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  Dedication




  For Stephanie and McKay, whose smiles are the best part of going to a game—and coming home from one.




  Acknowledgments




  One of Dean Smith’s best known innovations was requiring a player who scored a basket to point to the player who had thrown him the pass that led to the hoop. “Thanking the passer” became a trademark of Carolina basketball, pleasing Smith, who often commented that while everyone was celebrating the player who scored, the player who threw the pass went virtually unnoticed. Under Smith, the Heels also tracked assists differently: any good feed to the post resulted in a coach’s assist, even if the shot was missed.




  That’s how I feel about this book. Without assists from numerous people, it never would have been written. Quite obviously, the 2003–04 University of North Carolina basketball players were essential, and they were continually even more cooperative than I had hoped. They answer thousands of questions from the media each season, but none of them—Justin Bohlander, Raymond Felton, Damion Grant, Rashad McCants, Phillip McLamb, Jackie Manuel, Sean May, Jonathan Miller, Wes Miller, David Noel, Damien Price, Byron Sanders, Melvin Scott, Reyshawn Terry, and Jawad Williams—ever complained about fielding their eighth “How did that make you feel?” query of the day. Most of them have been through the most trying era in Carolina basketball history and have emerged in a way that should make even the most cynical Tar Heel fan proud. Eric Hoots belongs in the players’ category as well, because he put in at least as many hours as everyone on scholarship and was the unquestioned guru of the Dr. Dish machine.




  For the Carolina coaches, and especially Roy Williams, it must have been jarring to accept a high-profile job and discover a few months later that a book was being written about their exploits. As Joe Holladay said at one point, “You’re writing a book? I didn’t know you knew that many words.” He was right, I don’t, but Williams, Holladay, Steve Robinson, Jerod Haase, and C. B. McGrath were patient with someone they’d never met before April 14, 2003, and helped me understand their program, both on and off the court. They are one of the best examples I’ve ever seen of a group of individuals working together as a cohesive unit. Two decades after being a member of what may have been the best staff in college hoops history—with Dean Smith, Bill Guthridge, and Eddie Fogler—Williams now employs a staff that rivals that one.




  Of course, they wouldn’t be quite as efficient without the basketball office staff. Emily Cozart, Armin Dastur, Jennifer Holbrook, and Kay Thomas keep one of the top college programs in the nation running smoothly and were never too busy to give a quick smile. It has been suggested that they deserve to be honored at halftime of a basketball game—but all are too modest to ever consider the idea.




  What few fans realize is that sportswriters don’t actually do much work. Sports information staffs across the country do it all for them, providing stats and the sort of facts and figures that make a good article a great one. After following the Tar Heels across the country over the past several years, I am quite convinced that Steve Kirschner and Matt Bowers in UNC’s basketball sports information department are the best in the business.




  Everyone at Tar Heel Monthly made the past twelve months a fairly painless publishing year. That publication would be a mere shell without the hard work of Jeffrey Camarati, Bill Cole, Jennifer Engel, Grant Halverson, John Kilgo, Matt Morgan, Mick Mixon, and Lee Pace. Jones Angell also is an invaluable contributor to the magazine—and a fast-rising star in the broadcast business—but was even more essential as someone to bounce ideas off of throughout the writing process.




  I would be remiss not to thank the following folks: Neil Amato, Woody Durham, Larry Gallo, Bill Guthridge, Clint Gwaltney, Jeff Jeske, Cody Plott, Dean Smith, Sandra Umstead, and Jill Whitaker. All helped in some fashion, although they may not have even realized it. Tom McCarthy at The Lyons Press was excited about the idea from the first day he heard about it and had considerable patience with a writer who is not a veteran.




  The highlight of Carolina’s end-of-season basketball banquet are the senior speeches. Most of the graduating players make it through dry-eyed until they reach the part where they have to thank their families. Now, I see why. My dad, Jim, still claims he thought of the idea for this book. I’m not sure about that, but I am sure my parents are the ones who first started taking me to basketball games when I was too little to know the difference between a block and a charge. My wife Stephanie is one of the few women in the world willing to consider a sports event a “date night.” She also has an underappreciated knowledge of college basketball, right down to Larry Miller’s jersey number. My daughter McKay had the misfortune to be born at the same time her father signed a book contract. Watching games with her cast everything in a new light and gave me a greater appreciation for some of the sacrifices coaches have to make. I will never hear the song “Jump Around” in quite the same way.




  There is one other important group of people to thank—Carolina basketball fans. The thousands who read Tar Heel Monthly and pack the Smith Center make projects like this possible, and enabled someone who never quite grew tall enough to play power forward to still make a living going to basketball games.




  All of the people mentioned above contributed immeasurably to this book. Mark them down for, at minimum, a coach’s assist.




  Prologue




  The first loss of the Roy Williams era at the University of North Carolina takes place in front of a few hundred kids. It is not reported in any newspapers. It does not hurt the Tar Heels’ NCAA Tournament chances. Very few Carolina fans will ever know the game was played.




  But the loss makes Williams extremely concerned.




  Every summer, the University of North Carolina holds its annual summer basketball camp at the storied Dean E. Smith Center. It is the most popular camp in the state, and for many years potential campers had to be referred by a member of the Rams Club, the school’s athletic fund-raisers. In the summer of 2003, the camp offered three sessions, each filled to maximum capacity of some five hundred school-age children eager to learn from current players and the new coach of the Tar Heels, who had been on the job just over two months.




