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Introduction



Almost from the minute A Season on the Brink hit bookstores twenty-five years ago, I have been asked the same question repeatedly: Why did it strike such a chord? Why do people still come up to me years later and tell me they just reread the book for a second, fifth, or tenth time? Why did it start out with a first printing of 17,500 books and end up selling into the millions?


There is no doubt that the access Bob Knight gave me in the winter of 1985–86 had a good deal to do with the book’s success. Back then it was unheard of for a reporter to be granted that sort of access to a basketball coach, much less a wildly controversial one who had won two national championships and an Olympic gold medal.


Nowadays, you can turn on almost any basketball game on TV and hear what a coach is saying to his team in the locker room. Everything is about “inside access,” whether it is watching Olympic athletes sitting nervously with their headphones on just before they are called on to compete or getting information from an athlete’s website.


Back then, when I told people I had complete access to Knight, including standing in the locker room with my tape recorder running before, during, and after games and listening in to what was said in the huddle during timeouts, few people actually believed me.


I still remember the look on CBS analyst Billy Packer’s face when I walked onto the court at Michigan with Knight and took my seat on the end of the bench for the Big Ten–deciding game that season.


“What are you doing there?” he asked me at halftime.


“Researching my book,” I answered.


“Oh boy,” he said. “Bob’s going to be sorry about this.”


Of course we all know now that Knight was more angry than sorry when the book came out. He wrote in his autobiography that giving me access was the worst mistake he ever made because I turned out to be a bad guy and I violated our agreement by leaving (some of) his profanity in the book. Trust me, if I’d left it all in there I’d still be writing.


There isn’t any doubt in my mind that Knight honestly believed we had some sort of agreement on profanity. When I told him the book had to include profanity in order to have credibility, he said he understood. But he didn’t. People who use a lot of profanity—I speak, unfortunately, from personal experience—rarely understand just how often they use it.


Knight was stunned one night during my winter with him when he told a friend of his that he really thought he had done a good job cutting down on his profanity that season and the friend (in a rare moment for someone in Knight’s inner circle) told him he was wrong. For the record, the friend was Bob Murrey, who put on his clinics. Bob Hammel would have swallowed his tongue before he would have contradicted Knight.


When Knight read chapter one, in which I described the locker room scene in which he completely went off on Daryl Thomas, he couldn’t believe how much profanity there was in his rant. What he didn’t know was that I had removed about 80 percent of the f—— in the speech and had completely removed his repeated use of a word that rhymes with bunt.


So he called me a lot of names—many of them profane—after the book came out. There are still people who believe Knight’s name-calling made the book a bestseller, forgetting it was already #2 on The New York Times list before he said anything publicly. Others say I was lucky because Indiana won the national championship in 1987. A nice theory but the book takes place a year earlier when Indiana lost in the first round of the NCAA Tournament to Cleveland State. And there are many who believe the access I had was critical. I buy that theory—up to a point.


What made A Season on the Brink so successful was the access I had to Knight. The book would not have sold as well if I had the same access to Dean Smith or John Thompson—the two highest profile coaches along with Knight back then—or even Jim Valvano, who had become a major figure in the college game after North Carolina State’s stunning national title run in 1983. If I had waited six years and had that same access to Mike Krzyzewski after his back-to-back national titles at Duke, the book still would not have become a publishing phenomenon.


There just isn’t anyone like Knight—for better and worse. That’s why people are so fascinated by him even today when he’s little more than another retired coach still looking for a sliver of the spotlight by working on TV. The irony of Knight being a member of the media—in any form—is almost too funny for words. Of course, Knight would insist he’s different than anyone else working on TV, and he’s right. Most color commentators show up for pregame shootarounds, try to talk to coaches before a game about their team, and try to get a sense of who the players are before the game starts.


Knight does none of that. He just shows up—in a sweater of course, which has created the reality TV–like comedy of ESPN putting play-by-play men in sweaters rather than telling Knight he has to wear a coat and tie like everyone else—and watches the game. Fortunately for him, his understanding of basketball is so keen that he can figure out what both teams are trying to do very quickly and explain it eloquently. If anyone else in TV tried to pull off Knight’s act, they’d be fired before they ever did a second game.


At the end of A Season on the Brink, I wondered if Knight would ultimately self destruct. Sadly, even though he would vehemently deny it, he did. Can you imagine any coach with Knight’s on-court and off-court record at Indiana managing to get himself fired after twenty-eight years on the job? He won three national titles, an Olympics, an NIT, and dominated the Big Ten. Almost all his players graduated. There was never the smallest hint of any sort of NCAA rules violation—Steve Alford’s charity calendar appearance aside—from the first day he was in Bloomington until the day he walked out the door.


Knight should have coached his last game at Indiana and on the night of his final game at Assembly Hall the school should have announced that the court would be forevermore known as Bob Knight Court. He should have broken Dean Smith’s all-time record for victories at Indiana, one of the basketball schools, not at Texas Tech, a basketball desert where the athletic department literally had to take out ads begging people to show up for Knight’s record-breaking games.


Even now, because he can’t ever admit he might have made a mistake, he has refused to come back to be inducted into the Indiana Hall of Fame. He remains bitter and angry even though the president who fired him, Myles Brand, is dead and almost everyone involved in his banishment from IU is no longer at the school.


Of course, that’s why people can never get enough of Knight. His good qualities are so good, his bad ones so bad. If I had a dollar for every time someone told me a story about encountering Knight and finding him gracious and charming and funny, I would never have to work another day in my life. If I also had a dollar for every time I’ve been told a story about Knight being a bully or being rude and obnoxious, I’d be Bill Gates.


People rarely encounter a Knight who is innocuous. They encounter a Knight who leaves them with their mouths agape—in awe or in agony. There’s no in-between.


I’m often asked what my relationship with Knight is like today. It has—not surprisingly—ebbed and flowed through the years. Eight years after the book was published, Knight apparently decided to forgive me. We began exchanging hellos when we encountered each other, even occasionally engaging in small talk. In 2003, when I was writing my book on Red Auerbach, we talked about Red on the phone for almost two hours and—as is always the case with the good Knight—he was funny, insightful, and full of anecdotes that aided the book immeasurably.


At the end of the conversation I said, “Bob, I know you did this for Red, but I want you to know I really appreciate it.”


“No John, I really should thank you,” he answered. “It’s almost impossible to do anything for Red, and I’m really glad you gave me the chance to do this. I hope the book is great.”


Can you ask for anything more than that?


Six years later, I had to introduce Knight at the annual Army Sports Hall of Fame Banquet. Mike Krzyzewski was being inducted and Knight was giving his induction speech. I was the emcee.


The end of my introduction went like this: “So please welcome college basketball’s all-time winningest coach, a member of the Army Sports Hall of Fame and the Basketball Hall of Fame—but most important, the man who built my house . . . Bob Knight.”


Everyone in the room laughed—except for the one man there not dressed in a tuxedo.


You can guess who that was. The sweater was blue.


Maybe on the fiftieth anniversary of the book we can get together and toast each other. But I’m not counting on it.


—John Feinstein


June 2011




Foreword


By Al McGuire


My first memory of Bob Knight is a vivid one. This was back in 1970, when my Marquette team was getting ready to play in the NIT semifinals against Louisiana State, which starred Pistol Pete Maravich. We were playing the second game of the semifinal doubleheader.


The first game was between Army and St. John’s. It was one of those games that make coaches old, a one- or two-point game the whole way. Bob was coaching Army, and his teams were known for this type of game. They never had very much talent, but they were always very hard to play against because they were so aggressive and tenacious on defense. They were like a little dog that grabs hold of your leg and won’t let go.


