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FOREWORD

I have fond memories of Jimmy Boeheim during our years at Syracuse University. Our friendship has lasted fifty-six years, and the life lessons learned together at Syracuse have lasted a lifetime. My experiences there provided me with the knowledge and value system that has guided me throughout my professional and personal life.

In the Zone is an outstanding book. It captures the essence of what it’s like to live and bleed Orange. And it tells in vivid detail how Jim became the face of Syracuse basketball. This book provides an up close and personal look at the inner workings of a basketball program that went from being good to being a powerhouse under Jim’s leadership.

Donald Staffo has a unique writing style that makes the book enjoyable to read. He states in the Preface that he “tried to paint a picture” that will enable Syracuse fans to relive their memories. The detailed descriptions of Syracuse’s biggest games and key events and the mini-profiles of the Orange’s top players certainly do that. Mission accomplished!

Jim is one of the greatest college basketball coaches of all time. For anyone who is a fan of Syracuse basketball—or simply loves college basketball in general—this book offers an insider’s look into the talent and motivation of a legendary Hall of Fame coach and his huge influence on the SU program.

Staffo provides an extremely detailed account of how Jim’s love for the game propelled him to more than 1,000 wins in a remarkable run as Syracuse’s head coach. This book offers a thorough telling of how Jim has led Syracuse to success year after year, while also navigating challenges and scandals that sometimes arose during his career. Additionally, Staffo offers a peek into Jim Boeheim, the person. The caring man who made it his mission to raise awareness and money in the fight against cancer and to support many other charitable causes.

This is the most comprehensive book on Syracuse and Jim Boeheim that I am aware of. I, and I’m sure my teammates, appreciate the time, incredible amount of research, and the work that the author put in to share the Syracuse basketball story with not only the Orange Nation but with fans and followers of college basketball. I give the book my stamp of approval.

I loved Syracuse when I was a student there. And I still love Syracuse. The years I spent at SU had a tremendous impact on my life and career. So has my friendship with Jim.

And, without a doubt, Jimmy Boeheim’s imprint will remain on Syracuse basketball, now and far into the future.

I hope you enjoy Jim Boeheim and Syracuse Basketball: In the Zone.

—Dave Bing
NBA All-Star and Hall of Famer, former mayor of Detroit, and founder of Bing Youth Institute,
Detroit, Michigan


PREFACE

Anative of Central New York, I have followed Syracuse basketball closely for about sixty years and very closely when Jim Boeheim played for and later was an assistant and head coach of the Orangemen. In the early 1980s, I covered basketball for a number of national publications, including seven years for Basketball Times. I periodically interviewed Boeheim and occasionally contributed features on Syracuse to several other national publications. I wrote at the time what probably is one of the longest articles ever written about Boeheim, which appeared in serial fashion in four very lengthy segments in what was then known as The Big Orange. I began working on this book in 2010 with the intent of publishing the book when Boeheim retired, but then in 2017, he decided to continue coaching, so I decided to release the book now.

This book is based on lengthy interviews, hundreds of conversations and email exchanges with dozens of people, and extensive research. The Syracuse basketball alumni is an extended family going all the way back to Boeheim’s teammates, with the players and people who I contacted providing me with ways to reach other people who might have something to contribute to this project. Intensive interviews with the people who knew Boeheim the best at various junctures of his life are the core of the book. Covering Alabama football and basketball for the Associated Press and other media outlets for thirty years helped me gain access to all of these people.

Other information is from following and studying Syracuse basketball daily and by accessing almost all of Boeheim’s press conferences and the information I accumulated over nearly forty years from a variety of places. References and sources are appropriately credited in the text, except in instances when I could not locate or identify them properly. In those instances, I apologize. It must be recognized that opinions vary and memories can be faulty and selective. The result is that people may have different recollections of those involved and the events themselves. Furthermore, almost everyone close to the SU program has an opinion on Boeheim or a Boeheim story. The reader may wonder why someone in particular wasn’t contacted or included. That’s because the information they provided was perhaps similar to what others said, especially those who knew him best.

The book begins with highlights from Boeheim’s career and then more or less progresses chronologically through his coaching career. Some seasons are detailed while others are skimmed; some of Syracuse’s important or memorable games are highlighted, and some of the Orange’s legendary players are profiled. Noted are several “Syracuse moments,” which are instances and occurrences that are unique to the program and ingrained in the minds of Orange fans as putting the spotlight on Syracuse and, in some ways, set the program apart from others.

Boeheim has enjoyed a very successful Hall-of-Fame career, but to some, his achievements will be tainted due to off-the-court indiscretions that happened under his watch. Boeheim’s basketball expertise and philanthropy cannot be questioned. However, some of his decisions, whether right or wrong, will be. His amazing accomplishments will remain a matter of record, but some of them will be accompanied by an asterisk. What he has achieved and the charitable work he has done through the Jim and Juli Boeheim Foundation far outweighs any issues that became a part of his story. The book recognizes Boeheim’s on-the-court achievements, with the understanding that, officially, the NCAA vacated 101 wins from 2004–07 and 2010–12, the nine regular season games he missed in 2015–16 due to an NCAA-imposed suspension, and the Big East conference records for 1979–2013 and the Atlantic Coast Conference records from 2013–16. These and other adjustments are reflected in the Appendix and in other places in the text.

The book is about the Syracuse basketball program as much as its coach. An attempt is made in various places to “paint a picture” to allow readers to “relive” events and relate to certain players. What follows is an attempt to provide an accurate, balanced, and fair portrayal of Boeheim and his program. With Boeheim a polarizing figure, there is little chance the contents will please or even satisfy everyone. Boeheim was offered opportunities to participate in this project but declined. Therefore, this is an unauthorized work based on the people who know him best.


1     

AT THE TOP OF HIS PROFESSION

The 2003 NCAA Championship

Jim Boeheim always had the numbers, right from the very beginning when he jump-started his coaching career by winning 100 games in his first four years, faster by season than any other coach in history. By number of seasons, he is tied for second quickest to reach 400, 600, and 700 wins, the third to reach 800, and one of only three coaches and the second fastest to notch 900 victories. Boeheim is the second-winningest men’s college basketball coach of all time, behind his good friend Mike Krzyzewski, who has accumulated 1,100 victories. Over 42 years, Boeheim has compiled an on-the-court win-loss mark of 1,027–371, although after sanctions, the official record is 926–371.

Once the all-time leader with 38 20-win seasons, he is now second with 33. At one point, he had 17 straight 20-win seasons, which has since been adjusted to 14. Prior to the sanctions, Boeheim won at least 26 games in a season 20 times while competing in what was at times the best basketball conference in the country. A winner of a record 10 Big East regular season championships, five Big East tournaments, and a league-best 15 advances to the conference championship game, Boeheim has won 60 NCAA tournament games, since reduced to 56, tied for fifth all-time among Division I coaches. His teams have played in a post-season tournament every year except 1993 and 2014 when the Orange was ineligible due to NCAA sanctions. The numbers and accomplishments, very impressive indeed, speak for themselves.

It’s the respect that took a long time coming. For most of his career, the nothing-but-a-winner Syracuse basketball coach made Rodney Dangerfield look like a piker. Even though he shot up the coaching win-list and took the Orange to the NCAA Tournament 32 times, the Final Four four times, and into the championship game three times, few electronic and print journalists considered Boeheim among the nation’s best coaches until Syracuse made its remarkable run to the NCAA championship in 2003. More members of the media began to publicly acknowledge that Boeheim just might know a little something about round-ball when he was inducted into the Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame in 2005. A few more jumped on board the Boeheim bandwagon when Krzyzewski appointed him an assistant coach for the United States Olympic basketball team in 2008 and then again in 2012 and 2016.