  For most of the campers, the highlight is the counselors’ game, which matches the current Carolina players against alumni, who frequently return to Chapel Hill in the summer to work out and play pickup. Rosters vary, but it’s not unusual to see at least a handful of NBA players walking the halls of the Smith Center before the game. Each side wants to win, but not in the desperate way that they might want to beat Duke, or win an Atlantic Coast Conference Tournament or an NBA playoff game. It is, at best, an exhibition game, and the Smith Center looks the part. The lower-level seats are pushed back on one side, the cushy courtside chairs are stashed away, and the usual high-tech scorer’s table has been replaced by a folding table, where team manager Eric Hoots operates the scoreboard. There is no band, no piped-in arena music. There are no uniforms, so players on both sides wear a mishmash of T-shirts and shorts. It’s a laid-back atmosphere. The most energy seems to belong to the younger campers (the teenaged campers try to maintain bored smiles), who scream passionately for the player who had coached their group earlier in the day. Some players, like sophomore David Noel, even take the time to cultivate their own cheering sections, cupping hand to ear to prompt more volume.




  It is not particularly surprising when the current players sleepwalk through the counselors’ game during the second session of camp, losing to the alumni in a rout. Rising Carolina sophomore Rashad McCants sits out the game with an injury, remaining on the sideline and occasionally answering his bleating cell phone. The winners exchange high fives, and everyone immediately forgets the final score.




  Except Roy Williams.




  NCAA rules prohibit him from watching the game, but rumors travel the Smith Center faster than a high school cafeteria, and it’s only a matter of minutes before the outcome reaches him.




  That night, the members of Williams’s first Carolina team are spread out across the various gyms used for camp, finishing up their day as counselors, when they receive a surprise visitor—their new head coach.




  “How’d the game go today?” he asks each of them. He already knows the answer, and they know he knows. They respond sheepishly.




  “What was the problem?” he asks.




  The answers focus on lackadaisical defense and bad shot selection. Their coach’s response is simple: “Well, if I was you, I’d try to change that.”




  “I let them know individually that to me, it’s not OK to lose,” Williams says. “If you think it’s OK to lose, that’s how you lose thirty-six games in two years. Winning is important. It’s not OK to just go through the motions, whether it’s a pickup game, pool, or marbles. You should compete to the best of your ability and invest something in every competition we have.”




  The next counselors’ game is scheduled for June 24. The setting is the same, but there is a new electricity crackling through the current Tar Heels. McCants is playing this game, and he works up a sweat almost immediately. Early in the game he makes a jaw-dropping drop-step and spin on the baseline against NBA veteran Shammond Williams that results in a highlight-reel two-hand dunk, sending the hundreds of campers watching into a high-fiving frenzy. In the previous game, both teams usually freelanced, relying on individual moves to create scoring opportunities rather than functioning as a team. This week, point guard Raymond Felton occasionally calls out set plays, screens are set, and bodies go sprawling as both sides try to draw charges. Last week, individuals sometimes played to the campers. This week they appear to have completely forgotten the audience, immersed instead in what is no longer a meaningless game. Neither team can muster a lead of more than 5 points.




  “I’ve never played in a pickup game that intense,” Baltimore native and junior Melvin Scott says. “Baltimore pickup games are tough. They are physically tougher. But there’s not as much talent.”




  It is a challenge for the officials to keep the game civil. Alumnus Shammond Williams, one of the toughest competitors in Carolina history, ups his intensity even higher when he realizes how hard the current Tar Heels are playing. Fouls are contested. No easy layups are given. There is none of the good-natured bantering between players that marked the previous game; instead, the only sounds are the squeaking of shoes on the Smith Center hardwood and the occasional quibble with an official. With the score tied at 78 in a game being played to 80, Williams has the ball and a chance to win. He thinks he has drawn a foul on McCants, but the referee doesn’t call it. The current Tar Heels recover the ball and set up a play, and Jawad Williams drains a game-winning three-pointer from the right side to end the game. As Williams accepts hugs and high fives, the celebration among the current players resembles a conference game. Shammond Williams is so incensed with the no-call that he spends a half hour trying to track down the game referees to argue his case. “You saw it,” he says to a bystander. “Tell them it was a foul.”




  That night, Roy Williams again stops by each camp station to find out the outcome of the day’s contest. The players tell him about the game with broad smiles.




  The season-opening game against Old Dominion is five months away. But Roy Williams may have already earned his first victory as Carolina head coach.
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  This time, it looked like Bill Guthridge was serious.




  The longtime assistant to Dean Smith, the winningest coach in the history of college basketball, had stepped in after Smith’s sudden retirement in the fall of 1997, taking the job virtually no one could have handled: Smith’s successor. After guiding the Heels to a miraculous upset dash to the Final Four in 2000, his second such appearance in three seasons, Guthridge began seriously mentioning retirement. He formally announced his retirement on June 30, 2000. Some reporters at the press conference, which was also attended by Smith, believed that an agreement was already in place for Roy Williams to become Carolina’s next head coach. The logic seemed simple: although he’d been coaching at Kansas for thirteen seasons, Williams still possessed that North Carolina twang. He had served as an assistant coach to Dean Smith from 1978–1988. His son Scott had played at North Carolina, and his daughter Kimberly performed with the dance team. Numerous members of both his family and his wife’s family lived in North Carolina. He owned a beach house in South Carolina.




  Besides, there was no way Guthridge would retire so close to the start of college basketball’s July recruiting season without lining up a replacement—coaches would begin scouting prospects in less than a week. The media and fans who assumed the line of succession was clear had good company. Smith felt confident Roy Williams would return to Carolina, as did Guthridge, former UNC assistant coach Eddie Fogler, and Bill Miller, a close confidant of Smith and Guthridge.




  UNC Athletic Director Dick Baddour was not as certain. “We’re going to treat this like he is our top recruit and he doesn’t know us at all,” he told Smith. Baddour contacted Kansas for permission to speak to Williams, and Williams arrived in Chapel Hill on the first weekend in July, where he was promptly greeted by . . . nothing. It was a holiday weekend, the Fourth of July, and Baddour and Williams found a deserted Carolina campus. The area was such a wasteland that when Associate Athletic Directors Steve Kirschner and Larry Gallo went to hunt down some authentic North Carolina barbecue for what they hoped would be a taste of home for the future Tar Heel coach, they had to make a ninety-minute drive to Wilber’s Barbecue in Goldsboro.




