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Introduction

Basketball is one of the few sports that was actually invented. James Naismith came up with it back in 1891 as a way to find something for his students to do at the YMCA Training School in Springfield, Massachusetts. The New England winters were too cold for outside activities like baseball, football, or soccer, and indoor substitutes like rope jumping or calisthenics were met with equal parts scorn and boredom.

Naismith had a winner, a participant sport that didn’t require a lot of room or equipment, a game that blended teamwork and individuality.

It didn’t take long for basketball to spread. Colleges and universities were playing the game within a few years. It spread into the South by the first decade of the 20th century.

As the rules changed and became standardized, the game also sped up and players became more skilled. Fans and media paid increased attention. The National Invitation Tournament started in 1938, the NCAA championships the following season.

Fast forward to 2016, and the NCAA has 351 teams playing men’s basketball just in Division I, the highest classification, with hundreds more in lower classifications.

That’s a lot of basketball, a lot of games, a lot of coaches, a lot of players, and a lot of championships. It’s a lot to digest.

But that’s also a long time for some hierarchies to be established. The broad consensus is that six colleges have distanced themselves from the field in historical terms. In alphabetical order, they are Duke, Indiana, Kansas, Kentucky, North Carolina, and UCLA.

This sextet has won 37 of the 77 NCAA Division I titles, and each team has advanced to a minimum of one Final Four in at least five different decades.

Five of these six schools are state-supported schools with large student bodies that translate into large and nearby fan bases, expansive facilities, and all the other benefits that come with that territory.

Sustaining dominance is always difficult. But Duke has really defied the odds. Duke is the outlier. Duke is an academically-elite, private school with barely 6,000 undergraduate students, students who come from all over the world.

With the University of North Carolina located less than 10 miles away, Duke likely isn’t even the most popular team in its home city of Durham, North Carolina. Duke plays its home games in a facility that opened before the United States entered World War II and reminds many first-time visitors of a high school gym.

Yet, competing in arguably the nation’s most competitive conference, Duke has won, won big, won consistently, over a span of time that exceeds a century. Duke became the fourth school to win 2,000 games and ranks near or at the top in NCAA titles, NCAA Tournament wins, Final Fours, poll rankings, and pretty much any other metric one can think of.

Nine different Blue Devils have won National Player of the Year awards in 11 seasons. Sixty-five former Duke players have played in the NBA and/or ABA, and more former Duke players have been selected in the NBA lottery than those from any other school. Duke has never had a losing decade and has never had more than three consecutive losing seasons (and that was in the 1920s).

And that aging gym? It’s become college basketball’s most iconic on-campus facility, largely because of the rabid and creative support of that tiny student body.

Speaking of icons, there’s Mike Krzyzewski, Coach K, the man who took over at Duke in March 1980 as a virtual unknown and hung around long enough to win more games than any other coach in men’s Division I history.

Krzyzewski took a program that had been performing at a high level for decades, brought it to a higher level, and then took it higher still.

In the pages that follow, I break down this big block of history and explore the men, the rivalries, the games, the venues, and the competitions that have made Duke basketball special.


