams’ benches are within a
few feet of one another during play,
and chartering and laughing, kidding
and jibing, yet also words of encour-

MAY 2014 - S0PLUS ° 19A

agement when a shot is missed and
praise when a difficult one is made,
are always there, too. Every player
tries his best to win, of course, but
good sportsmanship and having an
enjoyable time are equally important.
This is what sport really should be all
about but, often, this has been all but
forgotten in too many other sporting
venues.

There are other reasons for its
popularity. The costs for dartball are
surprisingly low, both for equipment
needed and in fees to play. A player's
outlay for an entire season can be Jess
than he’d pay for one round of golf.
It's also a game for everyone: wom-
en as well as men, and all ages, from
the teens on up to seniors in their
‘90s. One does not have to be a super
athlete to play, cither. Many dartbali
players have never been proficient in
any other sport.

That’s enough on background of
the sport, Now for more on Leskovar.

Baseball fans know that two of
| the greatest hitters in the history of
| the game were Ty Cobb and Ted Wil-

liams. Cobb had a lifetime average of
.367, and Williams was the last major
| League player to top .400 in a single

4

More Dartball icons, this group from nearly o half century ago, the 1965 Wisconsin State Champions, Vans's Shop Rite of West Allis. Tht's

i

L

foam manager Jerry Mathwig just eft of the trophy, the late Juck Willison, lower lefi, and Jim Hinckle, upper right. All three are now in

the Wisconsin Dartball Hall of Fome.



season, .406 in 1941. Now remember,
it was noted earlier that dartball was a
form of baseball, using darts, but with
hits and runs and batting averages.
Leskovar has been active as a play-
ler for 55 years; it would have been
|57 but he was in the Army for two
years. In every one of those 55 sea-
sons, he hit over .500! In 35 of them
he hit over .600; and in three of them
he hit over .700. No dartball player in
Wisconsin, and 1 never heard of one
anywhere, has ever come anywhere
close to those accomplishments. His
717 average over the 1983 season is
the highest ever attained in Wiscon-
sin. Most dartball players are thrilled
if they manage to be on the champi-
' onship team in just one state tourney.
Bob has been on 11, an unprecedented
feat.

“When I think back on how it all
began I have to laugh,” Bob said. “1
was such a skinny, scrawny kid, not
tall or strong enough for any of the
major sports, My dad was in a church
dartball league, and one day took me
along with him. [ was about 15 then,
and as | recall, 1 became hooked right
away. | finally found a sport I could
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play. Four or five days a week I'd go
down into the basement and practice
shooting darts at my dad’s dartboard.
Hundreds and hundreds of practice
throws, until T couldn’t lift my arm.
But I thrived on it.”

Besides all his hitting feats,
awards and championships in dart-
ball, Bob has been an active member
of the State Dartball Committee for
26 years, and has served as the sec-
retary treasurer of the South Milwau-
kee Dartball League for 34 years. He
has also run those two tournaments in
South Milwaukee for the past several
years.

All of the above hitting feats and
other accomplishments by Leskovar
I leamed of through the Internet or
from newspaper records. The man just
does not blow his own hom. “That’s
Bob, the way he’s always been,” said
Pancho Palesse, another of his long
time buddies and an area sport legend
himself. “I’ll bet he didn’t tell you he
was the pitcher for the Schaff Funer-
al Home team in our Monday Senior
VMP Softball League, either. Well,
with him pitching, they’ve won the
championship of the league for the

past three years.”

By the way, Bob and his wife,
Lucille, have three children and two
grandchildren.

Considering the similarities be-
tween dartball and other sports, one
that comes to mind is the existence of
dedicated individuals who have been
and are responsible for the game's
growth and well being. For example,
here in Wisconsin, people such as
Curly Lambeau, and what he meant to
football, and Bud Selig, and likewise
what he meant to baseball fit that bill.
Had Lambeau not been around, there
wouldn’t be any Green Bay Packers
or Lambeau Field, and had Selig not
been on the scene, there wouldn’t be
any Milwaukee Brewers or Miller
Park Stadium either. It has been the
same in dartball. Back i the early
years, men such as Harold “Zip” Mor-
gan, Ernie Dorrow Sr. and Jack Wil-
lison Sr. were the hard working hon-
chos in charge.

Fast forward to the present day.
Besides Leskovar, there are a good
number of individuals in this area who
have and still are doing much to keep
the sport healthy. Some include Jim

Hinckle of St. Francis, Jerry Mathwig
of West Allis, Archie Dadian of South
Milwaukee, Bud Bolling of Milwau-
kee, Mike Studer of Franklin, and
Cliff Mengert, formerly of Milwau-
kee but who now lives in Alabama, to
name just a few.