  At the time, the lack of frenzy on campus seemed like a blessing. Williams could get on and off campus without being harassed by fans or the media. He was able to discuss the job in detail with Baddour, asking pointed questions about the amount of authority he’d be given and getting answers that pleased him. Hours stretched into days, and it became obvious he was the lone candidate. Later Baddour drew criticism for failing to line up alternate candidates in case Williams said no. But at the time, aware of Williams’s emotional state and the delicate nature of the situation, Carolina’s athletic director felt that interviewing other candidates might be perceived by Williams as a sign that he wasn’t needed in Chapel Hill. That was not the case. He was, as Baddour told Smith, Carolina’s top recruit, and the Tar Heels wanted to treat him that way.




  After his trip to Chapel Hill, Williams retreated to his beach house in Isle of Palms, South Carolina, a Fourth of July tradition that included close friend and business partner Lee King.




  “We’d go out to play golf early in the morning, and Carolina and Kansas was the basic conversation all the way around the golf course,” King says. “He was very torn about making the right decision. It was tough to leave Kansas because he had it made there. He’d established his own program.”




  Williams returned to Kansas on July 5. Still clearly undecided, he shook hands with King before departing.




  “Whichever job you take, it’s fine with me,” his friend told him. “You have to do what is right for you and your family.”




  With Williams on his way back to the University of Kansas, King returned to his family’s condominium, where wife Sarah was waiting.




  “Until right at that moment, I never thought that he wouldn’t take it,” King says. “But when I got back I told her, ‘Roy’s not going to take the Carolina job.’ ”




  The rest of the world was not as certain. Although Baddour was getting nervous, the rest of the Carolina insiders, including Smith and Guthridge, remained resolute. Roy was coming. The Tar Heels knew Williams was a meticulous planner. Perhaps, they thought, his very public struggling was his way of preparing the KU faithful for his departure.




  Williams is a man of emotion, a trait he can usually mask with a well-conceived plan. But without an established procedure for making this decision, emotion was important. And in stark contrast with the deserted surroundings he’d found in Chapel Hill, when Williams returned to Lawrence he found the KU campus awash in a Roy Williams lovefest. Emails imploring him to stay piled up by the hundreds. Signs and flowers adorned the path to his office at Phog Allen Fieldhouse.




  One day later, on July 6, Roy Williams had made a decision. There was going to be a press conference.




  In Lawrence.




  “He could never answer the question, ‘What am I going to tell my players?’ ” says his close friend Cody Plott.




  Baddour already knew what the substance of the press conference would be. After waiting nervously around his Smith Center office for most of the day, he finally decided to make the short drive home and wait for Williams’s decision there. He was sitting in his den when the phone rang.




  “I just can’t do it,” Williams told him.




  “Is there anything I can do?” Baddour asked. “Do you need more time?”




  “No, more time won’t help,” Williams said.




  Baddour’s cell phone rang. It was Dean Smith. Carolina’s athletic director was now holding one phone to each ear. He was literally right between Williams and Smith, one who was going to stay in Kansas and one who was going to be very disappointed.




  “Tell him I’ll call him later tonight,” Williams said.




  Crestfallen, Baddour returned to the Smith Center, where a handful of media had been on stakeout during most of the job search. During their phone conversation, Williams had assured the Carolina athletic director that he had been very satisfied with how UNC had handled the interview process. He would, in fact, make a point of praising Baddour and the search. But the meeting with the local media was not likely to be pleasant. Steve Kirschner, who is responsible for the athletic department’s media relations, told the athletic director he’d have to make some kind of statement to the press.




  “Do you want anyone up there with you?” Kirschner asked, aware that Smith had been a part of Guthridge’s retirement press conference.




  “No, I’ve got to do this one alone,” Baddour said.




  The Kansas press conference was played live on the video board at KU’s football stadium in front of a crowd symbolically estimated at 16,300—the capacity of Allen Fieldhouse. It turned into a Royapalooza, and Carolina fans everywhere gnashed their teeth over the way they perceived Williams had shoved his decision in their collective face live on ESPN. In truth, it was one of the few times that the coach had little control over his program. Emotionally spent from the past week, he simply went along with what people told him to do, a decision he would later regret.




  Baddour was left with a handful of choices to lead Carolina’s program, none of them without flaws. Roy Williams had been the slam dunk. NBA wanderer Larry Brown, the most logical next option, had strong support from key members of the Tar Heel basketball family, but he was miffed that he had not been the first choice to replace Guthridge; after his jump to the NBA in 1988, Kansas was placed on probation for violations during Brown’s tenure, an unappealing detail to UNC.




  There was, it seemed, one potential compromise candidate who could solve most of Carolina’s problems. And so, when Baddour concluded his press conference after Williams’s “I’m stayin’” announcement, he made just one phone call: to Matt Doherty.




  Doherty, a member of Carolina’s 1982 championship team, had worked as an assistant to Roy Williams at Kansas for seven years before becoming Notre Dame’s head coach. Notre Dame had fallen off the basketball map since the departure of Digger Phelps, but in his one season in South Bend, Doherty’s youth-oriented approach gave the Irish buzz again.




  But Doherty was not a unanimous choice for Carolina. He had points in his favor: major college coaching experience and youth. If things worked out, he could very well be at Carolina for the next thirty years. It might be an opportunity to hire the next Dean Smith. But he also had drawbacks: he had just one year of major college coaching experience, and not everyone was sold on his qualifications to lead one of the best programs in America. His one year in South Bend had been marked with heart-pounding upset victories and some deflating upset losses.




