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Introduction


Mike Krzyzewski


THERE WAS A TIME, a few years back, when it was very difficult for me to go to the Final Four when my team didn’t make it there. Part of it, no doubt, was the disappointment I felt because we weren’t still playing. I’m probably spoiled because we’ve made the Final Four on ten occasions since 1986, although I can honestly tell you that I have never taken getting there for granted. Each trip is special.


This past year, after we lost in the round of sixteen to Michigan State, I decided to make the trip to St. Louis. There were some meetings I felt I should attend and some people I wanted to see. As it turned out, making the trip was one of the best things I’ve done in a long time.


On Sunday morning I attended a new event that the National Association of Basketball Coaches started recently called the Past Presidents Brunch. It is, as you might have guessed, a brunch for all past presidents of the NABC. I was president in 1992, so I was invited.


When I sat down, I found myself next to Bill Foster. I have been given a lot of credit through the years for the success of Duke basketball. What a lot of people don’t realize is that the foundation our program is built on was put in place by Bill Foster. In 1974 he became Duke’s coach after the worst season in school history. The program was in shambles and Bill had to rebuild in what was, without question, the toughest basketball conference in America. North Carolina State had just won the national championship, North Carolina was coached by Dean Smith, Maryland was strong under Lefty Driesell, and Terry Holland was just arriving to build Virginia into a power. Within four years, Bill turned the program completely around. He recruited players such as Jim Spanarkel, Mike Gminski, Gene Banks, and Kenny Dennard. In 1978 Duke won the ACC Tournament and, with no seniors in the starting lineup (back then, that actually meant something), went all the way to the national championship game before losing to Kentucky.


My first truly great recruiting class included Johnny Dawkins, Mark Alarie, Jay Bilas, and David Henderson. All of them have told me they have memories of that ’78 team, that they admired guys like Spanarkel and Gminski and Banks and Dennard, and that those players and that team first put Duke on their radar. If I don’t recruit those four players, I’m probably not the coach at Duke today. If Bill Foster hadn’t built the team and the program he did, I probably would not have gotten those four players. At that brunch I had a chance to sit and really talk to Bill about what he had to overcome and to tell him how much I appreciated what he had built. I got to look him in the eye and tell him that I honestly believed he deserved at least some of the credit for all that Duke has accomplished in the past twenty years. I think—I hope—that meant something to him.


As I was leaving the brunch, I ran into Marv Harshman. Like Bill Foster, Harshman is retired now, but years ago he was a great coach at the University of Washington. In fact, the first NCAA Tournament game I coached was against a Marv Harshman-coached Washington team in 1984. We lost. Marv and I joked about the fact that he had started me on the road to having the most NCAA Tournament wins of any coach—with a loss.


I walked out of the brunch with a big smile on my face. Being in that room with so many of my colleagues from so many years and so many games was great. But to run into Foster and Harshman, two men who played a role in my life and were great coaches long before anyone thought to ask me to do a commercial for anything, was a great reminder to me of what the Final Four is all about. It is much bigger than the four teams and coaches who have the honor of playing in it in a given year. It has far more scope than three basketball games. It is about much more than wins and losses—although the wins and losses that occur will be remembered forever by the participants.


The Final Four is about understanding how lucky we all are to be part of college basketball. It is about people like me remembering how important Bill Foster and Marv Harshman are, not to mention John Wooden and Big House Gaines and Bill Russell and Bill Bradley and Dean Smith and John Thompson. And so many others. There’s a tendency during the course of a basketball season for a coach to crawl into the cocoon of his team and the day-to-day, game-to-game pressures. Sometimes in April I feel a little bit like someone who has been locked in a cave all winter and I find myself blinking at the glare of Life Beyond Basketball. When I’m not still coaching at the Final Four—and, believe me, I prefer the years when I am still coaching—being there is a bridge back to reality. I’m reminded there’s more to basketball than our practices, our games, and our rivalries. In spite of what some people might believe, Duke-Carolina is not the game’s only great rivalry, although it is a pretty damn good one.


My first memories of the Final Four go back to listening to games on the radio as a kid growing up in Chicago. I always watched the Big Ten game of the week on television when I was young and I often went to games in the old Chicago Stadium. For some reason, a game I saw there between Duke and Notre Dame sticks out in my memory. Maybe there was some fate involved in that.


The first team I really remember well, though, is the Loyola of Chicago team that won the national championship in 1963. Those games, particularly the championship game against Cincinnati, stand out. I remember having the sense that what Loyola had done was a big deal even though I couldn’t actually watch the games.


When I played at Army for Bob Knight in the late ’60s, the National Invitation Tournament was as big a deal in our minds as the NCAAs were. My three years as a college player coincided with Lew Alcindor’s three years at UCLA. (Alcindor, of course, later became Kareem Abdul-Jabbar.) I remember it sort of being accepted that no one was going to beat UCLA. We had very good teams at Army and we badly wanted to win a championship. In 1968 we were 20-4 and invited to the NCAAs. We knew we weren’t going to beat UCLA and Alcindor, but we honestly thought we could win the NIT. So, Coach Knight decided to take the NIT bid. Unfortunately, we lost to Notre Dame (on St. Patrick’s Day, as I am constantly reminded even now). The next year we went back to the NIT and shocked South Carolina, which had been ranked number two in the national polls for a lot of the season, in the quarterfinals before losing in the semis to Boston College.