Some, however, were still reluctant to include Boeheim in the upper echelon of coaches, always putting him in a small group just below those designated as elite coaches, despite the fact that Boeheim had a head-to-head winning record against some of those very same coaches. The Johnny-come-latelies who finally began to give Boeheim his due did so grudgingly and only after trotting out the same old tired criticisms about his whining sideline demeanor, vanilla personality, poor bench coaching, playground offense, junk defense, and soft schedules. They found fault with his cranky behavior. They didn’t like the way he dressed, but Juli, his wife, improved that. Sometimes they harped on his personal mannerisms. When it snowed too much in Syracuse, the longtime, hardcore critics blamed Boeheim.

On April 7, 2003, in New Orleans, when Hakim Warrick blocked Michael Lee’s shot as the game clock was winding down, enabling Syracuse to hang on and beat Kansas to win the national championship, Jim Boeheim finally got the 27-year-old, 800-pound gorilla off his back. Then he slammed that gorilla on the Superdome floor and stomped on it. With the sounds of “One Shining Moment” reverberated throughout the arena, highlights of the tournament being shown on the big video display board, and all of it was being shown on television in hundreds of countries, Boeheim, like a two-bit character actor who finally won an Academy Award for a leading role, felt like he was on top of the world. It was like the globe was a basketball, and he was holding it in the palm of his hand. On that night when Boeheim left the building, he took a deep breath and exhaled, gave a sigh of relief, and looked up. In his view, the sky over the Mississippi River and Lake Pontchartrain had a distinct orange hue.

A magnet for critics who throughout most of his career continually said that he couldn’t win “the big one,” he, at last, didn’t have to pay attention to the talking heads and couch-potato coaches who always belittled his coaching ability. After all the grief he’d taken over the years and the nonsense he had to listen to as detractors took potshots at him, Jim Boeheim finally got the last laugh. At least until the NCAA pulled the rug out from underneath him in 2014.

Boeheim almost won the national championship in 1987, when the chimpanzee on his back was eleven years old and only weighed 100 pounds, but Indiana’s Keith Smart made that shot from the corner with five seconds left to beat the Orange, and the chimp held on. In 1995, when the monkey was 19 years old and 400 pounds, Boeheim was almost rid of it when the Cuse came within two points of Kentucky with four minutes to go, but SU couldn’t catch the Wildcats, and the monkey tightened its grip around Boeheim’s neck.

A week after April Fools’ Day in 2003, with a big lift from Carmelo Anthony, his superstar freshman, Boeheim finally felt a lot lighter, like he was walking on air. The smile on his face told the whole story. Relieved and grinning from ear to ear, he was a happy man that night. Walking down Bourbon Street wearing beads and with a big, floppy, oversize orange cowboy hat with white trim that someone gave him, with his wife Juli by his side, his feet never hit the ground. On that cool evening in The Big Easy, life just didn’t get any better for a man who, despite all the wins, never seemed to be able to enjoy them.

Oh, some of his critics still came out of the woodwork and made noises when Syracuse slipped up, which it did from time to time in the following years, but Boeheim had finally become secure in his own skin and their droning didn’t bother him anymore, at least not like it did when he had that gorilla on his back. They could find fault with him all they wanted to because it didn’t matter anymore. Boeheim had validated his career, whether it needed validating or not. The real pressure was off, and Jim Boeheim continued to do what he did best—win basketball games almost every time his team took the floor. The Boeheim-bashers still existed, but their complaints rang hollow, because Boeheim held all the trump cards—he’d cut down the nets, had the ring, was enshrined in Springfield, Massachusetts, was named national coach of the year, and three times was a part of a championship coaching staff that successfully represented the United States of America on the world stage that is the Olympic Games. One by one he had jumped all the hurdles, overcame all the obstacles, conquered all the challenges, and outlived many of the critics that were a part of his profession. It took over four decades, but Jim Boeheim finally earned the respect that he deserved. Not from everybody, of course, but at least from everybody that mattered.

“Jim has been one of the top coaches for a long time. He is one of the brilliant coaches in the history of our game,” stated Duke coach Mike Krzyzewski, the all-time winningest college basketball coach who is recognized by his peers and the general public as a giant in the coaching profession. “The recognition that he is getting is long overdue.” Roy Williams, who has won three national championships at North Carolina stated, “Jimmy is one of the best coaches in the game ever.” Jay Wright, who coached Villanova to the 2015–16 and 2017–18 national championships, stated, “I believe [Boeheim] is the smartest basketball mind around.” Former Louisville coach Rick Pitino, once considered by most as among the best in the business, called Boeheim a Hall of Fame coach ten years before Boeheim was actually inducted. Many other top-tier coaches said similar things.

As Boeheim’s Syracuse teammate Chuck Richards said, “I live in North Carolina now, which is in ACC country, and when I wear my Syracuse hat, people stop me and say, ‘Syracuse … Jim Boeheim.’ They immediately associate Syracuse with Jim and ask about him. When I tell them he was my teammate, they’d ask ‘Do you ever see him? Do you talk to him?’

“Any way you cut it, Jim is an icon. He’s an institution. He’s done wonderful things for Syracuse University. People don’t know the chancellor’s name, but they know about Jim. He’s the face of Syracuse University. There may not be another one like him. I’m very proud of what he has done for my alma mater.”

Dave Bing, Syracuse’s best-ever basketball player and the former mayor of Detroit, put it more succinctly when he stated, “Jim Boeheim is Syracuse University basketball. The players come and go, but the one constant over these past [four-plus] decades has been Jim Boeheim.” Famed SU-trained sportscaster Bob Costas stated, “Even considering the cavalcade of bold-faced names that are a part of the history of Syracuse sports, Jim Boeheim is at, or near, the top of the list. His combination of endurance and excellence have made him iconic, both in his sport and at his University.” Roosevelt Bouie, the star of Boeheim’s first recruiting class, said that Syracuse is unique because all the players that came through the program in the last forty-plus years all played for the same coach. “Whenever we get together and start telling Boeheim stories, someone will say to me, ‘Well, how did you know that?’ And I tell them because it all started with us.”

In college basketball, things change from year to year and almost completely every five or ten years. Everything, that is, except Jim Boeheim. Through 2018, Syracuse University has played 2,882 basketball games, and Jim Boeheim, as a player, graduate assistant, assistant coach, or head coach, has been associated with 1,625 of them, counting the year freshmen couldn’t play on the varsity squad. Of the school’s 1,988 victories, Boeheim has been involved with almost 1,600 of them. He has coached 1,398 Division I games, second among active coaches. Plus, there was the year he spent at his alma mater as the freshman coach when his team won 18 of 20 games. Coaching that long at one place, Boeheim is a dinosaur, a throwback to another era.

Syracuse and Jim Boeheim. Jim Boeheim and Syracuse. The coach and the college fit together like links in a chain, perfectly content to be wrapped up in one another. Most people alive can’t think of one without the other, the place without the person, the person without the place. It’s like cheese and crackers. In some ways, the two are inseparable, so perhaps the union is more like toasted cheese or more apropos Orange marmalade, with the only thing able to pry the two apart being Boeheim’s retirement.

Inducted into the Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame

Triggered by the national championship, respect for Boeheim as a coach soared, reaching its apex when he was accorded the highest honor in his profession. On September 9, 2005, Boeheim was inducted into the Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame in Springfield, Massachusetts. Presented by his former teammate, roommate, and fellow Hall of Famer Dave Bing, and supported by more than a dozen of his former players who were in attendance, Boeheim joined the hallowed halls occupied only by icons—people who were the best at playing the game such as Bob Cousy, Oscar Robertson, Wilt Chamberlain, Bill Russell, and Michael Jordan and the best at coaching the game such as Red Auerbach, Adolph Rupp, John Wooden, Dean Smith, Bobby Knight, Mike Krzyzewski, Rick Pitino, and John Calipari. For anyone associated with the game of basketball, it doesn’t get any higher or any better than that.