  Baddour, however, felt he was the best compromise candidate and, just as everyone expected, Doherty did not say no. His hiring once again created one big, happy Carolina family.




  For about five minutes.




  It was about that long into his press conference when he announced he was bringing his staff of assistant coaches with him from Notre Dame, displacing Guthridge assistants Phil Ford, Pat Sullivan, and Dave Hanners. Doherty believed that by importing his own staff he was displaying the type of loyalty Dean Smith had always tried to instill in his protégés—rewarding the assistants who had helped him reach this point in his career. But the displaced assistants had all played at Carolina and had been recruiting for the Tar Heels during the coaching transition. Despite Doherty’s intentions, the shift in the coaching staff was perceived as a very un-Smith-like move, and it created an immediate rift at Chapel Hill.




  He compounded the problem a few days later. Under Smith and Guthridge, the Carolina basketball office had never been palatial, but it didn’t matter because their status trumped the subpar office space. As a second-year head coach without the unimpeachable reputation of his predecessors at Carolina, Doherty believed he needed surroundings that would impress recruits. He assigned assistant coach Doug Wojcik the job of sprucing up the office, including the outer lobby area. Wojcik spent the better part of a week doing basic housekeeping chores. The transformation seemed inconsequential, but it angered at least one longtime member of the office staff who felt that the new coach was invading her space.




  In less than a month, Doherty had brought in four new assistant coaches and dramatically altered the physical appearance of the basketball office. The message seemed clear: this isn’t Dean Smith’s program anymore. The message was not entirely unintended. Doherty wanted to put his own stamp on the program, to prove that he was in charge. He was too busy—or too naive—to realize that what he thought was effective leadership was being perceived quite differently within the program.




  His first team went 26–7 and was ranked number one in the country for two weeks in February. After that, they imploded. They suffered an embarrassing 26-point loss to Duke in the Atlantic Coast Conference (ACC) Tournament final after an ill-timed Doherty blowup in a team meeting the day before. One week later, a team that was falling apart at the seams—including serious friction between two of the leading scorers, Joseph Forte and Jason Capel—was sent home from the NCAA Tournament by a less talented Penn State team.




  Because of a lack of depth, the next season was one Doherty had feared since taking the job. The Tar Heels limped to an almost inconceivable 8–20 finish, missing the postseason entirely. Off the court, things weren’t much better. Complaints were growing about Doherty’s management style. The freshmen—Jawad Williams, Melvin Scott, and Jackie Manuel—who were supposed to be the sign of hope for the future, were stunned to find that the suave, smiling coach who had recruited them often blistered them on the practice court. This confusion about Doherty’s true personality caused an erosion of trust between the players and the coaching staff, which combined with growing complaints about his management style proved fatal.




  Doherty’s third season turned into a soap opera. With a highly touted recruiting class in place that included Sean May, Raymond Felton, and Rashad McCants, the Tar Heels raced out to a 5–0 start, including a Preseason National Invitation Tournament championship that featured a win over Roy Williams and Kansas. From there, the season fell apart. Carolina lost back-to-back games to Illinois and Kentucky by 27 and 15 points, respectively. Doherty’s style was grating on his players, his staff, and other members of the athletic department. One of his assistant coaches was unwittingly fueling the rumor mills by holding casual conversations with fans about the problems within the team. Doherty was never physically abusive—he never had one big blowup that would have served as justification for his dismissal. Instead, it was a series of smaller events that, taken as a whole, wore on those around him. In Doherty’s very first game as Carolina’s head coach, a game against Winthrop in the Smith Center, Forte threw an ill-advised behind-the-back pass that was intercepted. At the next timeout, Doherty berated Forte—an established star who in his freshman year had been named ACC Rookie of the Year and the MVP of the NCAA’s South Regional as he led the Heels to the Final Four—calling him a “motherfucking prima donna.” Coming off a year under the more tranquil Bill Guthridge, the players were shocked by the harshness of Doherty’s tone. This would be a theme throughout his stay in Chapel Hill. The trust between the players and their head coach continued to deteriorate, helped along by one incident in which Doherty during a team huddle brought up a personal issue of one of the players, which he had only learned about in confidence. Doherty later acknowledged the move was a mistake.




  That lack of trust crushed Doherty as his tenure wound down, because his players never felt comfortable telling him the truth about their concerns, instead telling him whatever they thought he wanted to hear. Despite a serious foot injury to Sean May, the Heels advanced to the 2003 NIT, where they looked listless in a third-round home loss to Georgetown. The same night that the Hoyas ended Carolina’s season, many of the players met in their nearby dorm. They were aware they would probably be called to meet with Baddour, and they resolved to do one thing: tell the truth.




  Baddour was faced with a tricky decision. Based on what he had heard from within the athletic department and from the players, it seemed a change would be healthy. But he also realized that most of the public would never understand the reasoning behind his decision, because he wouldn’t be able to talk about it in public. To reveal the details would be severely damaging to Doherty’s future job prospects. Doherty was not thrilled with the idea of resigning, and in the hours before the press conference, two statements were prepared, one in the event that UNC was announcing a firing, one in the event of a resignation. Baddour persuaded skeptical members of the Carolina family that the coach should be allowed to resign, since a resignation would be better for Doherty’s finances and his long-term job prospects. That bit of generosity went unknown by the public, however, and miffed Carolina fans directed most of their anger at Baddour, not the deposed coach.




  Meanwhile, in Lawrence, Kansas, Roy Williams got the news of Doherty’s ouster while sitting in the coaches’ locker room. He immediately left friends with the impression that he might be leaving to take a new job.