1

SLAM DUNK LEVEL

  1.   In which league does Duke play? Answer on page 3.

  2.   Where does Duke play its home games? Answer on page 7.

  3.   Duke’s athletic teams play under what nickname? Answer on page 11.

  4.   What is the nickname of Duke’s student fans? Answer on page 11.

  5.   Who is Coach K? Answer on page 14.

  6.   Who is Duke’s biggest rival? Answer on page 21.

  7.   Which Duke player is the leading scorer in men’s NCAA Tournament history? Answer on page 23.

  8.   Who is the leading scorer in Duke history? Answer on page 31.

  9.   Which Duke player holds the NCAA career record in assists? Answer on page 36.

10.   What was the Dixie Classic? Answer on page 39.

11.   Which Duke player was named National Defensive Player of the Year three times? Answer on page 41.

12.   Which Duke basketball player is the son of a four-time NFL All-Star? Answer on page 42.

13.   For whom was Duke’s iconic basketball facility named? Answer on page 46.

14.   What is the only college team to have two national players of the year in the same season? Answer on page 48.

15.   Who is “The Landlord”? Answer on page 52.

16.   What Duke team was ranked No. 1 in the AP poll every week of the season? Answer on page 53.

17.   What Duke team went from the cellar to the penthouse in one season? Answer on page 59.

18.   Who are the three brothers who all played for Duke teams that won the NCAA title? Answer on page 64.

19.   Who was the first Duke freshman to be voted first-team All-ACC? Answer on page 67.

20.   Duke’s first Final Four and first ACC Player of the Year were in the same year. What was the year and who was the player? Answer on page 69.

21.   What Duke player scored a career-high 36 points after a two-month injury absence? Answer on page 74.

22.   Who was the first freshman to be named ACC Player of the Year? Answer on page 76.

23.   Who was Duke’s first McDonald’s All-American? Answer on page 78.

24.   Who was the first freshman to lead Duke in scoring and rebounding? Answer on page 81.

25.   What is the “Miracle Minute”? Answer on page 82.

26.   What was the first team to have four first-round NBA draft picks? Answer on page 85.

27.   Which Duke team was called “alarmingly un-athletic” by a prominent ESPN analyst on live TV? Answer on page 85.


SLAM DUNK – ANSWERS

1. The Atlantic Coast Conference. Duke was a charter member of the ACC in 1953 and has never considered leaving that circuit, which has had anywhere from seven to 15 members.

The ACC has been considered one of the best basketball conferences in the nation since its inception. But the ACC was actually founded as a football conference. College football underwent a major expansion after World War II, as the GI Bill fueled an explosive expansion of college campuses, while improved technology spread the sport’s popularity.

It all began with a rift that existed in the Southern Conference. Duke was one of a number of conference schools that wanted to play big-time college football in the years immediately following World War II.

Smaller Southern Conference schools decried what they considered an over-emphasis on the sport and in turn demanded a lower profile for football.

The small schools outnumbered the football schools. The Southern Conference even banned schools within the conference from playing in bowl games. Clemson and Maryland defied the ban in 1951 and were suspended from conference play the following season.

The football schools broke away in May 1953, meeting in Greensboro, North Carolina, which has remained home to the league’s headquarters. The founding members were Clemson, Duke, Maryland, North Carolina, North Carolina State, South Carolina, and Wake Forest. Virginia joined over the summer, creating a geographically compact, eight-team circuit.

It didn’t take long for the ACC to make its mark on the hardwood.

The Southern Conference had 17 teams in 1952-53, playing anywhere from 11 to 21 conference games. Some teams played each other twice, others didn’t play at all.

The only way to determine a conference champion was to have a postseason tournament, usually consisting of eight teams.

The ACC inherited this format for its first season, a season with an unbalanced schedule; late-arrival Virginia only played five ACC games that first season.

But the ACC decided to continue the format, with all eight teams playing a single-elimination tournament to decide the official conference champion and the league’s automatic bid to the NCAA Tournament.

None of the other big conferences determined their champion this way, preferring the grind of a regular season.

The ACC did occasionally pay a competitive price as a result of this format. Some of the best teams in the league’s first two decades saw their seasons end prematurely due to a bad night. South Carolina went 14-0 in the 1970 ACC regular season. But their best player suffered a sprained ankle in the ACC Tournament and they were upset in the finals, ending their season at 25-3.

But on balance, the ACC Tournament was a huge advantage. Not only did it put the new league firmly on the map, but also it generated a tsunami of enthusiasm, especially in the state of North Carolina, home to half of the league’s eight teams and host of every ACC Tournament until 1976.

North Carolina State’s Everett Case came to NC State in 1946 and captured nine Southern or ACC Conference tournaments in his first 10 seasons. Case elevated the sport in the mid-Atlantic but was never able to go all the way. The first ACC team to capture the national title was North Carolina, which went 32-0 in 1957.