My first Final Four was in 1973. I was still in the army but back home on leave in March. I had already talked to Coach Knight about joining his staff when I got out of the army the following year and I flew to St. Louis to watch Indiana play UCLA in the semifinals. I remember thinking then how big the event was and how amazing it was to stand in the lobby of the coaches’ hotel and watch the parade of famous coaches as they came and went during the weekend. I didn’t get to see Bill Walton shoot 21 of 22 for UCLA because I had to report back to my unit soon after the semifinals. I’m not sure if I’m right about this, but I don’t think I would have been able to stay even if Indiana had won on Saturday.


A little more than a year later, I went to work for Coach Knight as a graduate assistant. That was the first year [1975] that he coached a team that went undefeated in the regular season. Unfortunately, Scott May broke his leg in February, and even though he was able to come back and play in the tournament, he wasn’t the same player and we weren’t the same team. We lost in the regional final to Kentucky, 92-90. To this day, I think Coach Knight would tell you that was his most disappointing loss because, with Scott healthy, that was probably his best team. Of course, Indiana, led by Scott, did go undefeated the next season and won the 1976 national championship.


I wasn’t around—except as a spectator—when Indiana won that year in Philadelphia. By then I was back at Army as the head coach. I loved coaching at my alma mater, but deep down I knew I wanted to do what Coach Knight had done: take a team to the Final Four and win a national championship. The days when that was even remotely possible at Army were gone. The Vietnam War and big money coming into the NBA had changed recruiting at Army—even more so for football than basketball—and we had to set more realistic goals, such as getting to the postseason and getting into a conference where we could compete. The players I coached during my five years at Army are still among my closest friends today. But I knew there was going to come a time when, if I was successful, I was going to have to consider moving on.


That time came in 1980 when Tom Butters surprised me (and shocked the basketball world) by offering me the job at Duke. Had I known what the first three years were going to be like, I might have thought twice. I had to learn on the job how to coach—and recruit—in the ACC. Dean Smith was at his absolute zenith as a coach. My first game at Duke was against North Carolina in the old Big Four Tournament in Greensboro. Carolina had James Worthy and Sam Perkins and Al Wood on the court, and Dean had already gotten a commitment from a high school senior we knew was pretty good named Michael Jordan. They lost to Indiana in the national championship game that season. A year later, with Jordan, they were national champions. We were 10-17, the worst record in Duke history.


At the same time that I went to Duke, another young coach whom I knew pretty well took the North Carolina State job: Jim Valvano. Jimmy and I had coached against each other while I was at Army and he was at Iona. He had taken Iona to back-to-back NCAA Tournaments, and in 1980, his last year at Iona, my final year at Army, his team was the last one to beat Louisville, which won the national championship. They beat them by 17 in Madison Square Garden and Jimmy had his players cut down the nets. He said he was practicing for the day when he coached a team that cut down the nets at the Final Four. Typical Jimmy.


Of course, in his third year at State—my third year at Duke—Jimmy and his team did cut down the nets at the Final Four in Albuquerque. While Jimmy and State were becoming national champions, we had improved from 10-17 to 11-17. We lost our last game that season to Virginia, 109-66. A lot of Duke people thought I was going to make a great coach—back at Army, where they thought I belonged.


I still remember that Final Four pretty vividly. Specifically, like a lot of people, I remember the semifinal game between Houston and Louisville. There was a stretch in the second half when it seemed as if every single play took place above the rim. Every player on the court appeared capable of jumping out of the building. They all looked like future NBA All-Stars. It was Roger Valdiserri, the longtime Notre Dame SID [sports information director], who famously commented after the game, “Welcome to basketball in the twenty-first century.” I wasn’t that much different from most people in New Mexico’s Pit that day, in that I was awed by what I saw. The difference was, I was the coach at a school that had recent Final Four history—1978—and my goal as a coach was someday to be down on that floor coaching on Final Four Saturday. That’s what was scary to me. I knew my team was a long way from being able to compete with what I was watching. It was one of the few times when I wondered if my dream of coaching in a Final Four might not come true.


A year later my four freshmen starters had become sophomores and we went 24-10. We beat North Carolina—with Jordan, Perkins, and Brad Daugherty—in the ACC Tournament semifinals and ended up losing to Washington and Marv Harshman in the NCAA Tournament. In 1986 we made it to the Final Four and beat a great Kansas team to get to Monday night. We lost that championship game to Louisville, 72-69, and if there is a game in my career I look back on with regret, it’s that one. I just don’t believe I gave my players as much help as I could have if I’d had more Final Four experience at that point. They were tired after the Kansas game, very tired, and I didn’t find ways to use the bench early in the game to keep them fresh enough for the finish. Those four kids—Dawkins, Alarie, Bilas, and Henderson—


deserved to win the national championship. I know they all feel as if they somehow came up short by not winning that night, but I’ve always felt that if anyone came up short, it was me. I do think they know that the three national championships we’ve won since would not have happened if not for them. That’s why I honestly believe they have been national champions—because 1991, 1992, and 2001 could not have happened if not for 1986.


That 1986 team began a run that, as I look back on it now, was remarkable. We went to seven Final Fours in nine years. We upset number one seeds in the regional final in 1988 [Temple], 1989 [Georgetown], and 1990 [Connecticut]. In 1992 Christian Laettner hit the shot everyone remembers in Philadelphia to beat Kentucky. In 1994 we beat another number one seed [Purdue] in another regional final. I still remember Pete Gaudet, who was my associate coach throughout that run, joking after we beat UConn that he was going to have to withdraw from the annual coaches’ golf tournament at the Final Four again. I told him I hoped he never got to play in it again.