  “I was with him when he found out,” says Randy Towner, the golf pro at Alvamar Country Club, where Williams lived. “He kind of shrugged, and he got this look on his face like, ‘I’ve kind of got to go.’ ”




  The circumstances were not entirely favorable. There were some unmended fences in Chapel Hill, where Smith had taken his pupil’s rejection well three years earlier, but others had not. Guthridge, who had set the whole process in motion with his retirement, was especially upset, and he and Williams did not speak during the period after Williams said no and before the courtship was renewed. Those types of hurdles were significant to Williams, for whom loyalty is a prized virtue.




  But his life in Lawrence was not as perfect as it had been in 2000. Kansas supporters had forced out Athletic Director Bob Frederick, a close Williams friend, because of perceived weaknesses in fund-raising and in the football program. Frederick had been replaced by Al Bohl, who immediately proved to be a better fund-raiser but, more importantly, who also had a special talent for getting on people’s nerves.




  There were other reasons to return to Chapel Hill. Williams had two ailing family members living in the area, a significant detail for a man who prizes family. Nick Collison and Kirk Hinrich, two Jayhawks with whom Williams had developed a father-son relationship, were graduating.




  After Kansas finished their season by losing to Syracuse in the national championship game, Williams attended an awards ceremony in Los Angeles. He stayed with Dana Anderson, a Kansas booster and a close friend. Cody Plott, a North Carolina graduate who had been invited by Williams, stayed at the Downtown Athletic Club and played golf with Williams’s group at the Los Angeles Country Club on Saturday and Bel Air on Sunday. Plott left Los Angeles with a nagging feeling that this time, his friend’s decision might be different. “That’s your heart talking and not your brain,” said his wife, Becky well aware that her husband would love to see Williams return the Tar Heel program to prominence.




  But Dick Baddour was getting the same feeling. This time, it seemed, the circumstances were different. The strong emotional pull Williams had felt to so many things in Lawrence in 2000—to Frederick, to Collison and Hinrich—was weakening. He’d also had the chance to see what his decision to turn down Carolina had done to the Heels, as they’d missed the NCAA Tournament for two straight years and fallen behind Duke in the hierarchy of the ACC. That was important to a man who valued his Tar Heel heritage.




  This time, though, Carolina was not locked in on Roy Williams. He was the primary candidate, of course, but the coaching world had changed in the three years since his last decision. In 2000, most coaches handled their own business affairs. Three years later, virtually every major college coach had an agent, creating a new avenue through which interest in a job could be gauged, interest could be expressed, and contact could be made indirectly. Through these back channels Dick Baddour knew that even if Williams turned down the Tar Heels, the program would still end up in the hands of one of any number of top coaches who had used an intermediary to express interest. Last time, Williams was the lone big hitter. This time, Carolina seemed to have several sluggers on deck.




  The only public relations home run, however, was to hire Roy Williams. Baddour was well aware that he was the only person in the entire situation taking a risk. No one was going to blame Dean Smith if Williams again spurned the Heels. Williams would only more firmly entrench himself at Kansas if he said no a second time. Baddour, however, stood to take a major hit. He had already overseen two botched attempted hirings—the first try with Williams and a similar situation with the football program when a nationally respected football coach indicated he would accept the Carolina job, only to renege at the last moment, leaving Baddour without a high-profile coach.




  This time, he got the sense that he was going to land his man. Williams was in Los Angeles, agonizing yet again over whether to accept the head coaching job at his alma mater. After several rounds of golf and the awards ceremony, he flew back to Lawrence on a KU plane with Randy Towner, changing his mind several times on the flight.




  “I wasn’t sure what he was going to do that night,” Towner says. “But when you’re buddies with a guy for fifteen years, you can get a pretty good feeling based on the way someone is acting. And I had a feeling he was going.”




  He was. Baddour had enlisted a private plane co-owned by two Carolina supporters, Paul Lawing and Bill Jordan. An elaborate ruse had been set up to thwart any cell phone eavesdroppers or overeager members of the media. If Baddour called Lawing and said the word “Houston,” where Lawing frequently traveled for business, that was the signal to send the plane to Lawrence to pick up Williams. Monday morning, the code was given. The coach was coming home.




  Williams wore a red tie at the press conference announcing his hiring, angering some Carolina fans who were expecting him to be decked out in full Tar Heel blue. Carolina’s previously scheduled basketball banquet was the next evening, and he chose not to attend. Over the next few days, he would hand out Krispy Kreme doughnuts at the Old Well to fawning students, get acquainted with his office in the Smith Center, do a whirlwind of interviews, and fly back to Lawrence to attend the Kansas banquet—where a fan shouted “Traitor!” at him before being shouted down by, among others, Nick Collison’s father.




  One of his assistant coaches, Ben Miller, was retained by new Kansas coach Bill Self, so Williams brought Joe Holladay, Steve Robinson, Jerod Haase, and C. B. McGrath with him to Chapel Hill. That left no room for Phil Ford, a situation that had caused an outcry when Doherty left the popular former point guard off his staff. This time, there was silence. That was the same sound coming out of the basketball office, where the leaks and gossip that had plagued Doherty were immediately stanched.




  “There is only one source for Carolina basketball,” Williams said about two weeks after his hiring, “and that is me. That was one of the problems that made it so difficult here before. There were so many sources. It came out that Matt was doing this or Matt was doing that, and somebody forgot to ask Matt.”




  No one would forget to ask Roy. He would make sure of it.
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  At noon on Friday, October 17, Neill Wessell should be at work. An employee of the computer shop on UNO’s Chapel Hill campus, Wessell, a senior business major from Wilmington, is scheduled to be on duty for most of Friday afternoon. But instead of spending the unseasonably warm afternoon amid hard drives and monitors, Wessell spends his day enjoying the sunshine.