“Jim is very deserving of being in the Hall of Fame,” said his longtime friend and colleague Rick Pitino, who was the first assistant that Boeheim hired after becoming head coach. “I respect him as a coach. To stay at one place that long and to continue to be extremely successful is an exceptional accomplishment because familiarity breeds contempt.”

Roosevelt Bouie, the star of Boeheim’s first recruiting class, was at the induction and said, “I saw what he did the first four years. He followed his plan. He just kept on winning, so it made perfect sense to me. I wasn’t surprised at all that Coach got into the Hall of Fame.” Dale Shackleford, who also played on Boeheim’s first team, said, “He’s worked hard. He put in the time and effort, and he deserves the recognition. I’m just glad that I was a part of it when he was starting out his career.”

Louis Orr is unique in that he played for, coached under, and coached against Boeheim. He had been a head coach at Siena, Seton Hall, and Bowling Green. He understood better than most the magnitude of the achievement. “The longevity is amazing, considering how tough it is to win that many games and be that successful for such a long time,” he stated. “It’s an exceptional accomplishment, especially to do it at one school. I feel blessed and honored to have been there in the beginning. Coach has been a big part of my life. He has helped build my confidence and self-esteem as a man, from where I was to where I am now. He helped take my basketball career to another level. Anytime I need to talk with him, he has always been there for me. I’m very thankful.”

That evening Boeheim thanked everyone at every level who had helped him climb to the top of the mountain and enter basketball heaven. He credited his parents, family, his players, and assistant coaches through the years. He acknowledged his role models and how they inspired him to ascend to a level of achievement that as a kid and young man seemed so distant that he only dreamed about it. Similar to just about everyone else, Boeheim thought the only way he was ever going to get into a Hall of Fame was to buy a ticket.

During his acceptance speech, Boeheim tried to put into words his feelings and gratitude, saying: “People always ask me what it means to be in the Basketball Hall of Fame. When you start out at five years old and all you want to do is play basketball and then, when you can’t play anymore, you want to coach the game of basketball, it’s almost impossible (to express how I feel) … But to be with the (people already enshrined) is an unbelievable feeling for me. I’ve never been so grateful for any award …I’m just privileged to be in this building, and to actually have my picture up there is something beyond anything I could ever imagine.”

Krzyzewski thinks Boeheim’s installation among the greats made Boeheim better. “I don’t think Jim’s desire to win changed. As you accomplish or you’re recognized, you have to be careful that it doesn’t diminish your desire to do future things,” he said. “Jim didn’t lose the hunger to do more.”

A Three-Time Olympic Gold Medal Coach

2008 Olympic Games

Boeheim achieved another highlight in a career filled with them when he served as an assistant coach under Krzyzewski in the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing, China, where the United States won its first gold medal in men’s basketball since 2000. On Team USA, Boeheim coached NBA all-stars LeBron James, Kobe Bryant, Dwyane Wade, and former Syracuse superstar Carmelo Anthony. Krzyzewski said he handpicked Boeheim because he respected Boeheim’s overall knowledge, coaching ability, and his relationships with people. “I could make one choice on my own for the USA staff, and I picked Jim right away. The bottom line is there was not another guy I wanted more than Jim to sit next to me when we had to make decisions that had to be made to win a gold medal. He knew the game well. He understands people. I trust him,” explained Krzyzewski. “The main reason I picked Jim is because he analyzes things, and then when he says something, he’s pretty much always right. Jim has been a career friend to me. Because of our relationship, he’s not reluctant to say something.”

It didn’t hurt that Boeheim was also the maestro of the 2–3 zone defense and could teach his patented defense to the coaches and the US Olympians. To teach the dogs new tricks—in this case, the dogs were among the best basketball players in the world—you have to know more than the dogs. “It speaks volumes that someone like ‘Coach K’ would pick Jim to be on his staff,” stated Dick Ableman, another teammate of Boeheim’s at Syracuse. “I don’t think Jim ever got the recognition that he deserved, so it’s good to see he’s finally getting it.”

2012 Olympic Games

Boeheim and Krzyzewski returned for an encore in the 2012 London Olympic Games and guided the United States to another gold medal, again defeating Spain in a fight to the finish in the championship game. When the clock ran out on the Spaniards, Bruce Springsteen’s “Born in the U.S.A.” rocked the arena. Although many might disagree, Kobe Bryant, a member of the team that again starred LeBron James and many of the 2008 Olympians, proclaimed the 2012 group better than the 1992 “Dream Team” that featured Michael Jordan, Magic Johnson, Larry Bird, Patrick Ewing, and Charles Barkley. From an Orange standpoint, Carmelo Anthony set an American Olympic single-game scoring record, firing in 37 points. He buried 10 of 12 three-point shots and made 13 of 16 field goal attempts in an 83-point victory (156–73) over completely outclassed Nigeria.

The 2012 Olympic Games was the most watched event in US television history, according to NBC and based on ratings data from Nielsen. Men’s basketball played a significant part in attracting viewers, and Boeheim played a role in the historical extravaganza. Krzyzewski and Boeheim both announced that they were retiring from Olympic coaching. But lo and behold, Krzyzewski and Boeheim changed their minds.

2016 Olympic Games

Krzyzewski and Boeheim added another chapter to their Olympic odyssey by winning their third gold medal during the 2016 Olympic Games in Rio de Janeiro. With only Anthony and Kevin Durant returning from the 2012 team, the US team still proved too much for the rest of the basketball world. Anthony, the first four-time American men’s basketball Olympian and first American men’s basketball three-time gold medalist, became the most prolific scorer in US men’s basketball history with 336 points. Anthony also holds the US record for rebounds (125), field goals made (113), free throws made (53), and games played (31). With three gold medals and one bronze, Anthony became the most decorated male in Olympic basketball history.

Boeheim called coaching in the Olympics a great life experience. After the 2012 Olympics, he told the Syracuse Post-Standard, “It can’t get much better than this.” However, in his final column in a series that he submitted to the same newspaper following the 2016 Olympics, Boeheim wrote, “The national championship for Syracuse in 2003 will always be the high-water mark for me. That was my alma mater, my team, my players, and our fans. That remains the top experience of my basketball life. But this is a pretty neat one, too. To represent your country and be a part of this is pretty good.”

Boeheim Stayed the Course

Boeheim’s national and international experience began in 1982. He first hitched up with Krzyzewski on the 1990 USA team that picked up the bronze medal at the World Championships in Argentina. Including the Olympics, Boeheim served as an assistant coach or a head coach on fourteen different international teams that represented the United States. Jim Boeheim had done extensive globetrotting. Despite his coaching resume, Boeheim, for much of his early years, was always in the background when talk of good coaches came up. That’s where he remained for most of his career. But Boeheim hung in there, stayed the course, paid his dues, and methodically collected victories as the years turned into decades. Like a fine wine, Boeheim aged. As good as he was when he was young, Boeheim got better as he got older. Finally, after earlier legends like Dean Smith, Lute Olson, Eddie Sutton, Denny Crum, Bobby Knight, and Jim Calhoun retired, Boeheim found himself as one of the patriarchs of the coaching profession. He was among the handful of coaches that ESPN and the other networks regularly called on for comments regarding any situation involving college basketball. He became a reoccurring guest on national radio and television talk shows. He was recognized as one of the relatively few resident experts of his profession. Like cream, Jim Boeheim had risen to the top of the coaching totem pole. It just took a while.