I was standing in the tunnel leading from the locker rooms to the floor when the game ended, waiting to go out for the second game. I don’t remember exactly what happened (I’m sure Bob does in detail) but Army lost the game at the buzzer and I think there may have been a touch call that went against them at the end to lose the game. Either way, a killer to lose. I’ve been through a few of those myself.


As the teams came off the floor, I saw Bob. In a situation like that, maybe you shake a hand, offer a word of condolence. I didn’t say anything. The reason was because I had never seen anyone look so drained, so beaten, in my life. It was a look I’ll never forget because I can’t remember seeing another coach with that look. He had given the game everything he could and losing it just destroyed him. You could see it all over his face. Bob couldn’t have been more than thirty back then but when he came off the floor, he looked like an old man I’ve never forgotten that look.
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If Bob Knight retired today, he would be a lock for a place in the basketball Hall of Fame. On any list of the great coaches that the game has ever known, the name Bob Knight is going to be somewhere near the top. With luck, someday it might be at the very top. He’s that good a coach.


Bob Knight knows so much basketball that I never talk about the game with him. I don’t know enough about it to do so. I feel the game more than I know it, that’s the way I’ve always been. I can talk one thing—winning. But don’t ask me how. My assistant, Hank Raymonds, was in charge of that. I never studied the game. Bob has studied it, dissected it, and in many ways changed it over the years. If he wants to talk basketball, I listen. But I never argue with him about the game. About people, maybe. About basketball, never.


When I was at Marquette, we played some of his best Indiana teams. In 1976, in fact, we played his undefeated team in the Mideast regional final. That was one of my best teams, probably a more talented team than the one that won the national championship a year later. I was so uptight during the game that I got two technical fouls that certainly didn’t do my team any good. I doubt we would have won, though. Bob had a great team, and I put that word in italics because that’s what they were. None of the individuals on that team was a superstar—Quinn Buckner, Scott May, Bobby Wilkerson, Tom Abernethy, and Kent Benson—but as a group they were unbeatable. They had been coached to play a certain way and they never deviated. They also never lost.


What Bob did then was to take you out of your game. If he had a week to prepare for you, he would find a way to take away the things you did best. If you had to play one of his teams in the NCAAs, you always wanted to play him on the second game of the weekend because that way he had less time to prepare. Give Bob time to prepare and most often he would figure out a way to beat you.


I think that’s changed over the years. Bob is as good as he ever was, but other coaches have gotten better. They know how to prepare better and that makes it harder for Bob to dominate as a coach the way he once did. He still gets 100 percent out of his team at all times. The difference is that other coaches are coming closer and closer to doing that all the time. He hasn’t come down, but they have gone up.


I’m not sure he understands that. His feeling has always been that if he knows his business, then if the kids listen to him, you get the job done. One of his great frustrations at West Point was not understanding that at West Point you couldn’t get the job done a lot of the time just because it was West Point. Bob always believed you could and that’s why losing tore him up so much. That’s why he looked the way he did that year at the NIT.


Losing still tears him up. This is his greatest asset and his greatest albatross all at once. Bob thinks he can beat the game. Nobody can beat the game. If you could, there would be no game. But Bob keeps trying to beat it anyway and when he doesn’t he thinks of it as failure, his failure, and it tears him apart.


I remember a few years ago I arrived in Bloomington early on a Friday morning to tape a spot we were doing for NBC with Bob. I picked up the morning paper and read that Indiana had lost the night before to Iowa by one in overtime. I thought, “Oh boy, is he going to be in a lousy mood.” When we got to Indiana, I went downstairs to his locker room and I knocked on the door.


Bob asked who it was and I said, “It’s Al.” He said, “Hey, Al, can we do this another day, we’re real busy.” I couldn’t do that. We had the crew, we were all set, our schedule was too tight. I explained that. Finally, the door opened. There was the entire coaching staff. They looked like death. They had been sitting in that room all night looking at tape over and over and over again. I thought the assistant coaches were going to kiss me just for showing up and rescuing them. God knows how long they might have stayed in there wrestling with that tape if we hadn’t shown up. Bob just can’t let go of a loss. He has to have answers. The trouble is sometimes the answer is obvious: the other team was better.


But that’s also what makes Bob great. I saw his team practice last November and I thought he was going to have serious problems. They had no size, little experience, and very little quickness. I was worried. I thought it was going to be another very tough season for him. So, they go out and win twenty-one games. That was a great coaching job, maybe as good a job as Bob has ever done. He’s still a brilliant coach. Different from other coaches today, but brilliant.


When I think of Bob Knight, I think of Vince Lombardi and I think of Red Auerbach. Personally, I don’t think either one of them could have coached the way he did in this day and age. Maybe they would have adjusted because the great ones can do that. Bob is a throwback, he’s from that school. He’s a complete disciplinarian. He demands complete loyalty and dedication and he gives it in return.


I guess I’m like all of Bob’s friends in that I look at his dedication and his work ethic and I admire them but I also worry because of them. I wish he didn’t put so much of himself into the game. I wish he had more outside interests. I know he hunts and fishes and enjoys doing both. But if he’s going to fish on Tuesday, he has to be completely successful with basketball on the other six days to really enjoy Tuesday.


I’ve told him that I honestly don’t see what’s left for him in college coaching. He has won every championship there is to win, including the Olympics; he’s proved his greatness over and over, including this last season. What’s left? Bob reminds me of Alexander the Great, who conquered the world and then sat down and cried because there was nothing left to conquer. I don’t think he has any true goals left in the college game.


I would love to see him get into television. I know he’s flirted with it in the past and I think he would be terrific. He’s so bright, so articulate, and so good at stringing thoughts together when he wants to. I’ve been with him when he’s done TV on All-Star games during the off-season and he’s been terrific. I’d be happy to see him make the switch because I’m like everyone else, I don’t want to see someone with a $2 Saturday night special knock him off the coaching pedestal he deserves.


What I mean by that is this: Suppose some referee decides that the way to make a name for himself is to draw Bob Knight into some kind of fight or battle. Or suppose some fan decides to pick a fight with him. Or suppose some administrator comes to Indiana and decides he’s the guy to prove once and for all that he’s Bob Knight’s boss. If anything like that happens, Bob is going to be judged wrong no matter what he does because of the past. He deserves better than that.


What people don’t see, what they don’t understand about Bob is that he’s a warm, sensitive, and funny guy. Yes funny. The problem with Bob’s sense of humor most of the time is that he never smiles when he tells a joke. Half the time people don’t know he’s joking because they look at his face and all they see is this deadpan. By the time they realize he’s kidding it’s too late.


I think some people know about the warm and sensitive side. I think this book will show that side quite a bit and and I’m glad. Bob always tried to act so tough—all the screaming and yelling. He’s really not tough, not at all. Get by that and ask for help—or don’t ask for help—and he’ll be the first one to offer it. All the critical things he says about his players—try and criticize one of them and see what kind of response you get. Be ready to duck, too.


What Bob is, more than anything, is intense. He is intense about everything he does. If he takes you to a restaurant he wants you to love that restaurant just the way he does. If you watch his basketball team he wants you to think he’s a great basketball team—unless he doesn’t think it’s great. He loves to compete. He loves to win. But it’s never that simple with him because nothing is simple with Bob. He wants to know how you won and why you won. And he has to know how you lost and why you lost. That’s to make sure it doesn’t happen again. I always used to say just, “let’s win and get the hell out of here.” Bob can’t do that. He has to ask all the questions and get all the answers. Until he does that, he isn’t satisfied.


I’ve never really tried to give Bob advice because among his older friends, I’m fairly young at fifty-eight. Bob likes to surround himself with older coaches. He’s happy with them around, comfortable. He respects them, he feels he learns from them. Once though, I was at a clinic with him in Cherry Hill, New Jersey, and I told him I thought a day would come when he needed to calm down at least a little, that if he rode the razor’s edge all the time the way he did, sooner or later, he would slip over.