  Wessell’s decision to spend the day outside isn’t unusual among Carolina students—Wilmington, a popular beach destination, is less than three hours away by car. But he isn’t going to the beach. Instead, he sets up his lawn chair, drink cooler, and laptop computer outside the Dean E. Smith Center. North Carolina’s first basketball practice of the year begins at midnight, and Wessell wants to be first in line.




  He makes it, but just barely. Although it was announced that the doors wouldn’t open until 6:30 P.M., a crowd of about one hundred has formed outside the Smith Center main entrance by early afternoon. “I kind of skipped out on work,” Wessell says. “But it’s just a job. I told my boss I had to do it.”




  Wessell might have been the first to arrive, but he didn’t have the longest trip. A mother-and-son team, Lorraine and Barry Greer of Fork Union, Virginia, left their home before noon in order to stand in line for three hours before the doors opened. The Greers have attended every midnight practice in Tar Heel history, making the four-hour drive each year since 1992.




  And a four-hour drive is nothing to the Singleterry family. Paul and Judy Singleterry live in Mulvane, Kansas, a small community just outside of Wichita. They are attending the midnight practice at Chapel Hill for the third straight year, a feat made even more impressive by the fact that they drive from Kansas to North Carolina for the event. Their itinerary for 2003: Monday night in Kansas City; Tuesday night in Benton, Illinois; Wednesday night in Newport, Tennessee; and a Thursday afternoon arrival in Chapel Hill, the culmination of a 1,400-mile trip.




  The response from fans eager to see Roy Williams’s first team was exactly what the Carolina sports marketing team had hoped for when planning the event. The idea of holding the year’s first practice at midnight on the first day has been around college basketball even longer than the three-point line. The pioneer is generally agreed to be Lefty Driesell, the former coach at Maryland who was frustrated several times during the mid-1980s by Dean Smith’s patented Carolina comebacks.




  Driesell’s first team in College Park finished a disappointing 13–13 during the 1968–69 season. To motivate the team, he decided to start practice the next year at the earliest possible moment. Unwittingly—and his detractors would tell you that Lefty did most everything unwittingly—Driesell had given birth to Midnight Madness.




  Across the college basketball world, the event grew in popularity throughout the 1980s, evolving into a college basketball holiday that was covered by ESPN, which dispatched Dick Vitale to report on the happenings at certain schools. At Carolina, however, head coach Dean Smith resisted the trend, saying he didn’t want to keep his players and the students out past midnight on a school night.




  In 1992, however, the NCAA moved the start of practice back to November 1. October 31 fell on a Friday, and Smith relented. The first-ever “Tar Heel Tip-Off” drew a sizable crowd to the Smith Center. The highlight came when senior guard Henrik Rödl, a German who spoke with a slight accent, picked up on the Halloween mood and stepped forward during team introductions to pronounce over the microphone, “Were going to be so good this year, it’s scaaaary.” Rödl’s announcement was a source of much hilarity but he turned out to be a prophet, and after the Tar Heels captured the 1992–93 national championship, he repeated his fearsome declaration at the welcome-home party at the Smith Center celebrating the title.




  Midnight Madness was an off-and-on happening throughout the 1990s, shuttling between the Smith Center and Carmichael Auditorium. It hit a high point in 2000 during the first year of the Matt Doherty era, as the Tar Heels held “Midnight with Matt and the Tar Heels” at Carmichael Auditorium. Carmichael Auditorium was filled to the rafters, and over 1,200 fans had to be turned away.




  It took exactly one day for the sniping to begin. Bitter insiders complained that the name of the event, “Midnight with Matt and the Tar Heels,” put too much emphasis on the head coach and not enough on the Carolina ideal of all participants being equals. The inference was that Doherty’s ego was dominating the program, an assertion that gained steam when he made the much talked-about decision to mount a 6-by-8-foot photo of Michael Jordan’s game-winning shot in the 1982 national championship game against Georgetown in the lobby of the Carolina basketball office. Some people didn’t see Jordan. They only saw a certain Tar Heel sophomore named Matt Doherty standing in the background of the photo, looking on as Jordan took the shot. Only a few people knew that hanging the photo hadn’t even been Doherty’s idea; it was the brainchild of assistant coach Doug Wojcik and sports information director Steve Kirschner. But almost before it had been hung, word was being spread by a disgruntled basketball staffer that Doherty had removed photos of former players and was putting up pictures of himself, and the word traveled quickly among former Tar Heels. The myth was soon accepted as fact. The photo was such a lightning rod that it was removed before the 2001–02 season. Later Doherty would marvel that anyone would care so much about a wall decoration.




  “We chose the one with me in the background for recruiting purposes,” he said. “We wanted a recruit to walk in and say, ‘Oh, he did play with Jordan. He was on the same court with [Georgetown’s] Patrick Ewing.’ But people take things the wrong way, and so it wasn’t worth it.”




  The removal of the photo wasn’t the only alteration before the second season of Doherty’s tenure. When the midnight practice was held again the next year, the name had (not coincidentally) been changed to “Midnight with the Tar Heels.”




  After Williams arrived, the name of Midnight Madness suddenly became less important. When it was announced that the 2003 version would be known as “Late Night with Roy Williams,” just as it had been in Kansas, no one batted an eye.




  And so on October 17 there is plenty of excitement among Wessell and his fellow early-arriving fans, and there is even a hint of anticipation inside the 21,750-seat basketball palace as the operations crew begins getting the floor ready for the night’s events. The script for the evening is tightly choreographed: doors open at 6:30 P.M., a Carolina-Duke volleyball match begins at 7:30, and basketball team introductions at 10:30. A handful of companies are presenting giveaway items to the night’s earliest arrivals; observers guess that the hottest item will be the 2003–04 team poster.




  An annual tradition, the team poster used to simply be a way to introduce fans to the players and list the year’s schedule. In the marketing-intense twenty-first century, however, it has become an essential promotional tool. Posters from the previous two years had featured only certain players, but with the beginning of a new era in Carolina basketball, the UNC marketing gurus made the decision to include the entire team—and a certain much-loved head coach.