Boeheim eventually became a household name among sports fans around the country and in some parts of the world. His face was recognizable, and not just during basketball games and interviews but nationally due to being in a Nike Jordan advertisement with Carmelo Anthony. He was even in a couple of Hollywood movies: Blue Chips (1994) and He Got Game (1998), in which he made cameo appearances. He routinely hobnobbed with celebrities. In September of 2010, Boeheim was featured on Man v. Food with host Adam Richman on the Travel Channel, with the program filmed in Liverpool, New York, at Heid’s, famous for its hot dogs. During 2011 March Madness, Boeheim even popped up on Late Show with David Letterman as the brunt of one of Letterman’s jokes. With the almost nonstop coverage of the NCAA Tournament games taking place on four networks, under the topic “10 indicators of whether viewers had been watching too much college basketball,” number two was: “You’ve spent thousands of dollars on plastic surgery to look like Jim Boeheim.” Boeheim was recognized at Yankee Stadium. He was interviewed on CNN after the National Fathers’ Day Committee selected him one of six “Fathers of the Year.” In the Syracuse area, he was in commercials and on Christopher’s clothing store billboards. He was here. He was there. It seemed like Jim Boeheim was everywhere. Everybody knew Jim Boeheim.

But none of that just occurred, and it didn’t happen overnight. To better understand Jim Boeheim and how much he has achieved, it helps to know where he and the Syracuse program came from.


2     

GROWING UP IN LYONS, NEW YORK

James Arthur Boeheim was born on November 17, 1944, in Lyons, New York, a small village about ten miles north of the New York State Thruway and halfway between Rochester and Syracuse. A little, quaint rural community of about 5,000 people, Lyons is a few long basketball passes south of Lake Ontario. Like a lot of places, things in Lyons have changed. The town is not thriving the way it did a half-century ago. “In the 1960s, it had a big manufacturing base, but that has disappeared,” explained Tony Santelli, Boeheim’s best friend growing up and a longtime resident. “Now it’s a poor little town compared to what it was back then.” One thing that hasn’t changed is that Lyons remains proud of its favorite son. The town can be approached from four directions: north and south on Route 14, and east and west on Route 31. People approaching the town from each direction are greeted with a large orange sign:


WELCOME TO LYONS, NY

HOMETOWN OF LEGENDARY COACH

JIM BOEHEIM

OF THE SYRACUSE ORANGEMEN

NCAA

BASKETBALL CHAMPIONS 2003



The Boeheim family lived in a nondescript colonial brick house on 77 Williams Street, across from an elementary school, and where Jim’s father operated a funeral home. The family consisted of Boeheim’s father, Jim Sr., his mother Janet, and his younger sister Barbara. By all accounts, Janet was a charming and pleasant woman, but Boeheim and his father at times had difficulty getting along. The father and son had what could be called a contentious relationship. They played all kinds of games together, but the activities always turned competitive and frequently included or ended in disagreements, with Janet sometimes having to calm down her husband and son when the arguments got too heated.

Even when Jim was a youngster, the old man tried his hardest to best the kid. Boeheim told Jack McCallum of Sports Illustrated, “It didn’t matter if it was ping-pong, golf, cards, or pool. He tried to beat me every way he could, every time he could. When I could finally beat him, he didn’t take it very well. He’s definitely the person who taught me how to compete. My father had a good side, but he kept it pretty well hidden.” Jim got to where he could best his father in everything but cards, and that made matters worse.

Boeheim was even more specific, telling television sports reporter Graham Bensinger, “Every game we ever played was to the blood. We never played for fun. When we started playing ping-pong, he’d beat me 21–2, 21–1, 21–3. Eventually, it was 21–10. Then when I finally beat him, he put the racket down and that was it. We never played again. That’s the way it was for every sport. I [ended up] beating him in everything, but it took a long time.”

Santelli witnessed the relationship up close and provided some insight: “I saw the whole thing. One time we were playing golf and Jim was beating his father. By the fourth hole, his father quit and went home, telling Jim, ‘I’m not playing golf with you anymore.’ We never made it through nine holes. The best way to describe it was that it was a love-hate relationship,” said Santelli. In terms of competitiveness and the desire to win, Santelli put it this way, “Jim’s father wasn’t a whole lot different than his son is today.”

The tumultuous times with his father notwithstanding, Boeheim years later said that his parents always supported him. “My father never pushed me. He just was competitive,” Boeheim explained.

“Jim’s father was hard, but his mother balanced that out,” said Santelli. “His parents always attended Jim’s basketball games in high school and in college. Jim’s father always wanted Jim to excel, just not at his expense.” Still, even when watching his son play, no matter how well Jim did, apparently the young Boeheim couldn’t satisfy the old man. “Even if he had a good game, Jim told me that, after the game, he would get a lecture from his father,” Santelli related. Asked if that relationship bothered Jim, Santelli said, “No, nothing bothered Jim. That’s how confident he was with himself.”

Like father, like son. The future coach picked up his fiercely competitive spirit from his dad, a characteristic that benefited him right from the get-go as an athlete and later as a coach. “The one obsession I have is to win,” he would say years later. “Whether it’s on the court, or playing golf, or racquetball. If you get in my way, I’ll run over you. I want to win. I hate losing more than I like winning.” Boeheim’s attitude and drive to be successful cannot be stated any more succinctly. Add to that his stated fear of failure and the result is a man with a pit bull temperament trained to compete.

A string bean kid with a bookworm appearance and looking like the “before” picture in those bodybuilding advertisements, it was by sheer determination that Boeheim overcame any physical deficiencies he had to become an outstanding athlete. That explains why down the road Boeheim wouldn’t back down or be intimidated by big John Thompson, such as when Boeheim unleashed a fury in a tirade in the Big East Tournament postgame press conference when he felt the referees had taken a game away from Syracuse against Thompson’s Georgetown Hoyas, angrily flipping a chair as he exited the room. The ferocious will to win was ingrained in him, going all the way back to his battles with his father. Instead of being beaten down by an overbearing father, Boeheim parlayed that experience to help himself not just succeed but become one of the very best in a very competitive business.

As the son of a mortician, Boeheim was raised around coffins and corpses, but even in elementary school, he knew that he wanted to dribble and toss balls in baskets rather than embalm people and put them in boxes. There was a basketball goal in the driveway to the house Boeheim grew up in, where a young Jim Boeheim spent hours shooting baskets and working on his skills. “He did that every day. That’s all he did,” said Santelli, who is a couple of years younger than Boeheim and has been friends with him since grade school. “I used to play there with him, but I wasn’t in his league. He played even in the winter. I know, because I helped him shovel snow.”

Jim Weeks, Boeheim’s next-door neighbor, remembers young Jim being a skilled shooter at eight or nine years old. “We played one-on-one, PIG, 21 [and other individual competitions]. I don’t think I ever won a game, and I most likely failed to score in numerous outings,” he said in an email. “I was a year older, and I still couldn’t beat him.”

Many times Boeheim played late into the evening. It was his sister Barbara’s job to let him know when it was time to quit. “I was the one Dad sent to turn out the lights on the court when he decided the neighborhood had had enough of the bouncing ball,” she wrote in an email. The long hours of practice shooting at the goal in Jim’s driveway during the heat of summer and cold of winter, as well as the disciplined tutelage he received from Lyons High School coach Dick Blackwell through his formative years, paid big dividends. It was his basketball ability that took him away from his hometown.

Kids, including many of his future high school teammates, congregated at Boeheim’s court to play hoops. It was during those pickup games that Boeheim, who had a penchant for calling fouls on the other players, was tagged with the moniker “Sid,” after former NBA referee Sid Borgia. Some wonder if it’s why, when he became a coach, Boeheim always thought the officials were calling more fouls on his players.