When I was in St. Louis last year, I kept hearing people talk about all the pressure that was on Roy Williams because he hadn’t won a national championship yet. I remember thinking how unfair that was. Roy was in his fifth Final Four last year—four with Kansas, one with North Carolina. No coach should feel pressure when his team is in the Final Four. He should feel great that his team is still playing on the last weekend of the season and be able to enjoy what they’ve accomplished. That doesn’t mean you don’t put everything you have into trying to win it all, because there is no feeling quite like cutting down the nets on Monday night. But getting to the Final Four should always be something you get to celebrate, not something that creates pressure. When I walk around at a Final Four, I’m constantly reminded how lucky you have to be to get to one. I see people like Lefty Driesell and Gene Keady and Norm Stewart and John Chaney, each of them a great basketball coach. They all made multiple regional finals; they all built programs that were excellent year in and year out for many years. None of them ever coached in a Final Four.


To get to one, you have to have a number of ingredients. You have to have been able to recruit very good players, you have to have a very patient family, you need excellent assistants, and you need luck. You need to keep key players healthy and, most of the time, you need to win at least one game that you probably deserve to lose. In 1986, when we were the number one seed in the eastern regional, we trailed number sixteen seed Mississippi Valley State with ten minutes left to play. We easily could have lost that game, but Johnny Dawkins made just enough plays to pull us through. Everyone remembers Christian Laettner’s first buzzer-beater against Connecticut in 1990 that put us in that year’s Final Four. A lot of people (not UConn fans, I know that) have forgotten that Tate George came within an inch or two of intercepting Bobby Hurley’s pass downcourt just before the in-bounds play that set up Christian’s shot. We certainly could have lost to Kentucky in the regional final in 1992, and Quin Snyder’s Missouri team easily could have taken us out in the second round in 2001. We managed to win and ended up winning the national title.


My point is this: I’m not sure you have to be a great coach to get to the Final Four. Probably you have to be a good one who catches a few key breaks—during the tournament, during the season, during a career. Sometimes I wonder where I would have ended up if I hadn’t listened to Tom Rogers, my officer rep at Army, when I asked him if he thought I should take the Iowa State job when it was offered in 1980. “I think you need to follow this Duke thing through to the end,” Colonel Rogers said. I guess it’s fair to say he gave me good advice.


I was fortunate to have teachers in my life like Coach Knight, Henry Iba, and Pete Newell. All won national championships and all enjoyed counseling younger coaches. I hope now that I’m an older coach who has won national championships that I can do for some young coaches what my mentors did for me. When I think back now to 1983, I realize how fortunate I’ve been to have had players good enough to put us in a position to compete for championships.


Every time we’ve made the Final Four has been a thrill. There’s no question I got a little bit spoiled when we had our run and made it seven times in nine years. It wasn’t that I took getting there for granted, it was that I thought we would keep on going. When we didn’t go for four straight seasons, it made getting back in 1999 that much sweeter. Not going really bothered me at first, especially in 1998, when we had a big lead in the regional final and lost to Kentucky. But what I have come to realize—finally, I’m a little slow sometimes figuring things out—is that you don’t have to sulk when your team doesn’t make the Final Four. There is too much about the weekend to enjoy, even when you aren’t coaching.


Organizing a dinner for my former players and coaches is one of the better things I’ve done during my coaching career. To begin with, it’s a lot of fun and it gives me a chance to spend time with guys who have been an important part of my life whom I don’t get to see often. I think it’s something everyone involved looks forward to. What’s best about it is something I realized this year while we were all sitting around the restaurant, telling old stories and laughing at one another. By setting up this dinner, I have guaranteed myself one thing at every Final Four: regardless of what happens to my basketball team during that season, I will always have my team with me at the Final Four.


Some years I will coach my team. Other years I will drink wine with my team. But one way or the other, I’ll always have my team with me. That’s a pretty good deal for an old coach.


I’m already looking forward to Indianapolis. I’ll be there with my team or with my team.



1


One Shining Moment


ROY WILLIAMS HAD THOUGHT ABOUT IT, planned it, even talked about it. He had told his children that when the moment came he knew just what he was going to do: throw his arms up in the air and walk around the court, arms raised in victory. But now, with the moment finally at hand, he knew that wasn’t going to happen. He was looking at the clock and then at the court, the court and then the clock. He saw one final shot go up, knowing that even if it went in, it wouldn’t change the outcome. It missed and Sean May had the ball in his hands, standing under the basket. Williams’s eyes went back to the clock. Two . . . one . . .


And then there was bedlam. Williams had the sense that celebrations were breaking out all over the court, that his players were diving on top of one another, giving full vent to the emotions that had been pent up inside them for an entire basketball season. At that moment, one that he had waited for so long, the thought of raising his arms in triumph never crossed Williams’s mind. There was an unshakable feeling of complete satisfaction, but also a coach’s calm resolve to finish a job.


He took off his glasses, just as he did at every time-out, because he needed the glasses only for distance and when he looked his players in the eyes while speaking to them, he didn’t want the glasses to blur his vision of their faces. Now he wanted to look into the eyes of the players and coaches from Illinois. He knew—from personal experience—that there was nothing he could say to make them feel any better at that moment, but he had always prided himself on handling victory and defeat with equal grace.