I think he listens when people tell him things like that, but he’s gotten so good at riding the edge over the years that it’s hard for him to pull off it. When he threw the chair, he slipped over the edge, no doubt about it. That’s what I mean when I say that anyone who rides the edge that long, even someone as intelligent as Bob, will slip at some point.


I hope that was a one-time thing. I tend to think it was because I have so much faith in Bob. He’s always come out a winner in the end. At times, people have questioned his methods, but no one has ever questioned his results either in terms of wins and losses or in the kind of kid he produces and has produced over the years. I think as long as Bob learns to understand, at least to some degree, that even he can never beat the game, he can coach and coach successfully as long as he wants to. And if he wants to get out he’s got a place in the Hall of Fame and in the broadcast booth waiting for him. He’s not only one of basketball’s great coaches, but one of its most compelling and fascinating figures.


When I had dinner last November with Bob and John Feinstein, I made two predictions. The first one was that with all the time they were going to spend together, they wouldn’t be speaking to each other by March. Apparently, I was wrong on that one—but not by much. My second prediction was that if John survived the season, he would have a terrific book on his hands. To get to watch a master at work up close is a rare opportunity.


Undoubtedly, John saw Bob at his best and at his worst. To understand someone you have to see everything, not just the good. Even great coaches have bad days. Even good people are human and make mistakes. The point of this book is to give people an idea of what makes a great coach, one as complex as Bob Knight, tick. And to give people an idea of how the people around him survive, or thrive and why they are willing to put up with all his foibles.


Living through a season, especially a season of change, as the one just past was for Bob Knight, strikes me as a wonderful way to do that. I told John if he survived the season, I would eagerly look forward to reading his book because when you are a fan of Bob Knight’s—and I am one—you want to know all you can about the man. And, even if you aren’t a fan, this is a story about a complex, brilliant, and difficult man.


Bob Knight is unique. In another time, he would have been a superb general. He never made it past private in the Army, but he has proved himself to be a fantastic leader throughout his career. He may well be the last of the great coaching dictators. The last of a breed.


But also the first of a breed. After all, there is only one Bob Knight.




1.


On the Brink


NOVEMBER 24, 1985. . . . The day was no different from any other that fall. A cold rain had been falling steadily all morning and all afternoon, and the wind cut holes in their faces as they raced from their cars to the warmth of the lobby, and then into the locker room a moment later. This was Sunday. In six days, Indiana would begin its basketball season, and no one connected with the team had any idea what the season would hold. The only thing everyone knew for certain was that no one could live through another season like the last one.


Bob Knight knew this better than any of them. The 1984-85 season had been the most painful he had lived through in twenty years as a coach. Nine months after what might have been his most glorious night in coaching, he had suffered through his most ignominious. He had gone from Olympic hero to national buffoon, from being canonized in editorials to being lampooned in cartoons.


In the summer of 1984, Knight had coached perhaps the best amateur team in the history of basketball. His U.S. Olympic team had destroyed every opponent it faced on the way to the Olympic gold medal. And yet, because of the Soviet boycott, Knight could not feel, even in his greatest moment, complete satisfaction.


He had returned to coach at Indiana and had experienced his worst season. He benched starters, threw his leading rebounder off the team, and generally acted like a man who was burned out—scorched out might be a better term. Some friends urged him to quit, or at least take a year off. But Knight couldn’t quit; he had to prove himself—again.


At age forty-five, Knight was starting over. Not from scratch, but not that far from it. He knew by the end of the previous season that he had to change. He knew he could not lash out at his team every time it failed. He surely knew that he could never again throw a chair during a game as he had done in February during a loss to Purdue. He had to work harder than he had worked in recent years. He had to be certain that he still wanted to coach and act that way. He had to get his team playing the way it had played during his six years at West Point and during his first thirteen years at Indiana. Above all, he had to be more patient.


For Knight, the last was the most difficult. Bob Knight was many things: brilliant, driven, compassionate—but not patient. His explosions at players and officials on the bench during games were legendary. To those who knew him, his eruptions in practice and the locker room were frightening. Friends worried after he threw the chair that he was destined to end up like Woody Hayes, the Ohio State football coach whose career had ended when he slugged an opposing player in frustration at the end of a bowl game.


Knight had come to practice on October 15, eager to begin again. Players and assistant coaches noticed right away that he was teaching more, that he spent less time talking to buddies on the sidelines and more time caught up in the work. He was more patient. He seemed to understand that this was a young team, an inexperienced team, a fragile team. It was a team that had to be nurtured, not bullied.


Now, though, the season was just six days away. When Knight looked onto the floor he saw a team that in no way resembled the great teams he had coached in the mid 1970s or, for that matter, the team he had coached in 1981, when he won his second national championship. They couldn’t attack defensively the way Knight liked to attack. They couldn’t intimidate. Worse than that, he thought, they could be intimidated. Every day he came to practice wanting to see them get better, looking for hope. Some days he found it: Steve Alford was a brilliant shooter, a gritty player who could score against almost any defense. Daryl Thomas, the 6-foot-7-inch center, and Andre Harris, the 6-6 forward recruited out of a junior college, were superb athletes, blessed with great quickness around the basket. Rick Calloway, the rail-thin freshman, was going to be a wonderful player some day.


But all of them had up days and down days. And the rest of the team was too young or too slow or too small. The vulnerability preyed on Knight’s mind. The last thing in the world Bob Knight ever wanted to be was vulnerable. He had felt vulnerable, beatable, mortal the previous season when his team had finished under .500 in Big Ten play (7-11) for the first time in fourteen years. The NCAA had invited sixty-four teams to its postseason tournament, more than at any time in history. Indiana wasn’t one of them.


Knight was incapable of accepting failure. Every defeat was personal; his team lost, a team he had selected and coached. None of the victories or milestones of the past mattered. The fact that he could quit right then and know that his place in history was secure didn’t matter. Failure on any level all but destroyed him, especially failure in coaching because it was coaching that gave him his identity, made him special, set him apart.


And so on this rainy, ugly Sunday, beginning the final week of preparation for another season, Knight was angry. He was angry because as his team scrimmaged he could see its flaws. Even playing perfectly, following every instruction he gave, this team would be beatable. How could that be? Knight believed—and his record seemed to back him up—that the system he had devised over the years was the best way there was to play basketball. He always told his players that. “Follow our rules, do exactly what we tell you and you will not lose,” he would say. “But boys, you have to listen to me.”


The boys listened. Always, they listened. But they didn’t always assimilate, and sometimes, even when they did, they could not execute what they had been told. That was what frightened Knight—yes, frightened him—about this team. It might do everything it was told and still not be very good. He liked these players; there wasn’t, in his view, a bad kid on the team. But he wondered about their potential as basketball players.


Today the player bothering him most was Daryl Thomas. In Thomas, Knight saw a player of huge potential. Thomas has what coaches call a “million dollar body.” He was strong and wide, yet quick. He could shoot the basketball with both hands, and when he went past bigger men to the basket, they had little choice but to foul him.


But Thomas was not one of those basketball players who like to get up on game day and eat nails for breakfast to get ready. He was a middle-class kid from Chicago, extremely bright and sensitive. Knight’s angry words often hurt him. Other Indiana players, Alford for one, knew that Knight would say almost anything when he was angry and that the only way to deal with that was to ignore the words of anger and listen to the words of wisdom. Dan Dakich, who had graduated the previous spring to become a graduate assistant coach, had told the freshman Calloway, “When he’s calling you an asshole, don’t listen. But when he starts telling you why you’re an asshole, listen. That way you’ll get better.”


Thomas couldn’t shut off some words and hear others. He heard them all, and they hurt.