The 1957 finals were held in Kansas City. After North Carolina captured the East Regional, Greensboro businessman Castleman D. Chesley put together an impromptu, three-station network to televise North Carolina’s games back to North Carolina.

It was a huge gamble for Chesley and it paid off in a big way. Families with televisions opened their homes to neighbors, while stores selling TVs stayed open well past their normal closing times.

North Carolina defeated Wilt Chamberlain and Kansas 54-53 in three overtimes and the ACC never looked back. The conference contracted with Chesley for a full season of conference basketball and beginning in 1958 the ACC game of the week became a Saturday staple.

No other conference had anything like it and it bolstered the league’s popularity with fans and recruits, while providing a blueprint for the college game’s eventual expansion into the television universe.

Like other southern conferences, the ACC was racially segregated in its early days. Maryland—the league’s northernmost school—integrated its basketball team first, when Billy Jones broke the color barrier in December 1965.

The rest of the league dipped its toes in the waters and the league was fully integrated by 1971.

North Carolina State’s David Thompson was one of those pioneering African American stars. Thompson led State to the 1974 NCAA title, the league’s second. This team ended UCLA’s seven-year title run in the Final Four.

An earlier tournament win, however, had an even more profound impact. NC State was ranked No. 1 when they advanced to the ACC Tournament title game against fourth-ranked Maryland. State edged Maryland 103-100 in overtime, in what is widely considered the greatest game in ACC history.

Another ACC Tournament title game that changed the college landscape took place at the end of the 1982 tournament, when top-seeded North Carolina and second-seeded Virginia squared off. North Carolina was led by James Worthy, Sam Perkins, and freshman superstar-in-waiting Michael Jordan, while Virginia had 7-4 Ralph Sampson, the nation’s best player.

North Carolina led 44-43, with just under eight minutes left, when they went into a delay game. Dean Smith wanted Virginia’s bigger but slower defenders to come out of their zone and wanted to draw Sampson away from the basket.

Virginia stayed back. North Carolina held the ball for over seven minutes, while an enraged national TV audience watched some of college basketball’s best players stand around and do nothing.

The game ended with North Carolina winning 47-45. Both teams advanced to the NCAAs, with North Carolina winning it all.

The NCAA gave conferences permission to experiment with different rules the next season. The ACC went with a 30-second shot clock and a 17-foot, 9-inch 3-point shot.

The NCAA adopted a shot clock in 1985 and a 3-point shot in 1987.

Since its inception, the ACC has lost two original members—South Carolina in 1971 and Maryland in 2014. Georgia Tech joined the league in 1978, and Florida State joined in 1991. For the first forty seasons of its existence, the ACC ranged in size from seven to nine teams and every basketball team played every other team twice in the regular season, a double round-robin.

Those days are long gone, as football-driven expansion has pushed the ACC to 15 teams, including traditional hoops powers Syracuse and Louisville.

2. Cameron Indoor Stadium. Opened in 1940 as Duke Indoor Stadium and named after Eddie Cameron in 1972, Cameron is college basketball’s most iconic on-campus facility. Sports Illustrated ranked Cameron as the fourth best sports venue in the world in 1999.

Cameron Indoor Stadium is more than three-quarters of a century old. Its listed capacity of 9,333 is about half of that of the home courts of nearby rivals, the University of North Carolina and North Carolina State University. It lacks many of the amenities of newer facilities.

But it’s still one of a kind.

Legend has it that basketball coach Eddie Cameron and football coach Wallace Wade sketched the outlines of the stadium on the back of a matchbook.

The Indoor Stadium opened on January 6, 1940. Princeton was the opponent.

It was a big deal. Local elected officials toured the facility and were impressed. The head of the Durham Chamber of Commerce used words like “colossal” and “wonderful.”

The word “colossal” is not often used to describe Cameron. But it was a different world in 1940.

Cameron was designed by Philadelphia architect Horace Trumbauer, who had designed much of Duke’s West Campus and James B. Duke’s New York mansion.