A couple of Boeheim’s classmates, who wished to remain anonymous, said that throughout his high school years Boeheim was just consumed by basketball. A loner, he was content with playing hoops and golf whenever he got a chance. “Jim didn’t have a lot of close friends because all he did was play basketball,” said Santelli. Asked if Boeheim had girlfriends in high school, Santelli, who was best man in Boeheim’s first wedding and was also in Boeheim’s second wedding, responded: “Not really. He wasn’t one to socialize. I don’t think he went to the prom. His only real friends were his basketball friends. I was his best friend. We went fishing. He taught me how to shoot woodchucks. We went out to Sodus Point. We did things like that.”

Considered by those who knew him as pretty much more or less a one-trick pony, in truth, if the sport involved competition and a ball, Boeheim played it as a kid. Though he concentrated on basketball and golf, Boeheim, because of his hand-eye coordination and athletic ability, was a Little League baseball all-star as a pitcher and shortstop and played quarterback and wide receiver in sandlot football. He was also a sports fan, pulling for the Brooklyn Dodgers in baseball, the Boston Celtics and nearby Syracuse Nats in basketball, and the Cleveland Browns in football. However, it was basketball that he loved, and Boeheim was being schooled in the game at an early age. Coach Blackwell ran a feeder program on Saturday mornings for the town’s youngsters, with the practice sessions sometimes lasting several hours. Beginning in grade school, Boeheim was a regular participant in the programs, developing his skills and soaking up as much knowledge as he could about the game he loved. With his roots dug deep in Lyons, all the practice and dedication paid off in his future endeavors.

Appreciating the opportunities and the facilities that were available to him as a youth, Boeheim wanted to provide similar opportunities for inner-city kids in Syracuse. In 2009, Carmelo Anthony and Boeheim, as a part of their Courts 4 Kids initiative to refurbish and build basketball courts on playgrounds, dedicated their first basketball court at Wilson Park near the Carrier Dome. After redoing Schiller Park on Syracuse’s north side in 2010, Boeheim told those in attendance that he spent hours at such a place in his hometown. “I went to our neighborhood court every day, and if I hadn’t, I never would have played at Syracuse,” he said. “It was the only place to play.” In 2011, Boeheim refurbished Skiddy Park, stating, “I’d like to do a court a year and keep doing this project until we get every park in the city redone.” In 2012, Boeheim restored two courts at Leavenworth Park on the corner of Wilkinson Street and Barker Avenue. A month later, his program overhauled Lewis Park. Boeheim then turned to renovating the courts at the Syracuse Boys and Girls Clubs. Boeheim also put in new courts at the Booker T. Washington Community Center in Auburn. In 2015, Boeheim renovated Comfort Tyler Park on the corner of Colvin Street and Comstock Avenue near Manley Field House and across the street from his office in the Melo Center. Two more courts were renovated in Utica. Supporting another of his passions, Boeheim’s foundation in 2016 renovated The First Tee Golf Complex at Butternut Creek near Jamesville, which also became the home for the Boeheims’ foundation.

Boeheim played three years of varsity basketball for Blackwell, a legendary coach in Lyons who compiled a 210–80 record and won nine Wayne-Finger Lakes League Championships in 16 years at the school. When Boeheim was a junior and senior, the Lyons Lions posted back-to-back records of 15–1 and 14–0 and won the league championship, with Boeheim earning All-State honors. In the 1962 New York State Class AA Finals, in front of a then-record 9,871 people at the Rochester War Memorial, Lyons lost to undefeated East Rochester, 58–57, in double overtime, despite an 18-point performance from Boeheim. They finished with an overall 20–1 record. All the excruciating losses he suffered in big games notwithstanding, Boeheim to this day says the one to East Rochester still haunts him and remains, along with the loss to Indiana in the national championship game, the most disappointing of his career.

Boeheim, then 6-foot-3 and 150 pounds, played on Lyons teams that went 48–10. He scored 1,012 points during his high school career, including 520 points his senior season when he fired in 24.9 points per game to lead the Wayne-Finger Lakes League. In his junior year, he was league runner-up in scoring, with 19.3 points per game. Over the course of his high school career, Boeheim averaged 17.8 points per game.

Lyons had the same starting team during Boeheim’s junior and senior years. Along with Boeheim, who was the two-guard, there was 6-foot-5 center Don Oakleaf, Joe Holly, David Fratangelo, and Gary Tunnison. “They were an outstanding team,” said Santelli, who noted that around the time Boeheim played, Lyons had a four-year period when they only lost six games. “I remember one game at the end of the first quarter they had a 40–8 lead over Canandaigua, the second-best team in our league, and Jim had 21 points in the first quarter. But Coach Blackwell never wanted to embarrass an opponent, so he would always pull his starters when games got out of hand.” Boeheim finished with 33 points, after being taken out in the third quarter, as Lyons cakewalked to an 85–44 victory. Other teammates on the 1962 team included Mike DeCola, Joe Arnitz, Jim DeVito, David Barnes, David Maine, and Jerry Sellenne. The pride of Lyons, the townspeople packed the school gymnasium to see the team play.

Boeheim credited much of his development, work ethic, and success to Blackwell. “I had a great high school coach, an unbelievable coach, who was very successful and pushed us very hard and disciplined every player on the team,” Boeheim told Kevin Newell of Coach and Athletic Director magazine. “He taught me that there was only one way to play basketball. He was a stickler for fundamentals and details and doing things the right way. He taught me that at an early age, and it carried over.”

Santelli recalled Boeheim being slow, but he “played smart. He had the best basketball mind. He understood all aspects of the game, even back then.” According to Santelli, Boeheim became acquainted with the zone defense in high school. Boeheim said Lyons played a lot of 1–2–2 zone. Boeheim was also influenced by former Penn State coach John Egli, whose Nittany Lions used a 2–3 zone against the Orangemen when Boeheim was in college. Boeheim’s teammates at Syracuse said that he also picked up some of his zone philosophy from their coach, Fred Lewis, who they pointed out also played a lot of zone. Later, when Boeheim was an assistant, Syracuse coach Roy Danforth added the 2–3 to SU’s system. Boeheim said that he used various forms of the 2–3 zone throughout his tenure as SU’s head coach, tweaking and modifying it from time to time, depending upon the situation. Therefore, a hybrid is perhaps the most accurate way to describe the zone that became synonymous with Boeheim.

Jim was also a very good golfer, twice winning the National Association of Basketball Coaches Tournament and with it the title “Best Golfer in College Basketball.” He apparently got his golfing gene from his mother. “Janet was a great golfer,” stated Santelli. “She would shoot in the 80s from the men’s tee. She and her husband were also master bridge players. They would go all over and play.”

Boeheim played three years of varsity golf under Blackwell, who also moonlighted as the golf pro at the Wayne Hills Country Club, where Jim and his father frequently played, or more accurately, competed and argued. Blackwell passed away in 2008, but his son Matt recalls his father talking about Boeheim. “My dad said that Jim was very tenacious, and he had a very high, competitive spirit,” Matt Blackwell said. “My dad said that Jim loved the game, and when he was playing, he was in his element. He loved the competition. He described Jim as a tall, gangly, bony guy with a long reach. His defensive game was as good as his offensive game. He was pretty fearless. He really liked to mix it up. He was a player who played way beyond himself and got more out of his ability than anybody could expect.”

