
  
    
      
    
  


		
			Advance praise for 
The History of Loyola Basketball 

			 

			“Only a seasoned journalist like Fred Mitchell could uncover the fascinating stories behind the Ramblers’ glorious journey to the NCAA championship. Mitchell details surprising, ‘behind-the-curtain’ events, which carry the reader on a breathtaking trip to an unexpected, hard-fought victory.”

			
			—ROBERT JORDAN, JR., Ph.D., Loyola University, 
Retired Anchor/Reporter, WGN TV Chicago
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			Preface

			Growing up a Chicago sports fan and later becoming a Chicago sportswriter afforded me an unobstructed view of the city’s college and professional teams as they succeeded and failed.

			For four decades I accrued enough media credentials to decorate a Christmas tree. I was the only sportswriter in Chicago Tribune history to be the main beat reporter covering the Cubs, Bears and Bulls as a main assignment. But that was just for starters.

			I also covered Loyola basketball, DePaul, Northwestern, Northern Illinois, Illinois-Chicago, the WNBA, the White Sox, Arena Football, high school sports, the Olympics, the World Series, NBA Finals, Super Bowls, NCAA basketball tournaments, college bowl games and surely a few others that I have forgotten. I also wrote the “Around Town” column for more than a decade as I weighed in on fascinating topics intersecting sports, society, media and entertainment.

			The names and faces of coaches and players come and go in all of sports over the years, but the drama and the impact they make can be everlasting. And so it was for the Loyola Ramblers, both old and new. I am old enough to remember vividly the exhilaration created when the 1963 Ramblers team shocked the sports world by upending two-time defending national champion Cincinnati in the NCAA championship game held in Louisville, Kentucky.

			The ramifications from coach George Ireland’s bold decision to start four African-American players during a period of such racial tension, particularly in the South, created a stir that ultimately impacted the entire game of basketball. In later years, when I became a sportswriter, I got to know Ireland personally and realized the genuine sincerity of his mission.

			There are so many layers to the history of Chicago sports, and I was fortunate enough to span more than four decades with the newspaper to witness many events up close and meet so many of the fascinating headliners. Whether it was George Halas, Jesse Owens, Gale Sayers, Muhammad Ali, Ernie Banks, Walter Payton, Dick Butkus, Bobby Hull, Stan Mikita, Isiah Thomas, Ray Meyer, Mark Aguirre, Michael Jordan…I could name-drop forever.

			In the end, it will be the people and the events they created that I will most remember. And what the Loyola basketball team was able to accomplish in the 2017–18 season—making it to the Final Four for the first time since 1963—ranks right up there with any of the previous stories I have been able to follow and chronicle.

			With the Cubs winning the World Series in 2016, the White Sox winning the World Series in 2005, Northwestern being invited to the NCAA men’s basketball tournament for the first time in school history in 2017…the Ramblers’ improbable run with Sister Jean by their side perhaps was most stunning and surprising to me. And who doesn’t love a pleasant surprise when it comes to the sometimes grudgingly predictable world of sports?

			This is my 12th sports book and I would like to say that I have seen it all when it comes to improbable sports stories. But I am certain I have not. And that’s what makes the world of sports so unpredictable and fascinating. I hope you will enjoy the ride and the stories that follow.

			 

			—Fred Mitchell

		


		
			
			Introduction

			Everyone loves a feel-good story, one that is not embellished, rehearsed or perhaps even widely anticipated.

			Surprise! Here come the 2017–18 Loyola Ramblers from relative national college basketball obscurity, advancing to the Final Four and leading powerhouse Michigan in the second half of the NCAA Tournament semifinal game before finally succumbing to the favored Wolverines.

			Here comes a vastly underrated Loyola team with 99-year-old Sister Jean accompanying the squad, rendering pregame prayers and offering timely advice and encouragement. She unwittingly becomes the center of attention, holding her own news conferences on a national stage while a bobblehead of her likeness breaks sales records and social media videos of her go viral.