But May found him before he could find Coach Bruce Weber. He had a huge grin on his face, the kind of pure joy rarely seen in elite athletes. He had told Williams and his teammates that when North Carolina won the national championship, he was going to be the first one to hug Williams. Now he was fulfilling his promise. Williams was tingling as he hugged May, but he couldn’t linger. He got untangled and began shaking hands with the kids in the orange and white uniforms. These were faces he had seen before, the blank stares that come when someone has put a lifetime into achieving something and been right on the doorstep of that achievement only to see it slide away. “New Orleans,” he said. “I saw the faces of my Kansas players in New Orleans right after we lost to Syracuse. I wanted to say, ‘I know how you feel’—because I did—but I knew it would be meaningless.”


He settled for congratulating them on their season and on a great game. He knew they didn’t hear a word he was saying. He found himself looking for Bruce Weber, because he wanted to say to him what Mike Krzyzewski had said to him in 1991 in Indianapolis, what Jim Boeheim had said to him in 2003 in New Orleans: your time will come. In ’91, in just his third year as a head coach, he had no trouble believing it. Twelve years later it had been a lot more difficult. Weber was where Williams had been in ’91. He had just completed his second season at Illinois. And yet for him, the loss had to be tougher than the first time for Williams. Illinois had been ranked number one in the country since December. It had come within one victory of going undefeated in the regular season. It had matched the all-time NCAA record for wins—thirty-seven—coming into the final, and playing in St. Louis, a three-hour car ride from campus, this had clearly been Illinois’ Final Four.


But someone had written the wrong ending to the Illini’s script. The culprit had been Williams and his North Carolina team. Even though the circumstances had been different back in 1991, Williams knew what Weber was thinking and feeling. His Kansas team had been very good that season. It had entered the NCAA Tournament as a third seed in the southeast regional and had peaked at the right time, upsetting Indiana, Arkansas, and North Carolina en route to the championship game. Losing that night to Duke had hurt because he had believed his team was good enough to win and, well, because it was Duke—and if you are a graduate of North Carolina, losing to Duke always hurts. But deep down he had understood that it was Krzyzewski’s time. Like Dean Smith, his own mentor, Krzyzewski had endured questions about why he seemed able to get to the Final Four but couldn’t win that last game. Indianapolis had been Krzyzewski’s fifth Final Four and his third title game. It had taken Smith seven Final Fours and four appearances on the last night of the season before he had, at last, cut the final net.


Williams had been on the bench that night in 1982 when Smith finally won his first national championship. He was thirty-one, in his third year as an assistant coach at his alma mater, making less than $10,000 a year and living his dream. He adored Dean Smith, thought him the best coach and the best man he had ever known. When Smith finally won that title, answering all those who said he couldn’t win or wondered why he hadn’t won, Williams cried. Smith was dry-eyed. Remarkably, Williams’s career arc had, in many ways, mimicked those of his mentor and of his mentor’s greatest rival, Krzyzewski. He had taken Kansas to the Final Four on four occasions and had twice reached the final. But, like Smith and Krzyzewski, he didn’t win right away.


Like Smith and Krzyzewski, he had become defensive about being so successful without having achieved the ultimate success. Smith had actually had studies done to prove that it was statistically more difficult to reach multiple Final Fours than it was to win one. Krzyzewski became snappish when people asked about the monkey on his back. “There’s no monkey on my back,” he said repeatedly when the subject came up.


He was right. It was a gorilla.


Williams had inherited the gorilla. He was, without question, the BCNTHWTNC—Best Coach Never to Have Won the National Championship. In his fourteen seasons at Kansas, he had won more games than any coach in the history of the game had won in his first fourteen seasons. After the trip to the final in 1991, Kansas was a perennial power. In 1992 the Jayhawks spent the entire season ranked in the top five and went into the NCAA Tournament as the number one seed in the midwest regional, almost certain, most people believed, to return to the Final Four, very possibly to a rematch with Duke.


Except that, as often happens in the NCAA Tournament, Kansas was upset—in the second round by the University of Texas at El Paso. UTEP was coached by Don Haskins, who had coached the Miners to the most famous Final Four victory ever in 1966 when his team (then known as Texas Western) had upset all-powerful Kentucky in the title game. Kentucky, under Adolph Rupp, started five white players. Haskins started five black players. Books, documentaries, and movies still commemorate that game to this day. Haskins never again reached the Final Four after 1966, but on a Sunday afternoon in 1992, closing in on the end of his long career, Haskins’s team upset Kansas and brought about a spate of stories reminding people about 1966 all over again.


Later that week, walking through an airport, Williams was stopped by a stranger. He girded himself for the words of comfort and sympathy he knew would come. “Don’t worry, Coach, you’ll get ’em next year.” Or the dreaded “You had a great season anyway.” This time, though, that wasn’t what he got: “Do you realize what you’ve done to me?” the man shouted. “I had you guys winning the whole thing. You’ve completely ruined my bracket!”


Few people on earth are more polite than Roy Williams. Every once in a while, though, he cracks. This was one of those moments. “Ruined your bracket!” he shouted. “You think I care about your bracket? This is about my life.”


That’s what the NCAA Tournament does to college basketball coaches. Fairly or unfairly, they are judged almost solely on how their teams perform in March. A coach can win every game he plays during the regular season and it won’t matter a bit unless his team wins in March—and, nowadays, in the first week in April, since the event dubbed “March Madness” now stretches further into the year. In fact, if a coach is highly successful in the regular season or even in the early rounds of the NCAA Tournament but can’t win the whole thing, he is likely to be more scrutinized than a coach whose team is consistently decent but almost never very good or great.