The way Coach Blackwell depicted the young Boeheim is in some ways what the older Boeheim looked for in the players he recruited—tall, thin kids with a wide wingspan who aggressively played defense and were not afraid to crash the boards. This includes guys like Louis Orr, Rafael Addison, Erich Santifer, Damone Brown, Herman Harried, Wendell Alexis, Hakim Warrick, Kueth Duany, Wes Johnson, and C. J. Fair right on through Jerami Grant, Chris McCullough, Tyler Roberson, Tyler Lydon, Oshae Brissett, and Marek Dolezaj. Players who, despite there slight stature, battled with the big boys to get the ball. Players who fought hard and never gave up, no matter what the situation or odds.

“My dad was not the type of person that would overpraise anybody, but I think in Jim, my dad met the student-athlete who matched my father’s own drive,” said Blackwell. “One of my father’s favorite expressions was, ‘To grow, reach beyond your grasp.’ My dad wanted to see other people achieve. I know my dad was intensely proud of Jim and his accomplishments. My dad held Jim in his highest regard. I’m sure my father knew that he had coached someone special. I think my dad considered Jim a part of his own legacy.” In the Lyons Tale, the school yearbook, under Boeheim’s senior picture, it says, “Call him Sid or call him Heimer, at basketball there’s no one finer.”

Further linked with his high school mentor, Boeheim and Blackwell were part of the first classes inducted, in 2003, into the Lyons Central School District Hall of Fame and the New York State Section V Hall of Fame. Both Blackwell and his protégé were also enshrined in the New York State Basketball Hall of Fame.

Like everyone else who knew Boeheim in high school and college, Santelli never envisioned his grade school and high school friend becoming famous and going on to be inducted into the Naismith Basketball Hall of Fame and be part of the coaching staff of the US Olympic Team. “Probably not,” he said when asked. “But once he became Roy Danforth’s assistant at Syracuse, we knew he had a shot at becoming a head coach somewhere, maybe at Syracuse. Jim was always fabulous with the X’s and O’s. Everyone knew that he knew basketball. We didn’t know, though, that he could recruit as well as he did. But he’s taught a rotation of assistant coaches how to recruit. He’s outstanding in recognizing players that other people didn’t think would be good. He’s made some very good teams with what others might call second- and third-team players.”

Santelli, who for years went on annual golfing trips with Boeheim and who still sees Boeheim periodically, said, “Jim hasn’t changed a bit. He always was a competitor in everything he did. He has a good sense of humor. He’s got a steel-trap memory. He’s probably misunderstood by people who don’t know him very well. He’s a great guy to be around. I used to see him a lot more. We keep in touch.”

From talking to people who knew him, Boeheim was a small-town person who grew into a big-time personality, but he was uncomfortable doing so. He was a guy who at one time would have been content coaching Lyons High School, like his mentor Blackwell, or the University of Rochester, where he once applied, as long as his teams were winning. He would have been happy without the spotlight or the glamour and definitely without having to deal with the press. However, once he became a celebrity, despite all the pressure and criticism he absorbed and put up with media he disdained, he wouldn’t trade any of it. After experiencing everything that he had, once he saw Paris, he wouldn’t have been satisfied if had he stayed in Lyons or Rochester.

Boeheim Becomes Involved in the Fight against Cancer

Both of Boeheim’s parents died from cancer. Janet succumbed to leukemia at the age of 58 in 1976, not long after her son took the Syracuse job and before he really became successful. Jim Sr. passed away from prostate cancer at the age of 68 in 1986, a year before his son made it to his first national championship game as a head coach. Decades later at the age Jim Sr. died, his son recorded his 900th victory. Boeheim himself was diagnosed with prostate cancer in December 2001. Looking back on when he found out he had the dreaded disease, he told Graham Bensinger, “You remember the moment, trust me; it straightens you right up.” Boeheim underwent surgery at the Barnes-Jewish Hospital in St. Louis. During the 2001–02 season, after missing only three games, he returned to the sidelines after his team lost to North Carolina State and Georgia Tech while he was recuperating. The three contests were the only games he missed in 39 years—that is until the NCAA suspended him for the first nine ACC games of the 2014–15 season.

Jim Calhoun, Boeheim’s coaching colleague at Connecticut, also developed prostate cancer not long after Boeheim. When Calhoun was diagnosed with squamous cell carcinoma—a form of skin cancer—Boeheim was among the first to call his friend to offer support. Boeheim’s college teammate, Chuck Richards, who played center when Boeheim was a freshman and sophomore, also contracted prostate cancer and confided in Boeheim. “Jimmy was the first person I called,” related Richards. “He recommended Dr. William Catalona, who is one of the best surgeons in the country and who had done numerous operations, including surgeries on celebrities.” Boeheim also lost one of his closest friends, Bill Rapp Jr., to esophageal cancer at the age of 65, as well as fellow coaching colleagues Jack Bruen from nearby Colgate University to pancreatic cancer at age 48 and Jim Valvano, who took North Carolina State to the national championship, to leukemia before the age of 50. “This cause is very important to me because of the personal experience I’ve had with family members, friends, and coaches dying from cancer,” Boeheim said. “It’s a very devastating disease.”

Consequently, Boeheim became a very strong advocate of cancer research. Always the competitor on the basketball court, he was taking on an opponent much tougher than Georgetown and Connecticut combined. Boeheim stated, “Prostate cancer is definitely one of the biggest challenges I’ve faced. I’m looking forward to working with a strong team of people in the fight against cancer.” Boeheim became increasingly involved on several fronts in the fight against the “Big C,” serving for many years as one of the leaders of the Coaches Against Cancer campaign, a cooperative fundraising program of the American Cancer Society and the National Association of Basketball Coaches that has raised more than $100 million since its inception. Following Missouri coach Norm Stewart’s lead, Boeheim was one of the first coaches to raise money for Coaches vs. Cancer. In 2005, Boeheim received the James P. Wilmot Cancer Center’s Inspiration Award. Boeheim served as the 2009 national spokesman for the “Know Your Score: Fight Prostate Cancer” campaign. In 2015, Boeheim was honored for his coaching and charitable work at the Dick Vitale Gala, which generated more than $2 million to fight cancer and pushed Vitale’s own cancer fundraising efforts to $14 million. In June 2016, the American Cancer Society presented Boeheim with the Circle of Honor Award. Raising money for cancer is “really the best thing that I’ve ever done in my life,” stated Boeheim.

Boeheim has been involved in several other charitable endeavors, including serving as the honorary chairman of the Kidney Foundation and working with organizations for multiple sclerosis, cystic fibrosis, Children’s Miracle Network, Make-a-Wish, Pioneer Center for Human Services, Lighthouse, People in Wheelchairs, Easter Seals, the Special Olympics, Rescue Mission, Children’s Miracle Network, Eldercare Foundation, Syracuse Community Health Center, SUNY Upstate Medical University, Boys & Girls Club of Syracuse, Jack Bruen Fund, and Casey’s Place.

Boeheim and his wife Juli started their own foundation in 2009: The Jim and Juli Boeheim Foundation. They have annually hosted their charity “Basket Ball” in Syracuse that each year generates between $500,000 and $700,000, and in 19 years, they have raised over $7 million. Jim has some input, but Juli essentially runs the foundation, pretty much deciding where the donations go. “Jim’s foundation that he has with Juli, that’s not about his ego. He’s very humble. There’s not one once of narcissism in his body,” stated Richie Duffy, a former teammate of Boeheim’s at Syracuse. “He defers the Foundation to Juli.”