			Here comes Loyola with a pragmatic, genuine, unassuming head coach, Porter Moser, known for doing things the right way and encouraging his players to “buy in to the culture of the program” that stresses building character, playing with good sportsmanship and teamwork and respecting the process. What a refreshing story line during a college basketball season overloaded with headlines about recruiting violations and other scandals.

			Much of the nation fell in love with Sister Jean and admired the grit and determination of Loyola’s relatively unheralded players.

			The fabric of this team is woven into the initial threads of the 1963 NCAA championship Loyola squad that not only captured a national title but also made historical strides for college basketball and the nation with regard to civil rights and racial integration.

			This story must be properly told through the voices of those who actually took part in the joyful games as well as the painful incidents that represent a significant part of our country’s history.
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The Makings of a Winner

			Porter Moser rolled up a sleeve on his snug-fitting shirt, fully exposing his muscular left bicep.

			“See! I am still getting chills just talking about what we did three months ago,” the energetic Loyola basketball coach said with a broad smile, perched comfortably in his office chair.

			“They are sincere chills.”

			His Loyola Ramblers gave college basketball fans in Chicago and around the world sincere chills by astoundingly advancing to the 2018 NCAA Final Four.

			The school’s historic 1963 NCAA championship team had provided the original template for student-athlete success on and off the court for the well-respected Chicago-area institution along the shores of Lake Michigan in the Rogers Park neighborhood. But that latest run seemingly came out of nowhere before winding up on everyone’s radar, television screen and mobile device.

			Moser began assembling the ingredients for a winning program as soon as he arrived on the Loyola campus some eight years ago, taking over for Jim Whitesell, who had compiled a 109–107 record from 2004 through 2011 while coaching his team in the Horizon League. Moser recruited players from winning high school programs who had the proper character, selflessness, work ethic and basketball skills to make the Ramblers winners.

			It certainly did not happen overnight, as much as Moser and Loyola fans would have liked it to occur. His Loyola team was 1–17 in the conference and 7–23 overall his first season. But he constantly preached that it would be a dedicated process, and at long last his diligence is paying off.

			Moser has not taken any shortcuts to establish a winning culture around his program, and he has put his prophetic words into action. His players have displayed maturity, poise and humility, not to mention court discipline, patience and determination to win.

			The Ramblers captured the 2018 Missouri Valley regular-season title and MVC tournament championship to earn the automatic NCAA Tournament bid. Then Loyola promptly dispatched Miami (64–62), Tennessee (63–62), Nevada (69–68), and Kansas State (78–62) before losing to third-seeded Michigan (69–57) in the Final Four semifinal contest in San Antonio, Texas. The Ramblers finished with a school-record 32 wins and a 32–6 record.

			Loyola even received the support from the 44th president of the United States, Barack Obama, a zealous basketball fan and a proud Chicagoan. Prior to the game against Michigan, Obama tweeted, “Incredible to have a Chicago team in the Final Four. I’ll take that over an intact bracket any day! Good luck to all @LoyolaChicago. Let’s keep it going!”

			The unexpected success during the 2017–18 season did not go unnoticed by Chicago sports fans hungry for positive news. And Moser and his players became the toast of the entire state of Illinois, making appearances as special guests of the Chicago Blackhawks, Cubs, Bulls and White Sox. A trip downstate to Springfield for special recognition in front of lawmakers was also on the schedule.

			Life for Porter Moser would never be the same.

			“Take my normal routine and just throw it out the window,” Moser said months after the 2017–18 season. “Every day I walk in, my secretary, Megan, looks at me and has 10 new things. But it is a good busy. I am not wired not to be active. I have a hard time saying no because I am being asked so many things. But I think the coolest part of this journey is that I grew up a die-hard Chicago sports fan. The Cubs, Bears, the Bulls, the Blackhawks…I was the guy.…I went to Ray Meyer’s basketball camp in Wisconsin. That wasn’t like a two-night day camp. It was overnight for two weeks. And those DePaul teams then were a huge part of the Chicago sports scene.”