SI HINCKLE - It’s easy to spot
Jim, now going on 70, at any dartball
event, He’s the one with the long,
white beard and looks like Santa
Claus. Considering all Jim has done
and continues to do in the sport, this
column could have been written just
about him. To begin with, he’s been:
one of the game’s top players since
1959. He is also the founder and
current editor of the online Dartball
News, a newsletter sent to players in
eight states. In another journalistic
effort, he is busily at work putting
together a history of the sport. (Since
he keeps adding to it, he many never :
finish it, but when and if he does, I've
promised to feature it in this column.)
“Most Dartball players got started
in the game by watching their dads
play,” Jim said. “In my case, would
you believe, it was my wife, actually
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my wife-10-be, that I was watching as
she threw the darts. It was in a CYO
league, and she, Bonnie is her name,
and her brother were competing on a
team. We were all about 15 years old,
and, of course, 1 thought she looked
pretty good. I reasoned that the best
way to get to know her was to join into
the dartball action, too. I was success-
+ful in my plan, obviously, as we have
been married for a half century, have
five kids and three granddaughters. So
all in all, Dartball has been very, very
good to me.”

JERRY MATHWIG. - You've
heard of the super long careers of
sports stars such as George Blanda
in football and Minnie Minoso and
Milwaukee’s own Warren Spahn in
baseball, all between 25 and 30 years,
which is quite commendable. But in
reality they're all pikers in the longev-
ity area in comparison with dartball’s
Jerry Mathwig. Jerry began playing
‘Dartball in 1943 when he was 14
years old (Roosevelt was still Presi-
dent, you could buy a glass of beer for
a dime and the only one with a cell
phone device was Dick Tracy). Any-
how, Jerry took to the game with such
enthusiasm that he never stopped and
is still competing 71 years later (and
still counting). Even at his age, he can
still hold his own with all the young

htwhwmappm.”

Longevity actually runs in Jerry’s
family. His uncle, Elmer Mathwig,
was reportedly still playing dartball
on a competitive basis at age 96, and
stopped only because they took his
driver’s license away and he couldn’t
get to the matches. Elmer lived on un-
til he was 101.

Jerry was one of those first three
gentlemen to be inducted into the
Wisconsin Dartball Hall of Fame.
His high scason average was a .573
in 1946; he’s competed in 60 state
championship tournaments; and has
been on the State Committee for 44
years. Jerry and his wife, Janice, have
three sons, 12 grandchildren and 13
great grandkids, proving that he does
find time for a few things other than
dartball.

ARCHIE DADIAM - Besides his
athletic achievements, Archie is one
of the nicest guys you'd ever meet,
He’ll chat with you for as long as you
choose, and is wonderfully gregari-
ous for being such a superstar. Aside
from that, how many guys have been
inducted into the Halls of Fame of two
different sports? One of Wisconsin's
all-time great golfers. he was named
to the WSGA Hall of Fame in 1980,
and to the Wisconsin Dartball Hall
soon after its creation in 2009.

He won an almost unbelievable

total of 117 golf tournaments in Wis-
consin and elsewhere, including 11
Billy Sixty Bestball events and 10
WSGA Scnior Bestballs, both with
several different partners. Besides
golf and dartball, he was a top basket-
ball player in high school and college,
and won the conference scoring title
when he was at the old Spencerian
College. His first sport? You'd nev-
er guess: marbles. “Hey, | was pretty
good,” he said, laughing. “My brother
won the state championship one year,
and 1 could beat him.”

That Archic has been so active
and successful athletically is a won-
der. He's had several major opera-
tions over the years including three
complete hip replacements, the most
recent just this past month.

Get this: Archie’s dartball team
consists of him and Vern Kappes, both
81, Bud Bolling, 85, and Marty Gua-
dian, 89. That totals 256 years, and
they’ll take on anyone in the world,
of any age. Archie, Bud and Marty
are all in the Dartball Hall of Fame,
and Vern is 2 world champion speed
skater. A word of advice: Don’t bet
against them.

He and his wife ‘Shirley’ have
four children and eight grandkids,
all of which has led to a new career
for both of them—babysitting. “Ev-
ery day, too,” Archie said, “from ear-

ly moming to late aftemoon.” How
much do you get paid?, I asked. “Hah!
he replied. “You have to be kidding.”

In addition to those players, oth-
ers whom Leskovar listed as men
who have not only been top notch
players over the years, but who have
done much to help the game include
Bud Bolling, Mike Studer and Chff
Mengert, as well as Marty Gaudian,
Chuck Spahn, Mark “Doc” Drow,
Mike “Wimpy” Wendorf and Rick
“The Bay View Bomber” Fare, “to
name just a handful,” Bob said. “You
could list dozens more.” So our apol-
ogies, but we’ve already exceeded our
space limit.

Something Leskovar emphasized
was the need to bring new, young-
er players into the game. “You must
have noticed that all the players
you’ve written about are getting up
there in age,” he said, “in their 60s,
70s and 80s. The only way that the
sport is going to be able to continue
is if young people come along to re-
place us old-timers. Dartball is a great
game, anyone can play, and the costs
are minimal. I know 50 Plus is read
by seniors, but seniors have kids and
grandkids that they can talk to. If any-
one is interested they can call me at
414-321-5916 or E-mail www.wis-
dartball.com.”