Knight didn’t want to hurt Thomas. He wanted to make him a better player, but he honestly believed that some days Thomas had to be hurt if he was going to get better. He had used this tactic on Landon Turner, another sensitive black youngster with immense ability. Turner, 6-10 and 250 pounds, had emerged from a shell of mediocrity as a junior to play a key role in Indiana’s 1981 run to the national championship. That summer he was crippled in an automobile accident. Knight, who had once put Tampax in Turner’s locker, who had cursed him and called him names for three years, spent the next six months raising money to pay Landon Turner’s medical bills.


Now, he was hoping that Thomas would bloom as a junior the way Turner had. Some days he cajoled. Other days he joked. Today, though, he raged. Practice had not gone well; after three straight good practices, the team had been sluggish. Intellectually, Knight knew this was inevitable. Emotionally, it drove him to the brink of complete hysteria.


First, he screamed at Thomas for playing carelessly. Then, he banished him from the scrimmage, sending him to a lone basket at the end of the court to practice with Magnus Pelkowski, a 6-10 sophomore who was not scrimmaging because of an injury.


“Daryl,” he screamed as Thomas walked toward where Pelkowski was working, “get the f—out of my sight. If that’s the best you can give us after two days’ rest, get away from me. There is absolutely no way you’ll start on Saturday. No way. You cost yourself that chance today by f—— around. You are so terrible, it’s just awful. I don’t know what the f— you are thinking about. You think I was mad last year? You saw me, I was the maddest sonofabitch you ever saw. You want another year like that? Just get the f— out of my sight.”


When Knight is angry, he spews profanities so fast they’re hard to keep track of. In the right mood, he can talk for hours without ever using an obscenity. In this mood, every other word was one. Turning to his assistant coaches, Knight added, “F— Daryl Thomas. Don’t even mess with him anymore. We’ve worked three years with the sonofabitch. Use him to make Magnus a better player. At least he wants to play.”


They played on without Thomas. Finally, after about twenty minutes, he was allowed to return. But he was tight. Some players react to Knight’s anger with anger of their own and play better. Not Thomas; he tightens up. When Courtney Witte, a backup forward with far less natural ability than Thomas, scored over him from inside, Knight blew up again. “Daryl, get in the game or get out! Do you know you haven’t scored a basket inside since Jesus Christ was lecturing in Omaha? Just get out, Daryl. Get him the f— in the locker room. He hasn’t done a f—— thing since we got out here.”


Thomas departed. His teammates felt for him, because every one of them had been in his shoes at some point. Especially the better players; Knight rarely picks on the second teamers. The rest of the team lasted two plays before Knight blew up again and told them all to join Thomas in the locker room. Knight was genuinely angry, but he was also playing a game with his team. It was a dangerous game, but one he had played successfully for twenty years: put pressure on them now so they will react well to pressure from opponents later. But this was a delicate team and a delicate situation. Last year’s team had folded under Knight’s pressure. Knight knew that. Some days this fall he restrained himself because of that. But not today.


In the locker room, Knight ordered the assistant coaches to play back the tape of the day’s practice. As often happens when Knight is angry, he began invoking the past. “I’d like to know when somebody in here is going to go up and grab somebody and punch them when they watch this bullshit. [Quinn] Buckner would have hit somebody by now. Do you know that? He just would have gone up and hit one of you f——. People I played with in college would have killed you people if you pulled that shit on them.”


Quinn Buckner had been the captain of the 1976 national championship team. He was, without question, Knight’s all-time favorite player. He had been a leader, a coach on the floor, but no one could remember him hitting a teammate. Part of that was because any time two players squared off in practice, Knight would say to them, “Anybody who wants to fight, you can fight me.” No one wanted to fight Knight.


Knight stormed out, leaving the assistants to go through the tape with the players. The room was dark, almost quiet. The four assistant coaches, Kohn Smith, Joby Wright, Royce Waltman, and Ron Felling, gingerly began pointing out mistakes. With the exception of Felling, they had all lived through the nightmare of the previous year, and they didn’t want a repeat, either. But no one was really listening as the coaches droned on about missed screens and lack of concentration. Everyone in the room knew Knight was going to be back. Most people get angry, scream and yell, and then calm down. Knight, more often than not, gets even angrier.


Sure enough, five minutes later, he returned. Thomas was on his mind. “Daryl, you know you are a f—— joke,” he said. “I have no more confidence in your ability to go out and play hard than I did when you were a freshman. I don’t know how you’ve f—— up your head in the last two weeks but you’re as f—— up now as you’ve ever been. I wouldn’t turn you loose in a game if you were the last guy I had because of your f—— head. This is just bullshit.


“Honest to Christ I want to just go home and cry when I watch this shit. Don’t you boys understand? Don’t you know how bad I want to see Indiana play basketball? I want to see Indiana play so bad I can f—— taste it. I want a good team so bad it hurts. I want to go out there and kick somebody’s ass.”


He looked at Winston Morgan, a fifth-year senior playing without a scholarship. “Do you?” Morgan nodded assent. “Bullshit. Lying sonofabitch. Show me out there and I’ll believe it. I come out here to practice and see this and I just want to quit. Just go home and never come back.”


Knight was hoarse from yelling. His voice was almost choking with emotion. He stopped. The tape started. It ran for one play. “Stop, stop it,” Knight said. “Daryl, look at that. You don’t even run back down the floor hard. That’s all I need to know about you, Daryl. All you want to be out there is comfortable. You don’t work, you don’t sprint back. Look at that! You never push yourself. You know what you are Daryl? You are the worst f—— pussy I’ve ever seen play basketball at this school. The absolute worst pussy ever. You have more goddamn ability than 95 percent of the players we’ve had here but you are a pussy from the top of your head to the bottom of your feet. An absolute f—— pussy. That’s my assessment of you after three years.”


Finally, with Thomas fighting back tears, Knight turned on the rest of his team. For ten more minutes he railed at them, called them names, told them they couldn’t beat anybody. He told them not to bother coming to practice the next day, or the day after. He didn’t care what they did. “Get them out of here,” he finally told the assistants. “Get them the f— out.”


Knight walked out onto the floor. He was drained. He turned to Kohn Smith. “Go talk to Daryl,” he said. Knight knew he had gone too far with Thomas, and undoubtedly he had regretted many of the words as soon as they were out of his mouth. But he couldn’t take them back. Instead, he would send Smith, who was as quiet and gentle as Knight was loud and brutal, to talk to Thomas.


Thomas cried. Smith comforted him. Thomas was facing the same question everyone who comes in contact with Knight faces sooner or later: Is it worth it? Does the end justify the means? He knew Knight just wanted him to be a better player. He knew Knight liked him and cared about him. He knew that if anyone ever attacked him, Knight would come to his defense. But was all that worth it for this? This was Knight at his meanest. Every player who comes to Indiana faces the screaming, raving Knight at some point in his life. Some leave because it isn’t worth it to them, but most stay. And most leave convinced Knight’s way is the right way. But now Daryl Thomas wondered. He had to wonder; he wouldn’t have been human if he hadn’t wondered, if he hadn’t cried.


They practiced early the next morning, but without Knight: he stayed home, not wanting to put himself or his team through another emotional trauma.


One morning later, Knight called Thomas into his locker room. He put his arm around Thomas and told him to sit down. He spoke softly, gently. There were no other coaches, no teammates in the room. “Daryl, I hate it when I get on you the way I did Sunday, I really do,” he said. “But do you know why I do it?”