Among elite coaches, there are numerous examples of this. When Gary Williams arrived at Maryland in 1989, the basketball program at his alma mater was in complete shambles. It had been rocked by the 1986 cocaine-induced death of superstar Len Bias and then set back further by the school’s decision to hire a high school coach who broke NCAA rules and then lied to investigators about breaking those rules. Less than a year after Williams took over, the school was hammered by the NCAA, given two years’ probation because of Coach Bob Wade’s transgressions, and quickly plummeted to the bottom of the Atlantic Coast Conference.


Williams dug in, started from square one, and by 1994 had the Terrapins not only back in the NCAA Tournament but, after a second-round upset of number two seed Massachusetts, back in the Sweet Sixteen for the first time since Bias’s death. Celebrations broke out on campus. Williams was lionized. “It was as if we’d made the Final Four,” he said. “It was one of the great feelings I’ve ever had in coaching.” Maryland lost to Michigan the following week, but no one really cared. There was nothing but happiness in what people had taken to calling Garyland.


A year later the Terrapins made the Sweet Sixteen again—and lost to Connecticut. In 1998 they were there again, losing to Arizona. A year later same round, a loss to St. John’s. There was no more joy in Garyland. People began referring to Williams as a “round of sixteen coach.” There was no sweetness in that phrase. Williams wondered if they might be right. But he relentlessly pushed forward, and in 2001 his team won in the round of sixteen. Then they upset top-seeded Stanford in the regional final and—presto—Williams and Maryland were in the Final Four. Even a loss to archrival Duke a week later couldn’t dull the sense of accomplishment. A year later Maryland made it back to the Final Four—and won the championship.


“The second time was entirely different than the first,” Gary Williams remembered. “The first time there was this feeling that you were already a success because you were there. The second time, we would have felt like failures if we hadn’t won the whole thing.”


Roy Williams knew all about that feeling. Like Gary Williams, he remembered that first trip as a joyride, even after losing the championship game. Two years later a loss in the semifinals was mitigated by the fact that it was to Dean Smith, his old boss and mentor. It took nine years to get back. There were all sorts of near misses—most notably in 1997, when Kansas spent most of the season ranked number one in the country only to lose in the Not-So-Sweet-Sixteen to Arizona, which went on to win the title.


It was after that loss that Williams started telling people that winning the national championship wasn’t so important to him. Yes, he wanted to win it. Yes, he would compete with every fiber in his being to try to win it. But if he didn’t, he would be happy to walk away someday and just go coach his grandchildren. No doubt he believed it, because if he hadn’t willed himself to believe it, he might never have slept at night. But no one else believed it, for the simple reason that no one gets to be as good at anything as Roy Williams was at coaching without burning to be the champion at the end of a season. At least once.


Anyone who had been there in 1982 on the night when Dean Smith finally won his first title on his seventh trip to the Final Four knew exactly how much Smith had wanted to win the minute he opened his mouth at his postgame press conference. “I guess we proved a very bright writer from Charlotte wrong tonight” were his very first words. Many—if not most—in the room looked at one another as if to say, “What the hell is he talking about?”


Those who knew Smith understood exactly what he was talking about. In 1980 Frank Barrows, a gifted feature writer for the Charlotte Observer, had written a lengthy story examining why Smith’s program won with such remarkable consistency but couldn’t win the national championship. Barrows’s conclusion was that the very system that made the Tar Heels so good year in and year out prevented them from rising to the highest level when the pressure was greatest, in March. The Tar Heels, impeccably prepared by Smith for every game they played, were always good in November, good in December, good in January, good in February, good in March. But in March you had to be great. He noted that the two most spectacular college point guards of the 1970s were Michigan State’s Earvin (Magic) Johnson and North Carolina’s Phil Ford. “It would be impossible,” Barrows wrote, “for a player at North Carolina to be nicknamed Magic. It simply wouldn’t be allowed.”


Barrows was right about that. In fact, in December of 1978, Michigan State and Johnson had played and lost at North Carolina. Johnson, as Smith often pointed out, turned the ball over eight times that night. But in March, North Carolina was eliminated in the second round of the NCAA Tournament by Pennsylvania. Michigan State—which beat Pennsylvania by 32 points in the semifinals—won the national title. Carolina had been the better team in December. Michigan State had been the great team in March.


Now, having finally won the title, Smith’s first thought as he stood before the nation’s media was of Barrows. “It was an immature comment,” he said. “I always liked Frank. But I thought he was wrong about our system.”


Whether Barrows was right or wrong wasn’t the issue. The issue was whether Dean Smith, Hall of Fame coach, could win the national championship. The answer was yes, he could. And you can be damn sure that no matter how dry-eyed he was right then, there were few moments in his career more satisfying to Smith than that one.


Twenty-three years later, sitting in the stands in the Edward Jones Dome in St. Louis, Smith may have felt better for Williams than he had for himself on that night in New Orleans. As those final seconds ticked down, he didn’t cry the way Williams had cried for him in New Orleans, but he did feel a surge of relief both for his onetime pupil and for his school. Three years earlier North Carolina had suffered through an unthinkable 8-20 season, a nadir that had led to Williams’s return in the spring of 2003. By then, Williams had been to two more Final Fours (2002 and 2003) and had lost twice more, first to Gary Williams’s Maryland team in the semifinals and then in a memorable final to Syracuse with rumors swirling everywhere that Williams was about to leave Kansas for his alma mater.