  After scouting out Chapel Hill for appropriate locations for the photo shoot, photographer Bob Donnan and Norwood Teague, the associate athletic director for marketing, decided on the DuBose House, a vintage home located in a leafy subdivision of Chapel Hill. The house, all ornate trim and shiny fixtures, fit the bill. The decision had already been made to feature the players and Williams wearing suits and ties, at least partially in response to some criticism the program had taken several months earlier.




  The whirlwind of events preceding Matt Doherty’s resignation had ended quickly. After a week of speculation following Carolina’s season-ending loss to Georgetown in the NIT, eager reporters staked out the Smith Center parking lot. The intrigue finally concluded on April Fool’s Day, a Tuesday, as it became apparent that Doherty would be removed. A press conference was scheduled for 8 P.M., but it wasn’t clear until moments before the event began whether it would be announced that Doherty had resigned or that he had been fired.




  In the end, lawyers hammered out a deal that included Doherty’s resignation. But while attorneys and athletic department officials had been meeting constantly over a period of several days, the Tar Heel players had been kept out of the loop. On the Tuesday of the press conference, none had been told that he might have to make an appearance later that night. Team leader Jawad Williams was waiting while getting his truck washed when he saw teammates Melvin Scott and David Noel on television doing a live interview from the Smith Center parking lot. Williams carries two cell phones, but neither one rang; it was a television anchorman who informed the viewers—and Carolina’s star sophomore, watching from his freshly cleaned truck—that Doherty was leaving the Tar Heel program.




  At about 6 P.M. Tuesday evening, the players who could be located were called and told to attend a team meeting at 7 P.M. in the Carolina locker room. They were not told the subject of the meeting, just that they should be in attendance. Many arrived straight from the weight room or study hall. The meeting, which lasted almost thirty minutes, was run by Dick Baddour. He informed the players of Doherty’s departure and, without mentioning Roy Williams by name, told them, “I’m going to go out and get you the best coach in the country.” When the players were asked if they had any questions, Raymond Felton asked the first two: first, about the scholarship status of his close friend David Noel, who had paid his own way as a freshman under a promise by Doherty that he would go on scholarship as a sophomore, and second, about the status of strength coach Thomas McKinney, a confidant to many of the players. (Williams wisely decided to retain McKinney.)




  The meeting broke up less than forty-five minutes before the scheduled start of the 8 P.M. press conference. The players were told they had the option of attending the press conference. Some, including Noel and Felton, chose to leave. Others stayed, but in the hectic atmosphere that night none of the UNC administrators, including some who stood directly behind the players at the press conference, ever thought to suggest that the players should change clothes before facing the cameras. Many wore baseball hats and sweatshirts; most had their shirts untucked.




  It was an image of Carolina basketball that many fans were unaccustomed to seeing. For thirty-seven years, Dean Smith had rigid rules regarding the appearance of his players in public and on television. Since the earliest days of the Smith era, suits and ties had been required on road trips. During the 1960s, freshmen were ineligible for varsity competition. Teams fielded freshman squads that were essentially glorified junior varsity teams, and Smith coached the Carolina freshman squad during his tenure as an assistant coach to Frank McGuire. The year before Smith assumed the head coaching position for the 1961–62 season, he left an indelible impression on one member of his freshman squad.




  “The last Dixie Classic was my freshman year,” remembers Mike Cooke, who earned three letters as a Tar Heel point guard. “It was a big event, and I had gotten a brand-new sweater for Christmas, and that was a big deal. The freshman team had tickets to sit in the stands for the Dixie Classic, and I was all decked out in my new sweater. When we came back to school, Coach Smith passed me at the gym and said, ‘I saw you at the Dixie Classic. You didn’t have a coat and tie on. Don’t let me ever see you without a coat and tie on.’ ”




  That rule remained in place as the importance of television grew during the 1980s. At many schools, players would do their postgame interviews moments after stepping out of the shower, usually still wrapped in a towel. At Carolina, players were required to get dressed before appearing on television. Skeptics of the Tar Heel basketball program often referred to them as the “IBM of college basketball.” The joke was intended as a slight at the buttoned-down image of the Tar Heels, but it also illustrated just how refined the public concept of Carolina basketball had become.




  So when UNC’s players appeared looking like teenagers rather than corporate executives, a firestorm ensued. Several things about the press conference created controversy, from the way Chancellor James Moeser alluded to the questionable leadership of the Doherty regime to the way some players went public with their criticism of the coaching staff. But most infuriating to some observers was the way the Carolina players were dressed—although few critics understood the circumstances. Leading the charge was CBS college basketball analyst Billy Packer, a former Wake Forest University player who is the antithesis of better-known college hoops analyst Dick Vitale. Vitale is all sunshine and roses, a huge booster of college basketball who prefers to accentuate the positive; Packer, by contrast, has no problem with pointing out negatives and often seems to enjoy being surly. Just two years earlier, he had been required to issue an apology to a stadium usher at Duke after responding belligerently to her request to see his press credential, and in 1996 he called Georgetown’s Allen Iverson a “tough little monkey” on the air.




  Packers response to what the Tar Heel players wore to the press conference came on the FOX network: “One of the things that really troubled me was a photo of those players who attended the press conference with baseball caps turned to the side,” he said. “They looked like a rap group, as opposed to collegiate athletes... If those were the guys Athletic Director Dick Baddour listened to, I would really worry about that.”