Thomas shook his head. “Because, Daryl, sometimes I think I want you to be a great player more than you want you to be a great player. And that just tears me up inside. Because there is no way you will ever be a great player unless you want it. You have the ability. But I can coach, teach, scream, and yell from now until Doomsday and you won’t be any good unless you want it as bad as I do. Right now, I know you don’t want it as bad as I do. Somehow, I have to convince you to feel that way. I don’t know if this is the right way, but it’s my way. You know it’s worked for other people in the past. Try, Daryl, please try. That’s all I ask. If you try just as hard as you can, I promise you it will be worth it. I know it will. Don’t try for me, Daryl. Try for you.”


Thomas listened to all this. Unlike some players who might not understand what Knight was saying, he understood. This was the way his coach coached; that would never change. Thomas was going through the same emotional swings that other gifted Knight players had gone through. One in particular, Isiah Thomas (no relation to Daryl) had come out of the Chicago ghetto and had lit up Indiana basketball for two years with his talent and his personality. He and Knight had fought for two years while Thomas starred for Indiana, and had continued to fight after Thomas left Indiana early to turn pro.


At a clinic once, someone asked Isiah Thomas what he really thought about Knight. “You know there were times,” Isiah Thomas answered, “when if I had had a gun, I think I would have shot him. And there were other times when I wanted to put my arms around him, hug him, and tell him that I loved him.”


Those words, perhaps better than any others, sum up the love-hate relationship between Knight and his players, even between Knight and his friends. To know Bob Knight is to love him. To know Bob Knight is to hate him. Because he views the world and everyone in it in strict black-and-white terms, he is inevitably viewed that way by others.


In less than forty-eight hours, Daryl Thomas had seen the black and the white. He had felt the full range of emotions. That Saturday, when Indiana played its first game of the season, Daryl Thomas was Indiana’s best player. Not for Knight. For himself. But it was only one game. A long season lay ahead.




2.


Rise and Fall


Bob Knight spent the fall of 1985 driven and haunted by the year just past. The high was so high, and the low so low, that the memories were vivid and sharp. Partly because of his prodigious memory, but more because it provided much-needed comfort, he could recall the Olympics in almost minute-by-minute detail, especially the climax.


It was warm in Los Angeles on August 10, warm yet comfortable, just as it had been throughout the 1984 Summer Olympics. Miraculously, there had been no smog, no giant traffic snafus, and no serious security problems throughout the two weeks.


Knight awoke that morning feeling the way he always feels on the morning of a basketball game: keyed up, excited, nervous, perhaps even a little more than usual, because this was not merely another game. This was a game, a night, a moment he had waited for his entire life.


That night he would coach the United States of America in a basketball game to decide the winner of an Olympic gold medal. In speeches long after that game had been won, Knight would say often, “If you cannot fight for your country in war, then I can think of no greater honor than to represent it in the Olympic Games.”


For Knight, a true, red-white-and-blue patriot, this was far more than a basketball game. This was the culmination of a crusade, one that he had once believed he would never get the chance to carry out. Even though Knight had been recognized for years as a superb coach, the best there was in the opinion of many, his controversial temperament had brought him as much derision as his coaching ability had acclaim.


Nothing in Knight’s career had drawn more fire than his first experience representing his country as coach of an international team. It was in Puerto Rico in 1979. While leading the U.S. team to the gold medal in the Pan American Games, Knight was arrested for assaulting a Puerto Rican police officer. Witnesses to the incident, which took place during a U.S. practice session, are unanimous in saying that the policeman was far more at fault than Knight, that the policeman was rude and officious and practically begged Knight to get into an altercation with him.


Even though Knight was put through the humiliation of being dragged from the practice floor in handcuffs, he probably would have been judged a victim in that incident had he simply allowed the witnesses to tell the story. But that isn’t Knight’s way. He is completely incapable of letting an incident—any incident—simply die a natural death. Indiana University vice-president Edgar Williams, one of Knight’s best friends, describes that side of him best: “Bob always—always—has to have the last word. And more often than not, it’s that last word that gets him in trouble.”


Puerto Rico was a perfect demonstration of Williams’s words. In speeches long after he had left San Juan behind, Knight was still taking shots. He talked about mooning Puerto Rico as he left it, made crude jokes about Puerto Rico, and, ultimately, turned public sentiment around: instead of being the victim of an officious cop, he made himself the Ugly American. Knight thought he was being funny; he couldn’t understand that many found his brand of humor offensive. And because he chose not to understand, the person he hurt most was Robert Montgomery Knight. It was almost as if he wanted to testify against himself after a dozen witnesses had proved his innocence.


Because of Puerto Rico, Knight thought he would never be named Olympic coach. In 1978, when the coach for 1980 was selected, he thought he would get the job. He had coached Indiana to the national championship in 1976 and had built a program that won sixty-three of sixty-four games over two seasons. But, in a close vote that went to a second ballot, Providence coach Dave Gavitt was named. Knight was crushed by the choice because he wanted more than anything to take a U.S. team to Moscow—site of the 1980 Games—and beat the hell out of the Russians. As it turned out, Gavitt never got that chance either.


As runner-up for the Olympic job in 1978, Knight became the Pan-Am coach. That led to Puerto Rico and, in Knight’s mind, finished his chances to be Olympic coach. When the selection committee met in May 1982 there were two major candidates: Knight and John Thompson, the Georgetown coach. It took three ballots, but the committee named Knight. It was testimony to his extraordinary ability as a coach that, in spite of Puerto Rico and the aftermath, he was given another chance.


When Knight learned he had been selected he called three people: Pete Newell and Fred Taylor, his coaching mentors, and Bob Hammel, sports editor of The Bloomington Herald-Telephone—his best friend. All three men remember the emotion in his voice that evening, rare emotion from a man who doesn’t like to admit to being emotional.


“He was like a little kid,” Hammel said. “I had been at a track meet in Minneapolis, and when I called my office, they said he had called, which wasn’t unusual. What was unusual was that he had left his home phone number with the desk. Usually, he’s very sensitive about giving strangers his number but he had just changed it and wanted to be sure I reached him. When I called, the first thing he said was, ‘You’ll never guess what just happened. They’ve named me Olympic coach.’


“I knew how disappointed he had been in ’78, and I knew he felt that the scars of San Juan would be too much to overcome. In fact, I didn’t even know that was the weekend they were picking the coach because he never mentioned it to me. He was as private about that as he’s ever been.”


Once he had the job, Knight was a man with a mission: to destroy the hated Russians, to make sure the world knew that the U.S. played basketball on one level and the rest of the world on another. He would study all the opponents, study every player available to him, select twelve players who would play the game his way, and then he wouldn’t just beat the rest of the world, he would obliterate it.


He selected three friends as his assistant coaches: C. M. Newton of Vanderbilt, Don Donoher of Dayton, and George Raveling of Iowa. He scouted, organized, and prepared on every level.


Knight was very much a general preparing to do battle. In the summer of 1983, when Donoher and Knight were in France to scout the European championships, they took a side trip that spoke volumes for Knight’s secret dreams. “I picked Bob up at the airport, “recalled Donoher,” and the first thing he told me was that we were going to Bastogne (site of the Battle of the Bulge). We had to drive all the way across France to get there, but that’s what we did. He knew roads that weren’t on the map we had. He would say, ‘There’s a road coming up here on the left that Patton took en route . . .’ and sure enough the road would be there. After we finished there, we drove back across France because he was determined to go to Normandy. We spent an entire day at Normandy. We must have examined every gun, every foxhole, every cave, every piece of barbed wire. It was like having a history book talk to you. He knew everything. Finally, near the end of the day, we were standing looking out at Omaha Beach. Bob had this faraway look in his eyes. He looked all around and then he looked at me and said, ‘Can you imagine how great it would have been to have been here in a command position on D-Day?’”