Trumbauer had one concern about the proposed facility. He thought it was too ambitious. Surely, he told Duke, they would never need anything larger than 4,000 seats.

Duke didn’t listen.

The facility was the largest basketball structure south of Philadelphia’s Palestra. The opening-night crowd of 7,500 was the largest crowd to see a college basketball game in the South.

The Indoor Stadium cost $400,000 (or just under seven million in today’s dollars) and was largely paid for by revenues from Duke’s appearances in the 1939 and 1942 Rose Bowls and the 1945 Sugar Bowl.

A dedication ceremony was scheduled for 8 p.m., with the tipoff to follow. The keynote speaker was Robert B. House, a dean at the University of North Carolina, representing the Southern Conference.

House and assorted other dignitaries walked to the microphone at exactly eight, at which point the lights went out.

Something about a bad fuse. It took 10 minutes to get them back on.

Duke’s Glenn Price had the first point ever scored in the building, a free throw. A few minutes later, he made the first field goal, putting Duke up 3-0.

Princeton tied the game 16-16 at the half but Duke pulled away late, using a 9-0 run to fuel a 36-27 win.

Price led everyone with 13 points.

Everett Case took over as head coach at North Carolina State for the 1946-47 season and sparked such enthusiasm for the sport that the 1947 Southern Conference Tournament was hastily moved from Raleigh’s 4,000 seat-capacity Memorial Coliseum to the Duke Indoor Stadium.

Duke hosted two Southern Conference Tournaments, both won by NC State. Reynolds Coliseum, with a 12,400-seat capacity, opened on the NC State campus for the 1949 season and the Southern Conference—and then ACC—Tournament was moved there.

The name change for the stadium was precipitated by Eddie Cameron’s announcement that he was retiring as athletic director in 1972. Cameron had been athletic director at Duke since 1951, following a coaching career at Duke that started in 1928.

The newly-christened Cameron Indoor Stadium had its critics. In 1973, television analyst Billy Packer said, “Duke has the worst gym in the ACC. An 18-year-old boy today is impressionable. And the Duke gym doesn’t make a good impression on someone who is deciding where to play college basketball.”

Duke began sprucing up Cameron but didn’t embark on a full-scale renovation until 1989. Yet Duke has resisted calls to fully replace Cameron with something more modern and nothing resembling a new arena is on the horizon.

Combine the noise and intimacy of Cameron with hall-of-fame coaches and All-America players and you have lots of Duke wins. Through the 2015-16 season Duke has an 847-157 record in Cameron. That’s a winning percentage just over 84 percent. Duke is 364-102 in ACC competition. The team has had one losing season at Cameron—a 7-8 mark in 1944—and 18 undefeated seasons there. The Blue Devils have scored 100 or more points 127 times in Cameron. Opponents have done so six times.

Coach Vic Bubas had an eight-year run of 76-5 at home in the 1960s. Bill Foster’s last three Duke teams went 32-3 at Cameron. Mike Krzyzewski has had four home winning streaks in excess of 40 games, with 46 consecutive wins (1997–2000) being the best to date.

The first nationally-televised game from Cameron was Duke’s 69-64 win over Marquette in 1979. The establishment of ESPN later that year upped the ante. Most of Duke’s home games are now nationally televised.
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Mike Krzyzewski led his team to 46 consecutive wins (1997–2000) at Cameron Indoor Stadium. (AP Photo/Grant Halverson)

3. The Blue Devils. But it doesn’t mean what you think. Despite the horns, the pitchfork, and the tail of the iconic mascot, the nickname has no satanic implications.

To understand the full implications of the nickname, we have to go back to World War I, which the United States entered in 1917, allied with France, among others.

The United States needed to sell war bonds to finance the war effort.

One of the most popular solicitations involved speeches made by a group of elite French Alpine soldiers, the Chausseurs Alpins (Alpine Hunters), who toured the United States.

The Alpine Hunters wore distinctive blue uniforms, complete with capes and berets. They became known as the Blue Devils.