  Almost everything about Packer’s response was wrong, from the notion that the players had somehow gotten the coach fired to the idea that anyone with a baseball cap turned to the side was in a rap group. (Several weeks later many Kansas players would wear similar attire to a Jayhawk press conference, but no national frenzy ensued.) But he seemed to capture the feelings of many disgruntled fans who longed for the days of Dean Smith, when Tar Heel players were seen wearing one of two things—a basketball uniform or a suit. When it was announced on April 14 that Roy Williams would be Carolina’s new head coach, Kirschner made certain the players wore suits.




  So it was decided that the 2003–04 team poster would feature the Tar Heel players in a dressy setting. Donnan snapped the photo of the squad and their new coach standing on the DuBose House steps, and the poster—with the double-edged tagline “Class is in Session”—was ready for distribution just a few weeks later.




  The day of “Late Night with Roy,” sports marketing employees set up a table bearing hundreds of posters in the Smith Center concourse. When ushers finally throw open the arena doors, some fans grab handfuls of posters at a time, desperate to have multiple copies of the first tangible evidence that Roy Williams is indeed the head coach of this year’s Tar Heels. Within minutes the table is barren.




  The rest of the evening is part celebration, part state fair, part improvisational comedy show, and part (a very little part) basketball. When Roy Williams arrived in Kansas in 1988, “Late Night” was already a three-year tradition. The new coach made his own contributions to the program, and by the time he left, it had become an annual event featuring more humor than hoops.




  That recipe is somewhat foreign to Chapel Hill. As plans were being made for the inaugural “Late Night with Roy” during the summer of 2003, staffers for the Carolina Athletics Association—a student support group for athletics responsible for distributing tickets and other tasks—were told to create skits highlighting the players. Accustomed to thinking of the players as exactly that—basketball players—the staffers came up with initial skit ideas centered around the hardwood. Told that the theme should be different, Norwood Teague, the assistant athletic director for sports marketing, met with Kris McGrath, the wife of basketball administrative assistant C. B. McGrath, in early August. Kris, a former KU tennis player, had worked in sports marketing at Kansas and had been involved extensively with the “Late Night” production in Lawrence.




  For the Tar Heels, McGrath produces a handful of sketches that will thoroughly entertain the crowd of over 21,000, a gathering that forces the Smith Center operations staff to close the doors at 11:30 P.M., a half hour before the year’s first official practice. The skits and dances are new to the fans, but they were just as unexpected for the players a few days earlier when the team met on Sunday evening for their first rehearsal. For five straight days, McGrath and the Carolina Athletics Association staffers rehearse with the team for two hours each night. Early rehearsals are difficult, as the team gets used to the idea of being dancers and actors rather than basketball players. But the players eventually warm to the idea. When McGrath passes out vintage Tar Heel uniforms that will be used in one skit, the Tar Heels are so taken by the old-school jerseys that they dash into the tunnel while still wearing the classic togs and then run out onto the court in perfect formation. After “Late Night” is over, the players are so appreciative of McGrath’s efforts that they pool their money to buy her four baskets of flowers.




  David Noel proves to be the most natural thespian on the roster, easily fitting into each sketch. When the show finally hits the big stage in front of over 21,000 fans, one skit requires the team to perform a choreographed dance to Gatorade’s popular 1991 jingle, “Be Like Mike,” a reference to former Tar Heel Michael Jordan. As the number finishes and the rest of his teammates walk off the darkened court, Noel pauses, causing McGrath, sitting in the stands, to wonder if he has forgotten what to do. But then, after capturing the attention of the crowd, Noel walks off the floor in a dead-perfect imitation of Jordan’s loose-limbed gait.




  In a later skit, Noel—who goes by the name “Divine” in the skit—dresses as a woman and tries to sort through suitable candidates in a parody of the 1970s game show The Dating Game. In fact, the skit was originally written to feature Jawad Williams in the female role. Williams practiced the role at the previous Sunday’s rehearsal, reading through the script with a skeptical eye. But the day before “Late Night” was to debut, McGrath pulled out a hot pink wig in a dress rehearsal and Williams, who had expressed some reservations, declined the role. Noel steps in and fills the role smoothly.




  That Williams declines to take on such a potentially embarrassing task is no surprise. The quiet junior has an unusual personality for a player at his level. Most Division I basketball players are naturally outgoing, having performed on the public stage since elementary school. In high school they get used to being flown around the country to compete in a variety of high-profile basketball tournaments. They are used to being fawned over by college coaches who tell them what superstars they will become; they are used to having adults twice their age try to latch on to them in the hopes of riding their coattails as they rise to NBA stardom and claim the riches that come with it.




  Today’s college basketball player arrives in school already used to talking to the media, having fielded nightly calls from the “journalists” who breathlessly cover college recruiting for Internet sites. High school seniors are virtually antiques; it’s now common for recruiting junkies to be well acquainted with the best high school freshmen players in the country. As soon as a player shows a flash of talent, he is immediately asked which schools he favors, so interacting with strangers becomes second nature.




  Although he was an extremely coveted recruit who earned the high school basketball golden seal of approval—selection to the McDonald s All-American team—Jawad Williams never developed that easiness with strangers. The son of a Cleveland Golden Gloves champion boxer and the brother of Nasheema Williams, who played women’s basketball professionally in the short-lived American Basketball League, Jawad was a bit of an enigma during his freshman season at Carolina. On his right shoulder he sports a “Loved by few, hated by many” tattoo, which he chose after first seeing it on Mike Tyson. But despite once playing a game of pickup basketball at Tyson s home, where the boxer kept a caged tiger just steps from his outdoor court, Williams never showed any Tyson-like characteristics. His father tried to steer him toward boxing before giving up when his son kept bouncing a basketball while wearing his gloves. If anything, Williams was too passive as a Carolina freshman, too unwilling to bang under the basket, too hesitant to take over a game with his formidable talents. He rarely strung together more than a couple of sentences at a time in public. After he went public with criticism of Doherty after the 2001–02 season, some concluded that Jawad Williams was a sullen malcontent.
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