But at the last minute, fate and politics tossed a giant wrench into his plans: the Russians, getting even for Jimmy Carter’s 1980 boycott in Moscow, decided to boycott Los Angeles. Even after the April announcement, Knight kept preparing for the Russians right up until the day in July when it was no longer possible for them to come. Ed Williams, watching his friend during this period, saw him as a general who had prepared the perfect battle plan, trained his troops, raised his sword to lead the charge, and then saw the enemy waving a white flag. Playing Canada and Spain in the medal round of the Olympics was a little like sailing into Tokyo Bay after the atomic bombs had been dropped.


But Knight never let himself approach the Olympics that way. For one thing, he couldn’t afford to; if, by some chance, he slipped and his team lost to Spain or Canada or West Germany, he would never live it down. He knew how much Henry Iba, the coach of the 1972 Olympic team, had suffered after the stupefying loss to the Russians in Munich. Knight thought Iba a great coach, and looked up to him. It hurt Knight to hear people say that Iba, who had coached the U.S. to easy gold medals in 1964 and 1968, was too old to coach that team and had, because of his conservative style, cost the U.S. the gold medal. Knight was angered by the loss in Munich because he thought the U.S. had been cheated. Cheated by the Russians. To the boy from Orrville, Ohio, that was one small step short of letting the Russians invade. Knight cannot bear defeat on any level; to suffer one on the Olympic level would have destroyed him.


And so, he drove everyone connected with the Olympic team as if they would be facing a combination of the Russians, the Bill Russell—era Boston Celtics, and Lew Alcindor’s UCLA team. The Olympic Trials, held during an ugly, rainy week in Bloomington in April, were brutal. Seventy-six players practiced and played three times a day in Indiana’s dark, dingy field house, as Knight and his assistants watched from a football-coaching tower.


The players were pushed into a state of complete exhaustion; by week’s end, Knight had what he wanted. Some wondered why players like Charles Barkley and Antoine Carr weren’t selected while players like Jeff Turner and John Koncak were. The answer was simple: Knight wanted players who would take his orders without question. Barkley and Carr, though more talented than Turner and Koncak, might follow orders, but might not. There would be no maybes on Knight’s Olympic team.


It was still a team of breathtaking talent: Michael Jordan, the 6-foot-6 skywalker from North Carolina; Patrick Ewing, the intimidating 7-1 center from Georgetown; Wayman Tisdale, 6-9 and unstoppable, from Oklahoma; Sam Perkins, Jordan’s brilliant Carolina teammate; Alvin Robertson, the 6-4 defensive whiz from Arkansas; and Steve Alford, Knight’s own freshman point guard. Alford was easily the team’s best shooter and earned his spot with tough play that belied his baby-faced good looks.


Knight took his team and demanded more of it than any team he had ever coached—which is saying a lot. He pushed the players, insulted them, yelled at them. Some of them had never been spoken to this way before. None, with the exception of Alford, had ever been pushed this way before. Some of them hated him for it, and cursed the day they had ever shown up at the Olympic Trials. But that was how Knight wanted it. He wanted each of them to understand that this would happen to all of them only once in their lives, and that they had to give him absolutely everything they had. He wanted no close calls, nothing left to chance.


As it turned out, the team did everything Knight could possibly have asked. It raced through a nine-game exhibition series against players from the National Basketball Association, never beaten and rarely challenged. The preliminary round of the Olympics— five games—was a mere formality. In the quarterfinals against West Germany, they were sloppy but still won by eleven, their closest game. They annihilated Canada in the semifinals, leaving only Spain, a team they had beaten by twenty-five points in preliminary play, between them and the gold medal.


The team looked unbeatable, but there were still nerves that last Friday. The U.S. hockey team had proved in 1980 that miracles can happen; Knight wanted no miracles in this game. The tip-off was scheduled for 7 P.M. The team arrived at the Forum shortly after 5 P.M. There was a problem, though: Jordan had brought a wrong-colored uniform and several players had brought the wrong warmups.


“Jesus Christ,” Knight said to his coaches, “these guys aren’t ready to play. All they’re thinking about is going home tomorrow.”


Donoher, with police escort, was dispatched to go back to downtown Los Angeles to the Olympic Village at the University of Southern California to find Jordan’s uniform. Ater turning Jordan’s room upside down and finding nothing, he returned to the Forum, distraught. Only then did trainer Tim Garl tell him that the people at the front desk had been holding the uniform. They hadn’t recognized Donoher, and therefore hadn’t stopped him to give him the uniform.


Nerve endings were frayed. Donoher was doing a decent Knight imitation, spraying obscenities off the locker-room walls. But, uniforms and warmups aside, this team was ready to play. When Knight walked into the locker room for his final pep talk, he was ready to breathe fire. Already that day, Willie Davis, the former Green Bay Packer, had been the last of a long list of people who had spoken to the team. Davis told them that they might never do anything as important the rest of their lives as what they would do on this night.


Now Knight was ready to deliver some final words of inspiration. But when he flipped over the blackboard on which he would normally write the names of the other teams’ starters, he found a note scotch-taped to the board. It had been written by Jordan: “Coach,” it said, “after all the shit we’ve been through, there is no way we lose tonight.”


Knight looked at the twelve players and ditched his speech. “Let’s go play,” he said. Walking onto the floor, Knight folded Jordan’s note into a pocket (he still has it in his office today) and told his coaches, “This game will be over in about ten minutes.”


He was wrong. It took five. The final score was 101-68. Spain never had a chance. The general sent his troops out to annihilate and they did just that. When it was over, when he had finally reached that golden moment, Knight’s first thought wasn’t, I’ve done it, I’ve won the Olympic gold medal. It was, Where is Henry Iba? Knight had made certain the old coach was with the team every step of the way from the Olympic Trials right through each Olympic game. Now, when the players came to him to carry him off the floor on their shoulders, Knight had one more order left for them: “Coach Iba first.” And so, following their orders to the end, the players carried Henry Iba around the floor first. Then they gave Knight a ride. Then, and only then, did he smile.


It was, Bob Hammel thought as he watched, more a half smile, a look of relief more than a look of joy. They hadn’t so much won as they had not lost. But still, there was a satisfaction. He had now coached an Olympic gold medal winner, a Pan American Games gold medal winner, two NCAA champions, and an NIT champion. He had won every championship there was to win in amateur basketball. He had reached the pinnacle. He was, without question, the best college basketball coach in the world. Maybe he was the best college basketball coach ever.


The next morning, as he had said he would all along, he flew to Montana, put on his waders, and sat in the middle of a river by himself and fished. This was his reward. His release. He sat in the river, having done everything he had set out to do in life.


He was forty-three years old.


[image: logo]


Practice began at Indiana that fall with a mixture of anticipation and trepidation in the air. A great team was anticipated. The previous season, a too-young Indiana team had gone 22–9 and had reached the Final Eight of the NCAA tournament with a victory over top-ranked North Carolina that had to rank among the great upsets in tournament history. North Carolina, led by Jordan and Perkins, had a 28–2 record, and some had already declared it one of the great teams of all time.


But Alford, just a freshman, scored twenty-seven points and Dan Dakich, the prototype slow white kid who couldn’t run or jump, kept Jordan under control. Knight completely outcoached Dean Smith, the one man considered in his class as a coach, and the Hoosiers won the game. That they lost in the next round to a Virginia team that wasn’t in the same class with North Carolina was disappointing. But it didn’t change the promise the team had shown in the North Carolina game.


And so, as the 1984-85 team gathered on October 15, there was that sense of anticipation. But trepidation was there, too, because neither the players nor the coaches knew quite how the Olympic experience would affect Knight. He had put so much energy into the summer that they were afraid it might affect his winter. Knight seemed conscious of this, too; during the early practices he was less involved than usual, often content to sit on the sidelines with Hammel, Williams, professor friends who came to practice, or whoever that day’s visitor might be. Jim Crews, the first assistant coach, knew his boss expected the coaches to take some of the burden off him.