			Meyer’s prolific DePaul teams of the late ’70s and early ’80s captured more attention locally than the Chicago Bulls of the NBA. Those Blue Demon squads led by future NBA stars Mark Aguirre and Terry Cummings gave a young Moser a glimpse of what it looks like to be adored by the sports fans of Chicago.

			Meyer coached DePaul to 21 postseason appearances. He coached teams that twice made it to the Final Four (1943 and 1979), and in 1945 won the NIT. The rivalry with Loyola was at its height during Meyer’s coaching tenure at DePaul, from 1942 to 1984. His overall head coaching record was 724–354.

			Meyer once told me that college basketball coaches in this era are under much greater scrutiny than he was in the midst of his career. DePaul endured several lean years under his tutelage, but the school administration stuck with him. He repaid their patience with championship-caliber squads later on.

			“The pressure to win is so great. When I was coaching, you could schedule any school you wanted to play,” Meyer told me in 2003, three years before he died at 92. “You didn’t have to worry about how much money you were going to make. I know a couple of coaches—I don’t want to mention their names—who were told before the season started that if they didn’t make the NCAA Tournament, they would be gone. It’s not fair. It’s all about money.”

			Among his accomplishments, way back in the early 1940s, Meyer was credited with molding center George Mikan into an All-American and future NBA star.

			Along the way, basketball fans in the Midwest took notice, including Moser when he was a youngster.

			“And to know that we have a piece of history in Chicago sports…that has meant so much to me,” Moser says now of his Loyola achievers. “And one of the coolest things that has happened has been the complete embrace by the city of Chicago.”

			Following his team’s magnificent Final Four run, Moser became a frequent television and radio guest in the press box at Wrigley Field during Cubs broadcasts, basking in the glow of Loyola’s success. Living the dream.

			“Everywhere I have been and everywhere our players go…sometimes after a game people come up to you and say, ‘Nice game, nice job.’ And the overwhelming response…almost to 100 percent…is just, ‘Thank you. Thank you for doing this for Chicago. Thank you for doing it the right way. Thank you for going on this run. You connected our alumni group. You connected Chicago,’” he said.

			“That has meant so much to me. This embrace. That is what I didn’t get when we were in the middle of it. Because I was just focused on winning the next game. And then the weeks after that, being out and about, it has been just overwhelming how much this has meant to Chicago. And then to have the nation looking at us and saying, ‘Hey, you did it with great kids, great student-athletes who played together and played hard.’”

			Moser has been rightfully recognized for his accomplishments. He was named Missouri Valley Coach of the Year and he was picked National Association of Basketball Coaches (NABC) District 16 Coach of the Year.

			The last Loyola coach to earn conference Coach of the Year was Gene Sullivan in 1985, when the Ramblers were in the Midwestern Collegiate Conference. Moser became one of only five people to have won the MVC regular-season title as both a player (at Creighton) and a coach.

			Moser often defers credit to his assistant coaches, including associate head coach Bryan Mullins and assistants Drew Valentine and Matt Gordon. The director of basketball operations is Jevon Mamon, and the video coordinator is London Dokubo.

			“When we first took over this job, everyone told us it was going to be hard because this is a pro town,” Moser said. “But I always said to myself to keep me fired up, ‘This is a sports town.’ They love and respect a good sports story and get behind it. And I am hoping that continues. Because to see that arena get filled at the end of the year for the Illinois State game…it really makes a difference.”

			The Illinois State game drew a capacity 4,963 fans into the cozy Gentile Arena.

			“We are going to have a target on our backs. Every arena that we go into is going to be full,” Moser said. “We’ve got to create that home-court atmosphere here and I think it is going to happen.”