It’s not clear if the Blue Devils appeared at Trinity College (Trinity College became Duke University in 1924). But they were so well known in the United States that Irving Berlin wrote a popular song about them called “The Blue Devils of France,” which praised their courage and panache.

Trinity’s athletic teams had not had an official nickname prior to World War I, going by such unofficial names as “The Fighting Methodists” or “The Blue and White.”

Trinity was re-instituting football after a quarter-century gap, and the “Fighting Methodists” wasn’t going to scare anybody. The school paper, the Trinity Chronicle, pushed for something more fearsome, and Blue Devils became a favorite option. Many returning students were war veterans, so they knew all about the courage and honor associated with the Blue Devils.

Trinity’s athletic teams became the Blue Devils in 1922.

4. The Cameron Crazies. It’s not clear when the name was first used, although it was in widespread use by the middle 1980s. The Duke students are situated at courtside, only a few feet from the court—a pretty good place to make noise in a venue that barely holds 9,000.

Cameron was loud long before it officially became Cameron, in 1972. After a December 1964 game against Michigan, Duke star Jack Marin compared the volume to a jet aircraft taking off.

Gary Melchionni described it after a 1972 win over North Carolina.

“The noise level reached the white-noise stage, where it really isn’t noise, it’s something else.”

Television made the Crazies nationally famous, as more and more games were broadcast and antiseptic, modern arenas moved students away from the action in favor of sedate season-ticket holders.

NBC’s Al McGuire showed up for a game in 1979 with a whip and a pith hat, playfully riffing on the Crazies’ reputation as animals.

The students took a PR hit in 1984, when Maryland came to town. Maryland player Herman Veal had been accused of sexual improprieties and the students littered the floor with underwear and condoms when Veal was introduced.

The students were pilloried in the press, especially by the Washington Post. Duke president Terry Sanford responded with an open letter to the students, imploring them to “think of something clever but clean, devastating but decent, mean but wholesome, witty and forceful but G-rated for television.”

The so-called Uncle Terry Letter reset the switch and has served as the template for the Crazies for more than three decades.

Contrary to popular belief, much of what comes from the Crazies is not spontaneous. Cheer sheets are in evidence and television cameras do not go unnoticed.
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The Cameron Crazies prepare to cheer Duke on to another victory. (AP Photo/Gerry Broome)

And every Duke graduate swears the Crazies are nothing like they were back in the day.

But they are invariably loud, usually clever, and frequently intimidating to opponents.

In an example of one of the more unique circumstances, UNC’s Steve Hale sat out a 1986 game with a collapsed lung. The Cameron Crazies pointed at Hale, chanting “in-hale, ex-hale, in-hale, ex-hale.”

Even Hale thought it was funny.

The Cameron Crazies aren’t the only student section known as a Sixth Man. But they’re on every short list. Any time another university cheering section wants to extol its quality, it compares itself to the Cameron Crazies.

5. The winningest coach in men’s D-I history, Mike Krzyzewski has been Duke’s head coach since he replaced Bill Foster in 1980.

The median age in the United States is just under 38. If we assume that toddlers don’t really follow college basketball, then that means more than half of US college basketball fans have no memory of Duke basketball before Krzyzewski arrived.

Through the end of the 2016 season Duke has played 2,951 games. Krzyzewski has coached 1,232 of them. He’s coached over 55 percent of the games Duke has played in Cameron Indoor Stadium and almost 70 percent of Duke’s regular-season ACC games. His teams have won all of Duke’s NCAA titles, 13 of the school’s 19 ACC Tournament titles, and have accounted for 12 of Duke’s 16 Final Four appearances.

It almost didn’t happen.

Krzyzewski was the ultimate stealth candidate. The three candidates to replace Foster were believed to be Mississippi coach Bob Weltlich, Old Dominion coach Paul Webb, and Duke assistant Bob Wenzel.

One local columnist was so certain this was the final list that he guaranteed that Foster’s replacement would answer to “Coach W.”

Duke athletic director Tom Butters and Indiana coach Bob Knight were friends. Weltlich had been an assistant under Knight at both Army and Indiana and it was natural that Butters would ask Knight about Weltlich.