“He made that clear to us from the first day,” Crews said. “We were an experienced staff and an experienced team. There was no reason why he had to supervise every little thing that went on. He wanted us to do more of the coaching and, really, there was no reason why we shouldn’t.”


It wasn’t quite that simple, though. To start with, Knight’s staff had worked just about as hard as he had in preparing for the Olympics. They had scouted, organized, looked at tapes, done all the drudge work. They too began the season a little fatigued. The same was true of Alford. A true gym rat, Alford had been playing pickup basketball at home two days after the gold medal game. If he had known just how hard other guards were going to play against an Olympic hero, he might have preferred to rest a little.


The first hint of trouble came early, in the opening game against Louisville. Knight had agreed to a four-year series against Louisville partly because CBS-TV wanted to do the game, and partly because Crews had convinced him Louisville would be a good pre-Big Ten warmup game. Louisville took control of the game before halftime, and Knight angrily benched three starters in the second half in favor of freshmen. They made a run, but fell back, and the game was lost.


Still, the early part of the season went well. Indiana went into Big Ten play with an 8-2 record (the other loss was at Notre Dame) and immediately annihilated Michigan—at Michigan—in the Big Ten opener, winning by an astonishing twenty-five points. Soon, their league record was 3-1, the only loss at Michigan State. Typical Knight team, everyone thought. Knight thought so, too.


But within the team there were some problems. Mike Giomi, a 6-10 junior and the team’s best rebounder, had been having academic problems. He was also getting into trouble around town, failing to pay parking tickets, failing to return library books. He was in and out of the Knight doghouse, a condition not uncommon for Indiana players, but more extreme in Giomi’s case.


The same was true of Winston Morgan. Morgan was then a fourth-year junior, having sat out the 1983-84 season because of a foot injury. Knight moaned all year about how good the team could be if it just had Morgan. But once Morgan was healthy, he became far less wonderful. In fact, he got worse and worse. This was also not uncommon at Indiana; players often joke that the best way to get better is to get hurt. The more Knight sees his players play, the more convinced he becomes that they aren’t any good. But Morgan was also having problems away from the court. He was involved in a messy relationship with a female student, messy enough that she eventually went to talk to Knight about what she saw as Morgan’s dishonesty. There are only three crimes an Indiana player can commit that will get him in serious trouble with Knight: drug use, skipping class, and lying. The incident put Morgan so deep in Knight’s doghouse that his Indiana career seemed over.


Marty Simmons, a promising freshman in 1984, had been a step slower all season, mystifying the coaches. He looked heavier to them, but his weight chart said he still weighed 218, about the same weight he had played at the year before. Finally, exasperated after a loss, Knight had Tim Garl personally weigh Simmons. He weighed 238. Scared to admit that he had eaten himself onto the bench, Simmons had been lying about his weight. His days, not to mention his meals, were numbered.


There was more: Knight wasn’t happy with Alford. He kept harping on the fact that Alford couldn’t play defense, couldn’t pass very well, and wasn’t getting better. Alford was in fact struggling. He was still leading the team in scoring, but some nights he simply couldn’t get shots because defenses were geared to stop him. Dakich, the hero of the North Carolina game, was in and out of the lineup. Uwe Blab, the 7-3 senior center, had worked and worked to improve, but was still awkward, still had trouble catching the ball in traffic, and still left Knight exasperated.


And yet, they were winning. Even though Knight claims that winning doesn’t necessarily make him happy, it goes a long way toward getting him there. His famous quote, “You play basketball against yourself; your opponent is your potential,” sounds pretty, but really isn’t so. Knight coaches basketball to win. If he gets upset during a victory, it is usually when he sees something that he thinks may lead to defeat on another night.


But after the 11-3 start, the winning stopped. They went to Ohio State, Knight’s alma mater, a place where Knight cannot stand to lose, and lost; the final score was 86-84. Furious, Knight refused to let Giomi and Morgan ride home with the team, putting them on the second of the two small charter planes Indiana uses to fly to games. Morgan’s memory of that night is of a horrible game, a screaming coach, and a nightmarish ride home on the eight-seat plane, the weather bouncing them all over the sky.


It got worse at Purdue. They blew a big lead because no one rebounded. This was unforgivable; rebounding, to Knight, is directly related to effort. If you lose because you make no effort, you are in big trouble. Indiana came out of Purdue in big trouble.


Then came Illinois. A Sunday afternoon on national TV. An opponent Knight despised because he didn’t think Coach Lou Henson ran a clean program. When the coaches met to pick a lineup, Knight asked—as he always does—for suggestions. But his mind was made up: bench everyone but Blab and start four freshmen. Bench Alford, too, because, “He doesn’t guard anybody.”


The four freshmen played as hard as they could. They played good defense, but they had little chance to win, losing 52-41. The day after the game, Knight announced that he had thrown Giomi off the team for cutting class. Giomi had met NCAA academic requirements and he had met Indiana’s requirements, but he had not met Knight’s requirements. The team’s leading rebounder, a player the team needed to be successful, was gone.


Suddenly, Knight was being excoriated nationwide. Some people claimed he had started the freshmen to show up Henson. Others implied he had thrown the game to make a point to his team. For perhaps the first time since Knight had become Indiana coach in 1971, his coaching was called into question. Indiana was 3-4 in the Big Ten. Alford, the Olympic hero, had been benched. Had Knight lost control? Was it really just six months ago that he sat atop the coaching world?


Another loss to Iowa—with the starters back starting—was followed by three victories over the bottom of the Big Ten: Minnesota, Northwestern, and Wisconsin. That brought Indiana to a three-game home stretch that would decide the fate of the season. Indiana was 6-5 in the Big Ten and 14-7 overall, with Ohio State, Illinois, and Purdue coming to Assembly Hall. There was still plenty of time to bounce back from the problems of January.


They didn’t. They lost to Ohio State. They lost to Illinois—badly—and Knight put his foot through a chair in frustration. And then Purdue came to town.


Purdue is Indiana’s archrival, the in-state school the Hoosiers love to look down their noses at. Purdue almost always beats Indiana in football, so basketball is Indiana’s only chance to get even. But Purdue is always competitive, always a problem. Even Knight, with all his great teams, has never dominated Purdue; his record going into that day’s game against Purdue was 16-12. With the season fading fast, a victory at home over Purdue was imperative.


Saturday, February 23, was an unseasonably warm day in Bloomington after a typical winter week full of cold rain and snow flurries. Knight, who had made plaid sport coats famous, decided to wear just a short-sleeved shirt for the game that afternoon. It reminded him of outfits he had worn during the glory days of the previous summer when he had been Olympic coach.


The game started horribly for Indiana. Purdue was up, 12-2, when there was a scramble for a loose ball. When the whistle finally blew, referee London Bradley called a foul on Indiana. Knight, who often uses bad officiating to rationalize defeat—and, in all fairness, the officiating in the Big Ten is awful—went crazy. He screamed and yelled and drew a technical foul.


Purdue guard Steve Reid walked to the foul line in front of the Indiana bench to shoot the technical. Knight stood frozen for a few seconds. Later, he would remember thinking that if he had been wearing a sport coat, he could have thrown it. But he wasn’t. So, he turned around and, before anyone on the Indiana bench could stop him, he picked up the plastic orange chair he had been sitting on and threw it.


The chair throw was hardly Olympian. In fact, Knight side-armed it, grabbing it with both hands but never raising it above waist level. The chair skittered in front of Reid and ran out of steam just as it reached the far side of the court. It hit no one. One Indiana manager went to recover it while another put a second chair down in the original’s place. On the Indiana bench, there was no visible reaction. Everyone just watched, waiting to see what would happen next.