			Loyola, a university with a listed overall enrollment of 16,673, provided enough excitement during the 2017–18 regular season to encourage greater fan support. The Ramblers captured the program’s first-ever road win against a top-five opponent when they beat then-fifth-ranked Florida 65–59 at Gainesville on Dec. 6. For the season, Loyola defeated four nationally ranked teams.

			As a former guard at Creighton University and a longtime coach, Moser understands that there are life lessons to be learned through both victories and losses. After his Ramblers squandered a halftime lead to Michigan in the NCAA semifinal game, Moser quickly put the loss into perspective during his postgame news conference.

			“Congrats to Michigan. They played a great game. They did what great teams do. They capitalized on that run where we made six turnovers in a row,” Moser said. “I want to congratulate them, but I also stand here, sit here, and cannot be more proud of a group than I am of this group.

			“And when I walked off the floor, I was asked what I said to them. And what I said to them was, ‘The more you invest in something, the harder it is to give up.’ And they didn’t want to end it. And they have so much to be proud of. They changed the perception of a program. They changed the perception of when you say Loyola Chicago, for men’s basketball. They changed that, the perception of it.

			“They impacted so many lives…not only starting with our campus, and then it spread on. High-character kids playing their tails off unselfishly. I couldn’t be more proud, and saddened, that this is over with these kids. And this group, high character and a fun group to be around, [more] than I’ve ever been around.”

			Moser also spoke about the life lessons learned through intense competition.

			“Like I told these guys, I said, ‘We‘re going to be connected for life,’” he said. “I tell them in the recruiting process, ‘You’re not making a four-year commitment at Loyola to play for us, you’re making a lifetime relationship.’ And that’s what we have. That’s what these guys have. It’s a lifetime relationship. And it’s not a four-year commitment. And I’m proud of that. I’m proud of that, that they used the word ‘family‘ all the time. You hear that word all the time with this group. I love that. Means a lot to me.”

			An example of the family atmosphere on the 2017–18 Loyola team was the relationship between outgoing senior Ben Richardson and his high school teammate and lifelong friend Clayton Custer. The two had been teammates since the third grade in Overland Park, Kansas.

			Richardson spoke about their relationship after the tournament semifinal loss to Michigan.

			“It hurts to have this be the last one,” Richardson said. “We wish that it could have ended better. We believe that we could have gone on. But I’m proud of myself. I’m proud of each and every one of these guys, and I’m proud of Clay.”

			Richardson had encouraged Custer to transfer from Iowa State to join him at Loyola, where the two combined for over eight assists a game.

			“Nothing made me happier than taking the floor with him and compete with him. Having him join me in Chicago was a dream come true, and we did a lot of things that people probably didn’t think that we could do,” Richardson said. “And we proved a lot of people wrong. And I love that guy to death, and we’ll never forget this.”

			Custer wound up winning the Larry Bird Missouri Valley Player of the Year award. And Richardson was the MVC Defensive Player of the Year. Cameron Krutwig, a 6–9 center, was named MVC Freshman of the Year.

			Richardson also heaped praise on Moser for his overall coaching approach throughout the season.

			“Yeah, there’s a lot of things that I learned, life lessons, from this guy. And I couldn’t be happier to have chosen Loyola and come to Chicago and played for him,” Richardson told reporters after the loss to Michigan.

			“And as far as preparing for Michigan, we prepare just like everybody else. He’s super detail-oriented. And we were ready for everything that they were going to throw at us. Obviously, we didn’t execute some of our game plan like we wanted to.

			“But just the way that we’ve continuously been prepped for every team we face this year, and whether it’s film, walk-throughs, you know, practices and then extra walk-throughs just in ballrooms, we’ll set it up wherever we can just to get a competitive advantage.

			“And that’s something that he’s always been really passionate about, giving us that confidence, because by the time the game comes, we have prepped so much that we have a real confidence we’ll win the game because we know what they’re going to throw at us. And I think the way that he’s done that has really propelled us and helped us in this tournament. Obviously, tonight we didn’t execute the game plan well enough.”