Somewhere in the phone conversation Butters asked Knight if there was anyone else Duke should think about.

Krzyzewski had played for Knight at Army and coached for him one year at Indiana, before taking the head job at West Point.

Krzyzewski was coming off a 9-17 season at Army and was 73-59 overall, with one NIT appearance.

But Knight told Butters that Krzyzewski had the best young basketball mind in the country and that he has “all of my virtues and none of my flaws.”

Butters brought Krzyzewski in for an interview. Krzyzewski thought he nailed it but left without an offer. Iowa State was interested in Krzyzewski but he had been holding them off.

Krzyzewski headed for the Raleigh-Durham airport and what he felt was a likely date with Ames, Iowa.

Back at Duke, Butters was telling assistant AD Steve Vacendak that Duke had found its man.

Vacendak’s response? “Then why are we letting him get on a plane?”

Butters sent Vacendak to the airport to find Krzyzewski.

The deal was done. And that local scribe? He claimed he was right. Krzyzewski was Coach Who.

The school newspaper headlined “Krzyzewski: this is not a typo.”

Krzyzewski was 33 years old.

Krzyzewski didn’t exactly inherit a bare cupboard. His first Duke team had three future NBA players—forwards Gene Banks and Kenny Dennard and guard Vince Taylor.

Duke finished 17-13 in 1981 and made the NIT. But Banks and Dennard were seniors and Taylor was a junior and there wasn’t much behind them.

Recruiting at Duke and the ACC is much different from recruiting at a military academy, and it took Krzyzewski some time to figure things out. He targeted too many players early on. His first two classes brought in a bunch of complementary players, which is nice if they have top-tier talent to complement.

Krzyzewski’s second Duke team may have been the worst team in Duke history. They went 10-17 (4-10 in the ACC) and were outscored by an average of 6 points per game, the worst differential ever for Duke.
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Johnny Dawkins finishes a reverse dunk for two of his 2,556 Duke points. (AP Photo)

Duke lost at home to Appalachian State and lost at home 40-36 to a mediocre Maryland team, in what may have been the worst game ever played in Cameron Indoor Stadium.

And that was with Taylor leading the ACC with 20.3 points per game.

Krzyzewski desperately needed help, and he responded with a class that likely saved his career—forwards Mark Alarie and Jay Bilas, wing David Henderson, and most importantly guard Johnny Dawkins.

It’s difficult to overstate the importance of Dawkins. A lightning-quick and highly skilled 6-foot-2 lefty, Dawkins was a McDonald’s All-American. He turned down hometown Maryland and Big East powers like Villanova.

“I grew up an ACC fan and always saw myself playing in the league,” Dawkins told me years later. “I remembered Duke’s great teams from the late 1970s, so I knew the school could compete. The academic reputation was terrific, but, ultimately, it was the people who sold me, especially Coach K. He did such a great job of recruiting me as an individual, painting a vision for my future. He was fiery, competitive, and knew where he wanted to go and how to take us there.”

Bilas told a similar tale. “He explained how he would build the program, how we would win. I trusted him. It’s as simple as that.”

Krzyzewski started four freshmen in a veteran league that included seniors like Ralph Sampson at Virginia and Thurl Bailey at NC State.

It was a rough introduction. Alarie said Krzyzewski threw the freshmen into “the deep end of the pool.”

Duke did have a promising win at improved Maryland. But there was a home loss to Wagner College, losses to North Carolina by 21 and 24 points, and an overall 3-11 ACC regular season.

Duke hit rock bottom in the ACC Tournament, opening against Sampson and second-ranked Virginia. If it had been a boxing fight, the referee would have stopped it early.

By the time the carnage was over, the scoreboard read 109-66.

It was the worst loss since the Taft Administration. The worst in school history had come back in 1913, when Trinity lost to Washington and Lee 90-15.

The loss to Virginia ended Duke’s season at 11-17, tying the previous season’s record for most losses.