Knight insists he threw the chair the way he did intentionally, carefully tossing it and aiming it so it would land where it did. But he had thrown a chair. Thrown a chair. More than 17,000 people in Assembly Hall saw it, as did millions of others watching on cable TV nationwide. Standing in front of her television set in Orrville, eighty-one-year-old Hazel Knight saw her son throw the chair and cried out, “Oh, Bobby, oh no.”


Others who care about Knight had the same thought. Hammel, shocked, thought later that the worst thing about it was the symbolic nature of the whole thing: wild man coach throws chair. Always, forever more, Knight and that chair would be linked. “The worst thing about it,” Hammel said a year later, “was that he didn’t do just what he constantly begs his players to do: anticipate. He never anticipated the consequences. Bob Knight is too smart not to anticipate the consequences of something like that.”


The initial consequence was immediate ejection from the game. Knight walked off to the privacy of the coaches’ locker room. He came to see his players at halftime and calmly told them what they needed to do to win the game, not even mentioning the incident. To his players, the chair throw was not that big a deal, because they had seen him throw so many chairs in practice. The unofficial record was thirteen: Knight had lit into a stack of twenty chairs one day, and his players were disappointed when he ran out of steam with seven unthrown.


But everywhere else, shock waves were forming. As soon as Knight left the game—Purdue went on to win easily—Indiana athletic director Ralph Floyd, a close friend of Knight’s, went to the locker room. “He was in tears,” Floyd would say later. “He knew he had made a mistake. He understood what he had done.”


Close behind Floyd came Ed Williams and Indiana president John Ryan. When Ryan walked into the locker room, Knight looked at him, tears in his eyes, and said, “Dr. Ryan, I’m sorry.”


“If his response had been anything else, I’m not certain what I would have done ultimately,” Ryan said. “But he understood right away that he had made a terrible mistake.”


That night, Knight, looking to escape, went to Kansas on a recruiting trip. But the nightmare of the chair was only beginning. Donoher called. He wanted to drive the 175 miles to Bloomington to talk to Knight. He felt his friend needed help. “When you are in trouble, Bob Knight is the ultimate friend,” Donoher said. “He’ll do anything he can to help you. But a lot of the time when he’s in trouble, he’ll have you believe he doesn’t need help from his friends. Only he does. He’s like anyone else that way.”


Notre Dame coach Digger Phelps called that night. He wanted Knight to meet him the next day in Indianapolis to talk. When Phelps had heard what Knight had done his stomach had twisted in fear. “I worry that he’s going to go out like MacArthur did,” Phelps said later. “One day the President is going to say, ‘General, enough. Come home. You are relieved of your command.’”


Ryan, the president, is a small, soft-spoken man whom the players have trouble figuring out because whenever he comes into the locker room after a game, win or lose, he simply walks around shaking hands and saying, “Thank you.” Ryan has been president of I.U. for the same fifteen years that Knight has been basketball coach. It is a long-standing joke around the state that Ryan considers himself very fortunate that Knight has allowed him to retain his job for so long.


Now, Ryan had to act. Ed Williams went to see Knight after he returned from Kansas. Williams loves Bob Knight, respects him, and worries about him. “I couldn’t feel closer to him if he were my first-born son,” he says. Williams thought it important that Indiana—and Knight—act decisively. He suggested to Knight that Ryan should suspend him for one game, saying that Indiana fully supported Knight and everything he stood for as a basketball coach but that everyone, including Ryan and Knight, recognized that a mistake had been made. The chair should not have been thrown.


“I told Bob I thought we should keep this in the family,” Williams said. “Why let [Big Ten Commissioner] Wayne Duke get involved? If John Ryan didn’t suspend him, Wayne Duke would. So why not let Indiana do it? At the time, I thought Bob would go along. He said that sounded right to him.”


But a day later, Knight changed his mind. He told Williams that he could not deal with a public rebuke, no matter how mild, from Ryan. If Ryan suspended him he would feel compelled to resign on the spot. Williams took this information back to Ryan, advising him to go ahead with the suspension. “For Bob’s sake and for Indiana’s,” Williams said a year later. “I thought then, I think now, that the University had to take some action. It could not publicly condone what Bob did. And Bob needed to be told that. He needed to be told, ‘Bob, we love you, we want you here forever, but there is a line, there is a point where we say no more. And you just came close to it.’”


John Ryan took no action. Instead, he let Duke play the heavy, suspending Knight for one game. Williams, although saying he disagrees with what the president did, disagrees with those who saw it as a sign of weakness. “The easy thing was to suspend him. John Ryan did not take the easy way out. He did what he believed was best for Bob and for the school.”


“I don’t think we condoned what Bob did in any way,” Ryan said. “It was wrong. He knew it, I knew it, we all knew it. I believed though that given that it was one incident, the Big Ten should mete out the penalty. I didn’t tell Bob at the time, but I would not have appealed any penalty Wayne Duke handed down. I would have accepted it. A reprimand, a penalty was in order. My one concern was that if Bob was suspended it be for a road game. I was afraid that we might have a crowd control problem if he was not present for our next home game.”


Knight sat out a 70-50 loss to Iowa, as Crews ran the team. The other assistants, looking for any kind of light touch, kidded him afterward that, judging from that performance, he would never get a job as a head coach. But there were few laughs around Assembly Hall that February. “It was,” Alford says now, “as if a black cloud settled on top of the building and just stayed and stayed and stayed.”


Everyone dreaded coming to practice. Each day seemed worse than the last. The season, it seemed, would never end. Two weeks after the chair throw, Dave Knight, the man who had introduced Knight to basketball when he was eleven years old, was visiting. The two are not related, but Dave Knight is one of many older-brother figures in the coach’s life. As he sat in the coaches’ locker room before practice one day, Dave Knight pitched forward, stricken by a heart attack. The players were on the floor warming up when assistant coach Kohn Smith came running out screaming for Garl. “Quick, it’s an emergency, run,” he yelled.


Every player on the floor had the exact same thought: It’s Coach. He’s had a heart attack. Knight was white-faced with fear when Garl and student trainer Steve Dayton charged in to attend to Dave Knight. They brought him back, saving his life. But they, too, when the call first came, had been convinced that the traumas of the season had finally done the coach in.


The debacle dragged on. Indiana finished the regular season with a 15-13 record, 7-11 in the Big Ten, putting the Hoosiers seventh in their own league after being rated fourth in the nation in preseason. It was the first time in Knight’s fourteen seasons that Indiana had finished below .500 in Big Ten play or out of the first division. Indiana was passed over for the NCAA tournament, and settled for the National Invitation Tournament.


The Hoosiers reached the semifinals in New York, where they beat a struggling Tennessee team. After that game, Knight did a TV interview with Bill Raftery, a former coach at Seton Hall. Raftery asked Knight what he liked best about the way his team had played to reach the NIT final. “What I like best about this team right now,” Knight answered sincerely, “is the fact that I only have to watch it play one more time.”


The feeling was mutual. If the coach couldn’t wait for the season to be over, neither could the players. The final was a microcosm of the season: mistakes, bad defense, a loss. UCLA, the kind of undisciplined team Knight thinks his team should never lose to, won the game and the championship, 65-63. The last chance to salvage something from a lost season had produced another loss.


The plane trip home lasted forever. The twenty-seat Indiana University foundation plane bounced all over the sky. Alford was so stir-crazy he wanted to jump out a window. Dakich still swears the flight took twelve hours. Finally they landed, and the team bus took them to Assembly Hall. It was 4 A. M. when they gathered in their meeting room for final words from Knight. This was part of the tradition. The team gathered here after every trip for a summation—in this case, for a summation of the season. Knight had little to say. He excused Dakich and Blab, the seniors, and told the remaining players he could not—and would not—go through another season like the one just ended. The players felt the same way.
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