He had been offered the job in 2000 when Bill Guthridge, who had attempted to do the impossible in following Smith, retired. Guthridge had gone to two Final Fours in three years and, in return, had been pilloried by most of the school’s fans. They all wanted Ol’ Roy to come back, ride in on a white horse, and restore the Tar Heels to glory. Or at the very least, beat Duke. Guthridge had been 2-6 against the Blue Devils. That was unacceptable. But to the amazement of everyone in the college game, Williams had said no—no to North Carolina, no to Dean Smith, no to the shocked Carolina faithful who were ready to build a statue of him the minute he returned. He was adored in Kansas, abhorred in North Carolina. Some took to simply referring to him as “that man who coaches Kansas.”


He became the Lord Voldemort of North Carolina: He Who Must Not Be Named.


Matt Doherty, who had played for Smith and coached under Williams, became the coach. He had one good year, winning 26 games, and then the program collapsed. It wasn’t because Do-herty couldn’t recruit—he had recruited all five players who started in the ’05 championship game—but those players turned on him and Dean Smith’s famous Carolina “family” became dysfunctional.


Enter Williams. Or more accurately, reenter Williams. This time when Smith asked him to come home, he couldn’t say no. The pain of being an outcast in his home state at his own school and among his close friends had worn on him. Three years after saying he would never leave Kansas, Williams left Kansas. He was greeted as a returning hero in North Carolina. All was forgiven. Not so in Kansas: he became the Voldemort of the Plains.


He walked into a team filled with talented but in some cases underachieving players. People began predicting an immediate return to greatness for Carolina in 2004. Seeing the predictions, Williams shook his head and said, “Ol’ Roy isn’t that good.” Maybe not, but he was pretty damn good. Carolina returned to the NCAA Tournament that year and lost in the second round to Texas. Some found the season disappointing. Others saw it as a start. Williams recruited one of the top high school players in the country, Marvin Williams, and added him to what was now one of the more experienced teams in the nation, led by juniors Sean May, Raymond Felton, and the mercurial Rashad McCants.


There had been ups and downs throughout the season, but the Tar Heels had come together when it mattered. They had survived a one-point game in the round of sixteen against Villanova and had come from five points down at halftime in the semifinals against Michigan State to set up the championship game that made the most sense: Illinois, ranked number one almost the entire season, against Carolina, ranked number two at the end of the regular season and considered by those who watched basketball the most talented team in the country.


“I just wish people would stop saying we have the most talent,” Dean Smith said on the eve of the final.


Very few coaches are comfortable in the role of favorite, but Smith had made an art form out of creating reasons why his team was the underdog. His approach had been best described years earlier by his old friend and rival Lefty Driesell, who once said of him, “Dean Smith’s the only man in history who’s won eight hundred games [879 to be exact] and been the underdog in every one of them.”


In 1981, having reached his sixth Final Four, Smith found himself facing a Virginia team led by Ralph Sampson that had beaten Carolina twice during the regular season. “I think it’s obvious,” he said, “that they have a psychological advantage because they beat us twice. They’ve got to be very confident that they can beat us again since they’ve already done it.”


Carolina won and faced Indiana in the final—a team it had beaten during the regular season. That didn’t sway Smith. “I don’t think there’s any doubt Indiana has the psychological advantage,” he said at the Sunday press conference. “Since we beat them, they’ll want revenge.”


Indiana won. Twenty-four years later, Smith was still upset about two quick fouls called in the first half on James Worthy, his star player. “Booker Turner,” he said, remembering the referee who called both fouls. “On the second one, the ball wasn’t even across midcourt and he called James for trying to get position under the basket. I’m not saying that cost us the game, but . . .”


“I am,” Roy Williams said. “It certainly made it almost impossible for us to have a chance. Booker Turner. Wow. Maybe Coach Smith has forgiven him [he hasn’t], but I certainly haven’t.”


On the eve of Williams’s third championship game, his old coach didn’t want people to see a loss as his failure. “Illinois is awfully good,” he said. “They haven’t won thirty-seven games because they were lucky.”


No, they hadn’t. The final was everything that makes college basketball special and the Final Four unique: two teams with one chance to make history. Most players who reach the championship game get only one opportunity to play on the most important Monday night there is on the sports calendar. Since the retirement in 1975 of the legendary John Wooden ended UCLA’s dynasty, in which the Bruins won ten championships in twelve years, only a handful of players have been in more than one final. North Carolina played in the title game in 1981 and 1982, Houston went to back-to-back finals in 1983 and 1984, and Georgetown played in 1982, 1984, and 1985. Between 1990 and 1994, Duke played in four championship games in five seasons. Kentucky played in three straight title games between 1996 and 1998, and Duke was in the final again in both 1999 and 2001. That’s a handful of players, perhaps 50—out of about 750 who have suited up on Monday night since 1976—who have gotten more than one chance. Among those players, only those who played for North Carolina in 1981, Duke in 1990, and Kentucky in 1997 came back after a loss in the final to win the championship a year later. All of which means that, as a player, one must assume there won’t be a second chance.