			Taking a mid-major school to the Final Four meant intense speculation that Moser would be courted by bigger schools and perhaps leave when his contract expired with Loyola. But he signed a lucrative contract extension.

			“It worked out great,” he said. “I wasn’t going to talk to anybody until we got done playing. I was approached through many back channels and I just wouldn’t talk to anybody. I said, ‘How can I look at my players and tell them to have laser-like focus and to be all-in during our run?’

			“People were antsy for jobs, and there was something where…it was something special for me to see the embrace of Chicago. I had a friend tell me, ‘Don’t run from happiness.’ And you know what? I am happy. I love the people I work with, I love the guys on our team. And I didn’t want to run from that for the money.

			“And I am not saying I won’t. So I don’t want to be a hypocrite. But I am really happy right now. I just want to see us commit…like this (new) practice facility is huge. We can’t continue without it. We’ve gone seven years without a place for these student-athletes to practice. It’s going to be another year. But at least the ground is broken. I want to win and I believe we can do that consistently, and I love Chicago and I love the people I work with and my family loves it here and I am from this area.”

			Moser’s competitive spirit is part of the reason he embraces the challenge of making Loyola a consistent conference and national contender while maintaining the academic integrity of the school.

			“I am the youngest of four and I had two older brothers,” he said. “And we were just a competitive family. We were playing board games, card games, and I was always trying to play with my older brothers and friends. I just wanted to compete so bad and play with them. I hate to lose. I couldn’t stand to lose. I love the euphoria of winning.

			“Whether it was euchre, whether it was Scrabble or Monopoly…I wanted to win. I learned at a young age that you can control what you can control. And I always felt I could control my work ethic and my attitude and my energy. Those three things. And I always tell my guys to dominate what they can control. And I learned that at a young age.”

			Moser started two years at Creighton and helped the Bluejays win the 1989 Missouri Valley Conference title as well as an NCAA Tournament berth.

			In high school he excelled at Benet Academy in suburban Lisle, Illinois, where he started three years on the varsity squad. He was named conference player of the year as a senior. Benet Academy was 70–14 during Moser’s three years on the varsity, playing for coach Bill Geist. Benet won three East Suburban Catholic Conference championships with Moser, who was a three-time all-conference player and two-time all-area selection.

			In 2017 Moser was named to the Illinois Basketball Coaches Association Hall of Fame for his accomplishments as a player.

			“I wasn’t the most talented guy in college ball by any stretch of the imagination,” Moser says modestly. “But what I could control was how hard I worked and all that. I think it kind of stems from trying to compete with my brothers.”

			Moser remains intent on having the full backing of Loyola’s administration and alumni to accomplish his long-term mission with the school’s basketball program.

			“I hope this (success) attracts alumni, past and present, from different generations, to step up,” Moser said. “Pride is an awesome thing. And I think the pride that was coming out across the country about Loyola was great.

			“You look at some of these other programs like Gonzaga, Wichita State and Butler…they invested. They had fan bases invest in the future. We haven’t had that. There hasn’t been a huge investment to athletics. And I am hoping this sparks it. Look what it has done to this university. It has changed the way that you say ‘Loyola.’ Our admissions office, they said admissions at Loyola will never be the same. That is a powerful statement. So I hope people understand that this run impacted the school, so let’s invest in it. Let’s feed it. I am not saying to me personally. I am saying to this program, this practice facility, the things we can do for the athletes’ well-being, so we are not just clawing to every dollar. Upgrade the infrastructure.”

			Major college basketball, no doubt, is big business. And the cycle for sustained success revolves around television revenue, home attendance, alumni support and general fan backing.

			“In terms of the fan base, we still finished last in attendance last year,” Moser noted. “It is the first time that a Missouri Valley champion has finished last in attendance. It has never happened before, ever. That can’t be. We now have a target on our back and we really have to create a home-court atmosphere.