Gerry McNamara, who played on Syracuse’s national championship team, told the Rochester Democrat and Chronicle, “What (Boeheim) and his wife have done, beyond the sport of basketball, is probably more impressive than anything he’s done on the basketball court.” In 2011, Boeheim was the recipient of the Father of the Year Award that was given in New York City. Four months later, Boeheim and Juli were honored as Distinguished Mentors by the Mary Nelson Youth Center in Syracuse. In 2014, Boeheim received the Jimmy V Award and became the fifth recipient of the Wayman Tisdale Humanitarian of the Year Award. They are “probably two of the best awards I’ve ever gotten,” he stated. “They’re very meaningful.”
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PLAYING WITH BING AT SYRACUSE

The year was 1962. John F. Kennedy was president of the United States. A first-class postage stamp cost four cents. John Glenn Jr. became the first American to orbit the Earth. West Side Story won the Academy Award for Best Picture. Johnny Carson had just begun his long run as host of The Tonight Show. Marilyn Monroe died. The NBA Nats were still playing in Syracuse. And 17-year-old Jim Boeheim enrolled at Syracuse University.

A small-town high school hotshot, Boeheim had considered going to Colgate, but he spurred the Red Raiders to walk-on at Syracuse. Featuring Bob Duffy, Richie Duffy’s older brother, Colgate back then had a stronger basketball program than Syracuse. At the time, Syracuse was a national power in football after winning the 1959 national championship, but they were a perennial loser in basketball. While halfback Ernie Davis helped the Orangemen beat Texas in the 1960 Cotton Bowl and two years later became the first African American to win the Heisman Trophy, the Syracuse basketball team in 1961–62 had the nation’s longest losing streak, dropping 27 games in a row. Attendance at basketball games was usually around a thousand and was “more like several hundred,” according to former SU sports information director Larry Kimball. More specifically, when the steep drop in performance began on February 22, 1961, only 939 people attended a game in the Onondaga County War Memorial to watch Syracuse lose to Canisius, 83–78, and on February 28, 1962, a mere 482 showed up to witness Syracuse’s 81–68 loss to Niagara, which marked the last game played in the War Memorial. The effort in futility finally ended on March 3, when the Orange squeezed out a 73–72 win at Boston College.

“That was not a lot of fun…” Manny Klutschkowski told Bud Poliquin of the Syracuse Post-Standard. “Those were tough times. The freshmen [team] used to kick our tails at every single practice.” To put the athletic program at that time into perspective, Manley Field House, where the basketball team was to play its games, was built that year, but it was primarily used as an indoor practice facility for the nationally-ranked football team.

This was at a time when the big names on campus were football stars Floyd Little and Larry Csonka, and Syracuse was producing the best running backs in the country. Before Davis, there was the fabled Jim Brown, an eight-time NFL rushing champion, the league’s all-time rushing leader when he retired and the standard by which all running backs are compared. Then came Jim Nance, who finished fifth in the nation in rushing his senior year before moving on to the Boston Patriots of the AFL where he twice led the league in rushing and was named MVP in 1966. Little became a three-time All-American and the 1971 NFL rushing leader while playing for the Denver Broncos. Csonka, the prototype fullback, starred for the undefeated 1972 Miami Dolphins and was named Super Bowl VIII MVP. Along with Davis on the Syracuse national championship team was John Mackey, who played for the 1971 Super Bowl V winning Baltimore Colts and is the namesake of the Mackey Award that is given to the best tight end in college football. Brown, Little, Csonka, and Mackey all became Pro Football Hall of Famers. Davis, potentially the best of them all, died from leukemia before ever playing a game for the Cleveland Browns. The Browns retired Davis’s jersey, making Davis the only player in NFL history to have his jersey retired without ever playing a game. Into this scene at Syracuse came Boeheim, along with Dave Bing, a high school All-American basketball player from Washington, DC. It was the football team that was in large part responsible for upgrading the basketball program.

“Ernie and John Mackey had an awful lot to do with it,” explained Bing, telling why he decided to attend Syracuse over UCLA, Maryland, Michigan, and other basketball powers that had targeted him. “I thought that if they were the type of people who went to Syracuse, I wanted to go there too. At that time, Syracuse was content with being a football power. It didn’t have a basketball program with a ‘name.’ I wanted to help change that,” said Bing, who became the best basketball player in Syracuse history and the school’s all-time leading scorer until being surpassed by Sherman Douglas in 1989.

Change it he did. Bing was the shining star and the magnet that attracted talented teammates to Syracuse. They included Chuck Richards, Rick Dean, George Hicker, Sam Penceal, Rex Trobridge, Dick Ableman, and Frank Nicoletti, all highly recruited players targeted by SU head coach Fred Lewis. Lewis invited Boeheim to try out for the team as a walk-on. Richie Duffy, a returning point guard, was picked to show Boeheim around campus. “I tried to convince Jim to come to Syracuse even though Colgate and Cornell were offering half-scholarships and Syracuse was not because I thought I was a better player than Jim and therefore Jim wouldn’t be a threat, which turned out not to be true.”

Bing was so talented that Boeheim initially questioned his decision about going to Syracuse. “I took a chance that I could play at Syracuse,” he said, “but my first week, when I first saw Dave Bing play, I had second thoughts. He was the best player that I had ever seen by far.” When Boeheim told his mother how overwhelmed he was with Bing, she said, “Don’t worry about Bing; just be better than the other players.” When Boeheim started out second string on the freshmen team, he realized it was going to be very difficult to get a scholarship. “I gambled, but I wouldn’t advise anybody to take that risk,” said Boeheim, who credited freshman coach Morris Osborne with helping him get the last available scholarship.

Bing and Nicoletti, a second-team high school All-American, visited Syracuse on the same day. Ernie Davis showed them around campus. Bing and Nicoletti roomed together as freshmen, with Nicoletti being the first white athlete at Syracuse to room with a black athlete. “I think our coach wanted me to make sure that Dave didn’t get into any trouble,” he joked. Bing was unimpressed when he first saw Boeheim, a gawky-looking string bean. “I couldn’t believe Boeheim was actually a basketball player,” he said. Bing and Boeheim roomed together their sophomore and junior years. Many on the team lived on the seventh floor of DellPlain Hall. The group grew pretty close and remains so today. They were happy to share their recollections of Boeheim and, in separate and lengthy interviews, pretty consistent in their analysis of Jim as a player and person, as well as the teams they played on. Boeheim is not hard to figure out, because, in several instances, they uncannily used the same or similar words and phrases to describe him. Furthermore, what they said is also in line with what people who knew Boeheim when he was growing up said, as well as how his coaching colleagues like Mike Krzyzewski and Rick Pitino described him years later. Except for sides of Boeheim’s personality that he only reveals to his closest friends, for the most part, what you see is what and who Jim is.

Back to the Bing effect. Richards, a 6-foot-9 center who transferred from Army, came to Syracuse in the Bing–Boeheim class. The first person at West Point over 6-foot-6 back when the academy had a height-restriction rule, Richards was recruited to help Syracuse elevate a basketball team that had, as he called it, been “putrid.” Like most of his classmates, Richards had several scholarship offers but chose Syracuse because of Bing.

“My coach at West Point told me that Fred Lewis was hired at Syracuse and he was bringing in six or seven ‘super-dupers.’ When I found out that Dave Bing was coming to Syracuse, I said, ‘I’m hooking onto that train.’ When we got there, as a group, we wanted to bring Syracuse basketball up to the level of SU football. We wanted to be part of the group that would do that.”

Hicker was offered more than seventy scholarships but quickly decided on Syracuse. “When I practiced with Bing on my recruiting visit, I said, ‘Wow, I want to go there and play with him.” Ableman and Trobridge were high school teammates at Bethlehem Central High School, just outside of Albany. Ableman referred to the basketball team that Syracuse had the year before his group arrived as “horrible,” apropos for a rag-tag outfit that won just two of 24 games and mostly floundered around in frustration. Ableman said football obviously was the main attraction at SU, and “we were the secondary act in town, no question.” He credits his recruiting class with helping the Orange basketball program get back on track. “Our freshmen class had some really great players,” Ableman stated. “I don’t mean to put the varsity down, but people would come to our freshmen games, and then leave before the varsity game.”