That’s what makes the championship game so intense. It is always a matchup of two teams that believe it is their destiny to win. More often than not they have had dominant seasons and had to win five games in the crucible of single-elimination play to get to the final game. On Saturday, in the semifinals, they have beaten teams that undoubtedly arrived in the Final Four city believing they were teams of destiny. That was certainly true of Illinois and North Carolina. The Illini were 37-1. They had overcome a 15-point deficit against Arizona in the last four minutes of their regional final, then had pulled away from a Louisville team that had also come from way behind to win its regional final. North Carolina was 32-4. It had trailed Michigan State by 5 points at halftime in the semifinals and then had turned the game into a blowout in the second half.


Two superb teams. But only one could win the national championship. The other would leave with an empty feeling—one that would never completely go away, regardless of how many games it had won en route to the final.


Jay Bilas, now a star analyst for both CBS and ESPN, was the starting center for Duke when it faced Louisville in the championship game in 1986. That Duke team was very much like this Illinois team. It had a dream season, winning thirty-seven games. Four of Duke’s starters in that game were seniors, so there was no doubt that this was their one and only chance at a national title. It was a tired team, too, having played a draining semifinal on Saturday against Kansas. The game was decided, in the end, when Louisville’s Pervis Ellison grabbed an airball by teammate Jeff Hall and scored what turned out to be the winning basket.


“What I can’t forget is the feeling right after the game was over,” Bilas said. “To sit there and realize you’d been so close and you hadn’t closed the deal. There were all sorts of reasons why we didn’t win that game, but none of them really matter. We lost. There aren’t many days that go by when I don’t think about that night. We did a lot of great things that year. In fact, if you go back and look, people were talking about us being one of the great teams of all time. Then we lost in the final and all of that went away. We were just another good team that came up short in the end. I’d be lying if I said that doesn’t still hurt.


“Every year, when the championship game ends, I find myself looking at the players on the losing team. Not the coaches—they’ll have other chances—but the players. I know how they feel, especially when it’s a close game decided by a play or two at the finish. I know they’re going to live with the feeling they’ve got in their stomachs right then for the rest of their lives. It’ll always be there. You can talk all you want about how great your season was, the last memory is the one you carry inside you wherever you go, whatever you do, the rest of your life.”


Carolina was in control of the game most of the night. Sean May simply wouldn’t allow the Illini any sort of inside game and they took to flinging up three-point shots—by game’s end they would attempt forty—and one shot after another chipped paint off the rim. But in the game’s final minutes, Illinois showed its resiliency once more, rallying to tie the game at 70 after trailing by as many as 15 points. In the last two minutes, just when people were beginning to wonder if Williams was going to be denied yet again, it was Marvin Williams, the freshman—the one key player in the Carolina lineup Williams had recruited—who made the game’s biggest play. After Rashad McCants had twisted to the basket and thrown up one of the worst shots ever seen in a championship game, an underhand flip that didn’t come close to the rim, Williams came flying in from the outside to slam home the rebound.


That basket, with 1:13 left, was the game-winner. Illinois had chances but never scored again. Raymond Felton sealed the game with free throws. “After Raymond made the last one, I knew we had done it,” Williams said. “I just kept going back and forth from the court to the clock. I saw the last shot miss; I saw Sean with the ball. I may have thought for a split second about throwing my arms up, but then I realized I didn’t want to do that. I knew how Bruce [Weber] felt at that moment. I wanted to make sure I saw all the Illinois people before I celebrated.”


And so, after May finally let him go, Williams looked around and realized that he hadn’t seen Weber yet. In all the commotion, he had started to leave the floor, thinking Williams was going to join his team in the on-court party that had broken out. It wasn’t hard to pick out Weber—he was wearing a bright orange jacket—so when Williams saw him leaving the court, he broke into a sprint. He caught him in the runway just before he got under the stands.


“You had a great year,” he told Weber over the din. “You will be back here. Your time will come, you’re a great basketball coach.”


Weber smiled and thanked him as they shook hands. Williams knew his words, though heartfelt, were hollow at that moment. Because there’s absolutely no guarantee that you will get back or that your moment will actually come.


“When you make the Final Four the first time, there’s no doubt that you’re going back,” Digger Phelps, the former Notre Dame coach, often says. “At that moment, you’re at the pinnacle of your career. You’re a Final Four coach. You’ve built to that point. The question isn’t if you’re coming back, it’s when you’re coming back.”


Phelps took Notre Dame to the Final Four in 1978 at the age of thirty-six. The Irish lost in the semifinals to Duke, rallying from 14 points down to have a shot to tie in the final seconds before losing. “We never figured out how to guard [Mike] Gminski,” he said twenty-seven years later. “During the game, Bill Laimbeer says to me, ‘We should be beating these guys, Coach.’ I said, ‘If you got an occasional stop on Gminski, we might beat them.’”


They never figured Gminski out. Disappointing as it was, Phelps knew he’d be back. He was wrong. He coached thirteen more seasons at Notre Dame and never made it back. The Duke team that beat Notre Dame that day lost the final to Kentucky. All five starters were underclassmen. As they left the court that night, the players heard their fans chanting, “We’ll be back.” They weren’t. Nor was Bill Foster, who had coached them from last place in the ACC in 1977 to the championship game in 1978.


