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Introduction

Why We Care

“If you make every game a life and death proposition, you’re going to have problems. For one thing, you’ll be dead a lot.”

—Dean Smith, former head basketball coach of the North Carolina University Tar Heels

Sports Psychology 101:

We watch sports and root for our favorite teams out of our fundamental human desire to connect with one another and with something bigger than ourselves. As the institutional pillars of society that once served that function—governments, churches, schools—crumble and fall (don’t take our word, watch The Simpsons), we gravitate to the one remaining institution that never fails to remind us that we are one.

For many of us, the act of rooting follows a progression that looks something like this: strong interest, turning into mild obsession, then into the homicidal Robert DeNiro character in The Fan, and, ultimately, to a Duke University Cameron Crazy, the apogee of rooting fanaticism.

Among all the viewing options in the vast universe of televised sports that inspire fan devotion of this magnitude, the NCAA Final Four holds a unique and indelible place. The American college football championship entails a mere four-team playoff; the NFL, a twelve-team roundelay leading to Super Bowl Sunday. Paltry stuff, indeed. The two-week countdown to the Final Four, by contrast, is a basketball smorgasbord, a veritable hardcourt feast, offering a delectable array of sixty-four games (the tournament field as of this writing comprises sixty-eight teams and growing). These games are contested in nearly every nook and cranny of the American landscape.

And with all these tournament games come the kind of wild and crazy goings-on that are found in no other team sport. They do not call it “March Madness” for nothing. You won’t witness Princeton besting UCLA on the gridiron, but back in March of 1996, the mighty Bruins, coming off their eleventh national championship season, were thoroughly upended, if not humiliated, by a group of skinny Ivy Leaguers from New Jersey.

Siena over Stanford, Bucknell over Kansas, little Hampton University over Iowa State, Middle Tennessee over Michigan State, and most impressive of all, George Mason over North Carolina, Michigan State, and UConn—in one fortnight, no less. These nearly impossible to comprehend, monumental upsets are among the hundreds of sporting miracles that have defined the early rounds of the championship for years. If you truly wish to celebrate the magic and the mania of big-time sports, the NCAA basketball tournament is the place to park your keister every March.

But March Madness is about more than the games themselves. There’s bracketology, the ever-popular pseudo-science of selecting the sixty-eight teams, matching them up against each other in four regional brackets, and picking the winners of each game. Anyone can play bracketology—the math whizzes who gave us the algorithms that crashed the global economy back in ’08 seem to perform particularly well at this pursuit. Likewise, everyone can share in the annual “Selection Sunday” ritual of complaining about the qualified “bubble” teams that should have made the cut. And, of course, there are the office betting pools, the beer bashes, the alumni pissing contests, and the over-the-top media hype that would lead one to believe that each NCAA tournament is the most important event of its century.

“I don’t believe I’m a better coach now than I was two and a half hours ago.”

—Dean Smith, in the minutes after winning his first NCAA championship in 1982

Leave it to the late, great coach Dean Smith to inject a little homespun common sense and wisdom into all this mayhem.

The NCAA tournament, suffice it to say, was not always a round-the-clock whirligig of must-see TV. Its humble roots go back to 1939, when, as the new kid on the block, it vied for supremacy with the more prestigious National Invitation Tournament (NIT) held at Madison Square Garden in New York. In its first decade, the NCAA played a very distant second fiddle to the well-established NIT. All that began to change in 1951 when City College of New York (winner of both the NIT and NCAA) became embroiled in a point-shaving scandal that severely tarnished the image of the Big Apple and, by extension, its Broadway baby, the NIT. New York, to be sure, remains a basketball mecca, but worshippers of the game are more likely to encounter transcendence on the rough and tumble playground courts of the Bronx and Brooklyn than they are in midtown Manhattan.

The NCAAs, originally an eight-team tournament, expanded to sixteen by the early 1950s, grew to between twenty-two and twenty-five teams from the mid-1950s to early 1970s, thirty-two in 1975, forty in 1979, forty-eight in 1980, and sixty-four in 1985. The field was further expanded to sixty-eight in 2011.

The accomplishment of gaining selection into a widely expanded NCAA field has surely been devalued to a degree. On the other hand, as compared to college football, where losing teams participate in an absurdly bloated bowl system, the NCAA tourney can appear as exclusive as a Palm Beach golf club. And with its expanded roster, the ultimate goal of winning the whole shebang now requires a grueling six-game slog. Win and advance. Lose and go home. It’s no easy ride to college basketball’s summit.