			“As many people who jumped on our bandwagon, we have got to be able to draw 5,000 a night. We just have to. We have 6,000 students (living) on this campus. It makes a difference. I think everyone had fun on the journey and that has to snowball. It is hard for recruiting when a TV game comes on and there is a whole empty section in a 5,000-seat arena.”

			Thousands of previously uncommitted fans gleefully cheered for Loyola through its magical NCAA Tournament run of 2018.

			“You can’t put a number on the advertising and marketing value that Loyola-Chicago got worldwide.” Moser said. “They are putting numbers on it and it sounds like it is exceeding a billion dollars, I heard. Isn’t that crazy? Name another department that can have that kind of impact. I hope this ignites a commitment.”

			Donations to Loyola’s athletic programs increased 660 percent from the year before the Ramblers’ Final Four appearance, according to the Chicago Business Journal. The school received 31 percent more requests about the school than in the previous year. And Loyola’s social media engagement skyrocketed 1,676 percent. Website traffic grew 91 percent and social media followers went up 34 percent.

			Tom Soboro, Loyola’s senior associate athletic director for external operations, told the publication that all of the extra revenue would be directed toward the athletic program, as opposed to branding and advertising ventures.

			So many academic leaders at colleges throughout the country become leery when it comes to making a commitment to upgrade and sustain revenue-generating athletic programs. But one does not necessarily negate the other.

			Loyola basketball players had a cumulative 3.1 grade-point average in the spring of 2018.

			“We have the No. 1 graduation rate in the country. The last two years it has been Loyola and Harvard,” Moser stated. “This is put out by the NCAA. Every one of our guys has graduated. Every year. So we 100 percent do not dismiss academics. So you can have both.

			“A lot of schools think that if you invest in basketball, then you automatically are dismissing academics. We are hopefully proving that to anybody on this campus and anyone else that we are doing both. We are graduating our athletes and we are making it to the Final Four.”

			The goal of erecting a new practice facility could go a long way in terms of attracting strong recruits. The Alfie Norville Practice Facility could put Loyola on a par with peer institutions in the Missouri Valley. Al Norville, a 1960 Loyola alumnus and a member of the school’s athletic hall of fame, donated the cornerstone gift of $1 million for the project.

			The practice facility will be named in honor of Al’s late wife, Alfena.

			Norville, as a player at Loyola, averaged 13.7 points and 8.9 rebounds in 62 career games. He was a 70 percent free-throw shooter.

			Loyola produced its first NBA player in 30 years when Milton Doyle played for the Brooklyn Nets during the 2017–18 season.

			Doyle, a 6–4 guard, starred at Marshall High School in Chicago before accepting a scholarship to Kansas. He transferred to Loyola before the start of his freshman year at Kansas following a summer tour to Europe, and had to sit out a year before emerging as a pro prospect when he became the first Loyola player to be named to the MVC first team.

			Doyle said the main reason he wanted to leave Kansas was because he was homesick and he wanted to make a major impact on an up-and-coming program. As a redshirt freshman, Doyle started all 32 games for the Ramblers and was named MVC Newcomer of the Year and Freshman of the Year. He became the first Rambler to lead the team in scoring (14.9), assists (3.6), steals (1.2) and blocks (0.7).

			After a few brief stints with the Nets, Doyle signed a contract on Aug. 8, 2018, with UCAM Murcia of the Liga ACB in Spain.

			Several other former Loyola players have had at least a taste of action in either the NBA or the ABA, including Andre Wakefield (1979–80), Wayne Sappleton (1985), Mickey Rottner (1947–48), Mike Novak (1949–50), Jerry Nagel (1950), Andre Moore (1988), LaRue Martin (1973–76), Jack Kerris (1950–53), Wilbert Kautz (1947), Les Hunter (1965–73), Alfredrick Hughes (1985), Jerry Harkness (1964–69), Don Hanrahan (1953), Ed Earle (1954) and Jack Dwan (1949).
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