And so, while there was plenty of reason for Weber to believe he would be back at the pinnacle of his sport again in the future, there was no guarantee. The only guarantee for anyone who plays or coaches in the Final Four is that the memories will stay with you forever—one way or the other.
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The Lobby


THE THREE BASKETBALL GAMES that decide the national championship are only a small part of what goes on during a Final Four. The event has evolved into a weeklong gathering of the entire basketball world. For years, the National Association of Basketball Coaches has held its annual convention during the Final Four, meaning that coaches gather from all over the country. The famous ones come and so do the not-so-famous. Retired coaches come and so do fired coaches. Coaches looking for work come and so do those who haven’t worked for a while but still, deep down, wish they were.


The coaches—almost two thousand of them when you include all the college and high school coaches who gather at the Final Four site—are only one of the groups that show up. Because the Final Four has become one of the events in the cult of American sports—ranking behind only the Super Bowl as a gathering place for the sports world—thousands of people pour into the city where the Final Four is being held. More than 1,400 accredited media cover the event—and that doesn’t include the 375 people sent by CBS or those who are turned down by the NCAA when they request credentials. Almost anyone with something to sell, from movie stars to shoe-company hucksters to ticket scalpers, shows up. Fans of the four teams show up and so do corporate high rollers willing to pay almost anything to get a ticket so they can say they were in the building when the national championship was decided.


For five days the city is transformed. The streets are jammed with people, many of them in the colors of the four teams that are playing. An entire brigade of men in sweatsuits can be seen on street corners and in hotel lobbies. Many are coaches, some are scalpers, others are hangers-on who want to corner a coach to tell him about the great player they can help him “acquire.” Celebrity-spotting goes on constantly. Autograph seekers pour into the hotel designated for the coaches convention, hoping to spot Mike Krzyzewski or Jim Calhoun but happy to talk to Billy Tubbs or Rick Majerus.


“That’s one of the problems nowadays,” said Jim Boeheim, the Syracuse coach who has won one national championship and been to three Final Fours. “When I first started coming to the Final Four back in the seventies, we would stand around in the lobby for hours and hours and just talk basketball. You can’t do that anymore. There are too many people who want something from you. If it isn’t an autograph seeker, it’s a ticket scalper. If it isn’t a ticket scalper, it’s someone from a radio show who just wants ‘five minutes’ of your time. If it isn’t a radio producer, it’s a coach who needs work or wants a recommendation. It never seems to stop.”


There is no doubting the exponential growth of the Final Four, in every way. It began in 1939 as the National Collegiate Basketball Championship. In those days, it wasn’t even the most important basketball tournament—the National Invitation Tournament was. Teams often played in both events—in 1950 City College of New York won them both—and winning the NIT carried as much prestige as winning the National Collegiate Championship until well into the 1950s. As late as 1970, it was not completely unheard-of for a team to turn down a chance to play in the NCAA Tournament to play in the NIT. In 1968 Bob Knight, then the coach at Army, chose the NIT over the NCAAs because he believed his team had a chance to win it—in part because the NIT was played in New York, forty-five minutes from West Point, in part because Lew Alcindor and UCLA were playing in the NCAAs. Army lost in the first round of the NIT to Notre Dame on St. Patrick’s Day. Two years later Marquette coach Al McGuire was unhappy about the regional his team was being sent to by the NCAA basketball committee and turned them down, choosing to go to the NIT. The Warriors won the tournament.


The NCAA Tournament became a monolith in stages. The UCLA dynasty, which began in 1964, was a starting point. Texas Western’s historic victory over Kentucky in 1966—the only year between 1964 and 1973 when UCLA did not win the championship—was another touchstone. In 1968 NBC televised the semifinals and the championship game, marking the first time the tournament was on network TV. (The NIT final had already been on CBS for years by then.) In 1971 the finals were held in a dome for the first time—the Houston Astrodome. Then, in 1973 NBC took the championship game to prime time, moving it to Monday night for the first time. The gamble paid off when Bill Walton shot 21 of 22 from the field and scored 44 points, leading UCLA to an easy victory over Memphis State and its seventh straight title. Six years after that, Michigan State—led by Magic Johnson—and Indiana State—starring Larry Bird—met in what was the highest-rated final of all time. Earlier that same season a new cable TV network had been launched, one that was devoted to sports twenty-four hours a day. Desperate for programming, ESPN began televising any and all college basketball games it could gain the rights to. That included persuading the NCAA to allow it to televise first-round NCAA Tournament games and round-of-sixteen games—all the games that were played on weekdays, when NBC had no interest in televising them. Searching for a color commentator who would sound a little different, the fledgling network hired a recently fired coach named Dick Vitale to work many of its games.


Three years later CBS paid an astonishing $16 million a year to wrest the TV rights away from NBC, which had been paying $4 million a year. One of the first things CBS did was hire Billy Packer, who had been working for NBC as its lead color commentator since 1975. In fact, the team of Packer, play-by-play man Dick Enberg, and Al McGuire had become the face of college basketball. The notion that the trio would no longer be calling the Final Four was a major concern to those who followed college basketball closely. McGuire had retired as the coach at Marquette in 1977, dramatically exiting the coaching stage by winning the national championship after he had announced he was retiring at the age of forty-eight. NBC initially hired him to work out of the production truck, but Packer suggested using a three-man booth for basketball—it had been used previously in football and baseball—and his sharp exchanges with McGuire, aided by Enberg’s skills as a smooth traffic cop, quickly made them the game’s most identifiable spokesmen.

OEBPS/images/LastDance-cover.jpg
Behind the’Scenes at the Final Four ‘

John Feinstein

Author of THE LAST AMATEURS

€
.

Foreword by Duke Coach Mike Krzyzewski