Krzyzewski remains the only Duke coach to have consecutive losing seasons since Duke joined the Southern Conference in 1928.

Twenty-five miles down the road, NC State was celebrating a national title under Jim Valvano, who started at NC State within days of Krzyzewski’s arrival at Duke.

The comparison was not flattering.

Butters was inundated with phone calls and letters, demanding that he fire Krzyzewski. Big donors threatened to pull away their checkbooks. It got ugly.

Few would have blamed Butters for firing a 36-year-old coach who was 38-47 at Duke.

But Tom Butters wasn’t easily intimidated.

For the second time, he rolled the dice on Mike Krzyzewski. He not only kept him, but he even extended his contract.

Butters almost certainly knew of the immediate aftermath of that 43-point ACC Tournament debacle, when the Duke coaches and support staff retired to an Atlanta restaurant to lick their wounds.

It was there that a staffer proposed a toast. “Here’s to forgetting tonight.”

Krzyzewski interrupted. “Here’s to never forgetting tonight.”

Duke won its next 16 games against Virginia.

The callow freshmen of 1983 turned into veterans in 1984, augmented by the arrival of point guard Tommy Amaker, an elite defender and ball distributer.

The biggest wins came in the ACC Tournament. The fourth-seeded Blue Devils edged Georgia Tech in overtime to advance to a semifinal match against North Carolina.

The Tar Heels were coming off a 14-0 ACC regular season and were ranked number one in the nation. Their lineup was led by National Player of the Year Michael Jordan and fellow first-team All-American Sam Perkins.

But Duke had played Carolina tough twice, losing a week earlier in Chapel Hill in double overtime only after missing a crucial foul shot late in regulation that would have sewn up the win.

Duke pulled off the upset, 77-75, matching every haymaker with one of their own.

Mark Alarie scored 21 points for Duke. “This was a watershed,” he said. “There was no more questioning ourselves. We knew we could beat anybody.”

This would be Duke’s last win of the season. The exhausted Blue Devils lost in the ACC Tournament title game to Maryland, got a bye in the first round of the NCAA Tournament, and lost in the round of 32 to Washington.

But a corner had been turned. There would be no more talk about replacing Krzyzewski, who turned Duke into a national contender, then a perennial national contender, and ultimately into an institution.

It hasn’t all been smooth sailing since then though. Krzyzewski underwent back surgery in 1994. Always a fierce competitor (which is usually an asset), Krzyzewski disregarded medical advice and came back too early from surgery.

On Duke’s trip back from the Rainbow Classic in late December, Krzyzewski suffered through an agonizing flight, coached two more games in pain, and went on a medical leave of absence that eventually extended through the season.

He was replaced for the duration by his top assistant, Pete Gaudet.

Duke was 9-3 when Krzyzewski shut it down but finished 13-18, the most losses in school history.

Eight of the team’s losses under Gaudet were by five or fewer points, including double-overtime losses at home to Virginia and North Carolina.

Duke missed the NCAA Tournament for the only time since that 1983 season.

Two years later Duke captured the ACC regular-season title and four years later made it to the NCAA title game.

What makes Mike Krzyzewski so successful? Certainly, recruiting is a big part of his success. It’s been said that 90 percent of the time the team that gets off the bus with the most talent will win.

Duke usually gets off the bus with the most talent. Duke has had at least one McDonald’s and/or Parade All-America team member, beginning with that Dawkins-Alarie class. Krzyzewski has sent over 50 players to the NBA.

Why? Krzyzewski has a rare ability to articulate a vision and get people to buy into it.

The passion is obvious to even casual fans. Insiders remark on his organizational abilities, attention to detail, and time-management skills. He’s disciplined but flexible, prepared but adaptable, and skilled in tactics and strategy, means and ends.

After a dismal effort at Virginia in 1991, Krzyzewski called a practice as soon as his team got off the bus back at Duke. “That’s why Coach K is so good,” Bobby Hurley told me. “It was his way of saying this was unacceptable.”

Dennard, who played one season for Krzyzewski, spoke admirably of his coach.
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