Richards, a captain in his junior and senior years, recalled that during the fall, the guys on the basketball team would get together for informal 5-on-5 scrimmages at old Archbold Gymnasium. “Dave Bing stood out, but the other players were all very good, highly recruited players too. In 1964–65, we had a great team and were ranked No. 7 in the preseason.

“And then there was Jimmy, a skinny guy with funny-looking glasses who was not on scholarship but was more of a ‘throw-in.’ The rest of us were recruited from all over, and we wondered, ‘Who is this guy? What’s he doing here?’ Jimmy was 6-foot-4, but he only weighed about 140 pounds. He couldn’t pass the ‘look-test,’” said Richards. “I mean, if you were a real player and you saw him, you’d say, ‘Ah, come on.’

“But it didn’t take long. You could tell that Jimmy was a good basketball player. He could compete. Jimmy was going up against some really good competition, and he worked and worked and really proved himself. Freshmen couldn’t play on the varsity then, but by his sophomore year, Jimmy got playing time. Jimmy was a real ‘heady-type’ player who tried to get the other guys involved. He was an excellent teammate,” continued Richards, who in his junior year averaged 22 points per game while Bing as a sophomore accounted for 22.2 points, the only time two SU players averaged more than 20 points per game. “Sometimes Jimmy would take a shot and you’d wonder and son of a gun it went in.”

Duffy provided this visual description for those old enough to remember early television. “Jim was fairly tall, but he looked like a bag of bones with everything going in an unathletic way. In practice, when Jim came dribbling down the court with those funny glasses, he reminded me of ‘Mr. Peepers,’” referring to the name of a comic character played by Wally Cox in the TV program Mr. Peepers, which ran in the early 1950s. “He looked awful, but he could play. He knew the game. You turn your head to the side and the next thing you know, he’s burying a 22-foot shot.”

Ableman said Lewis recruited guys “who could jump, rebound, and run, and Jim couldn’t do any of those things. From a talent standpoint, Jim was way down the list. If you looked at him, it was unlikely that you would think he was a basketball player. He was lanky and skinny. He wasn’t short, but he had no size. Jim could shoot, and if you asked him, he would probably say he had a jump shot, but it really was a one-hand push shot. Oh, he might have gotten off the floor an inch or two. We were pretty proud of our warm-up routine where we would have eight or nine guys in a row dunk because it was exciting for the fans, but I don’t remember Jim dunking. Not once,” said Ableman. “But Jim was like a gym rat. He just kind of hung around. He was a smart, scrappy player. In practice, he and I got into it many times because he would hold, push, or give you a little shove. I suspect that he felt he needed to do those things in order to compensate for his deficiencies. But Jim would not be intimidated.”

Nicoletti described Boeheim as “a garbage player and a pain in the ass, and I say that as a compliment. He was so skinny that people just knocked him all over the place, but he was so persistent.” An example of Boeheim’s mental toughness and no-quit attitude occurred during a practice session when Boeheim’s glasses were broken. He went into the locker room and a few minutes later, with his glasses taped up, returned ready and willing to mix it up some more. What Boeheim lacked in physicality, he made up for with determination. He was not a “front-runner” like some who only played well when things were going their way. Boeheim was a “gamer” the team could count on when the going got tough. “That’s why he became a good player by the time he was a senior,” stated Nicoletti.

Dean joked, “As far as basketball ability, Jimmy wasn’t a very physical player, but he was the kind of teammate that I would like to have with me in every situation, except a fight.” Maybe Boeheim wouldn’t start a fight, but he certainly wasn’t afraid, and if fisticuffs flared up, he wasn’t going to back off. Rex Trobridge recalled a game against Pittsburgh where the Panthers’ Brian Generalovich, also a Pitt football player who was drafted into the NFL by the Steelers, broke away on a fast break with only Boeheim standing between Generalovich and the basket. “Generalovich decided to go right through Boeheim, and he put Boeheim right into the bleachers,” detailed Trobridge. “Jim was black-and-blue all over the next day, but he stood right there and took the charge. He was a hard-nosed basketball player who wouldn’t shy away from contact. He was a very fiery competitor. He took basketball very seriously. It was very much his life.” Hicker reinforced that by stating, “Jimmy hated to lose. He was extremely competitive, as competitive as anyone I’ve ever played with, and he still is.”

Ableman mentioned a postseason all-star game in 1966 played in Albany. “I’m from the area, and a lot of people came out to see me, but Jim beat me out for the MVP in my hometown,” he related. “He played a good game and deserved the award.” All said unequivocally that Boeheim overcame physical limitations to make important contributions to the success of the team. “Jimmy got 100 percent out of his ability,” stated Dean, who played with Boeheim for three years. “Jimmy was a solid, steady player. He was always willing to do what he was supposed to do. He would lull the opposition into a false sense of security. The minute the guy guarding Jimmy would slouch off on him to try to overplay and stop Bing, Jimmy would kill them. I remember several games when Jimmy just went off. He always managed to get the job done.”

Hicker, who averaged 15.9 points a game and was the second-leading scorer behind Bing and ahead of Boeheim, said, “Obviously Dave Bing was the scorer, but Jim was probably the smartest guy I played with. Jim had a high basketball IQ. He just always, always was a very smart player,” repeated Hicker, himself a deadeye shooter with his shot tagged “The Hicker Flicker” that enabled him to finish as the fourth all-time scorer in school history, behind Bing, Billy Gabor, and Vinnie Cohen. “Jim also had a nose for the basketball. He had an uncanny ability to know where the ball was going when it came off the rim.” Others said the same thing, with slightly different phrasing. Dean described Boeheim as “more of a cerebral player. He was probably the smartest player we had. Jimmy just had a sense of where the basketball was going. Somebody would take a shot and the ball would take a crazy bounce. There would be ten guys on the court. Somehow Jimmy would know where the ball was going and the other nine wouldn’t.”

Penceal put it this way. “Boeheim could not jump but always seemed to be in the right place at the right time. We would all be jumping over the rim to get the ball, and he would be right there when it came down.” Duffy simply stated, “Jim got more rebounds off the floor than anybody I know.”

Trobridge said Boeheim was a good basketball player, but lacked athleticism. “He wasn’t as gifted as some other players. He couldn’t run like a deer or jump over the rim, but instinctively, he knew where to be at the right time. He might claim to have dunked once, but I’m not sure any of us saw it,” he said. Penceal believed “the difference between Boeheim and some of us was cultural. Some of us were urban players who came from big inner-city high schools. We were used to doing a lot of improvising, but Boeheim came from a small, rural high school. Boeheim’s basketball mind-set was to stick to the script. He was a player who did exactly what the coach said every time. That’s why I’m not surprised that he became a successful coach.” Or as Ableman clarified, “We were pretty sophisticated in what we did, and Jim learned the plays. He took advantage of his moments, and when he got in the games, it was damn hard to get him out. He earned his playing time. Once he got in, you knew he really belonged in there. We had some really good athletes who were on scholarship, but he earned our respect.” Boeheim’s coach, Fred Lewis, passed away in 1994, but assistant Roy Danforth recalled Boeheim being a “very good all-around player who understood the game and saw the floor well. He was a real good passer, and he could shoot.”

OEBPS/Images/halfimg.jpg
JIM BOEHEIM

and

Syracuse Basketball





OEBPS/Images/titleimg.jpg
JIM BOEHEIM

and
Syracuse

Basketball

IN'THE Z0NE

DONALD FE. STAFFO
FOREWORD BY DAVE BING

PORTS
FUbREae





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Jlm Boeheim

and

Syracuse

Basketball

DONA! | ll
STAFFO
FOREWORD BY DAVE BING