By the time this two-week traveling basketball circus wends its way to the Final Four, fans and non-fans alike are primed for maximum excitation. The Bucknells, Sienas, and Hamptons are generally long gone by this point (but not always—more on this in subsequent chapters). Still, the madness these pint-sized Davids have engendered on the journey somehow carries over to the final reckoning with the Goliaths.

While the Final Fours themselves may be less likely to provide those shocking jolts, they retain the extraordinary ability to amaze. Over the first ten chapters, you’ll read about ten iconic championship games. You’ll read a bit about history, strategies, matchups, all the Xs & Os stuff. But more important, you’ll read about the memories of grown men, reliving their glory and reflecting upon their youthful dreams. All these years later, we found that Dean Smith’s observation about the relative unimportance of winning and losing holds true, more often than not. Over time, the won-loss distinction has a way of becoming blurred, if not forgotten. A grandfather, taking a break from watching daytime TV on the chaise to chat with a reporter about a game he played as a kid fifty years ago, is less likely to recall the sting of a loss than the camaraderie of his teammates and coaches and the exhilaration of playing a game he loved on college basketball’s biggest stage.

We acknowledge in advance that the selection process we employed was highly subjective, and we make no claims of infallibility. Indeed, we welcome the brickbats with big, warm smiles, because we had such a good time researching and writing this tome—traversing the country (by phone; our travel budget was quite limited) and talking basketball with dozens of ballplayers, coaches, referees, and courtside wags. And we got to rummage and cull through mounds of fascinating archival material, sports history as told by America’s keenest observers of the great game of roundball. For two lifelong college basketball junkies like us, this was a thoroughly enjoyable way to spend several months.

As regards our selection process, we employed four basic criteria.

•   What went on between the lines—the quality of play, the level of excitement, tension and drama displayed over a forty-minute span;

•   The influence of those games on the future development and popularity of college and professional basketball;

•   The social, cultural, and economic significance of the games;

•   And last, but hardly not least, the outsized personalities who played and coached in those games, leaving behind their imprints on college basketball history.

Of course, there are more than ten NCAA finals that meet one or more of these criteria, and rather than ignore them, we’ve included a chapter at the end touching on five classic games that narrowly missed the cut.

And finally, just a word about what we learned as fans in researching this book. It was a rare experience for us to watch these marvelous games streaming on our PCs with total, unimpeded concentration. We’re all used to viewing games, whether live or on TV, while engaging in conversation with others, periodically running to the fridge for a beer, or conducting some other unrelated activity. Drilling down to focus on every possession forces a viewer to recognize a fundamental truth about basketball. There are hundreds, if not thousands, of things, large and small, that occur in the course of a game that contribute to the outcome—a flick of a wrist, a head fake, the tip of a sneaker that nips the sideline. It is never one shot, one pass, or one missed opportunity which determines the end result. The game ebbs and flows for forty minutes, offering a glorious mixture of power, finesse, strategy, and the human conquest over fatigue. When the stakes are as high as they are in the NCAA final, that constant ebb and flow can be positively sublime.

All that being said, we are not oblivious to big-time college basketball’s dark web. As of this writing, the US Justice Department is engaged in a sweeping criminal investigation of corruption that has already ensnared several Division I assistant coaches, apparel reps, and financial advisers. The initial charges involved payoffs to the coaches to steer their players toward those companies. But those accusations appear to be the tip of the iceberg.

This kind of news should surprise no one. College basketball is a big money operation, and big corruption tends to follow big money.

But, for now, we ask you to put all that negativity aside, set your focus squarely on the game itself, and join us in luxuriating in a timeless sporting ritual.

Let the Madness begin.


Chapter 1

The Hunters: Duke vs. Butler, 2010

Time, as Einstein taught us, is a relative construct.

Practically speaking, it takes a basketball, launched into the air from just over midcourt, between one and two seconds to arrive at the basket, carom off the glass backboard, ricochet off the front rim, and descend harmlessly to the floor.

That’s how long this journey lasted for millions of TV viewers of the 2010 NCAA final, contested by the Bulldogs of Butler University and the Duke University Blue Devils at Indianapolis’s Lucas Oil Stadium on April 3. Those were the millions with no particular rooting interest in the outcome of the game.

But for the nearly 71,000 fans in the arena, the coaches and players, and the millions more at home who did care, the time between the launching of Gordon Hayward’s last-ditch, forty-six-foot desperation shot and the arrival of the ball at its final resting place seemed just shy of an eternity. When net and ball failed to connect, history recorded a 61–59 victory for Duke (their fourth NCAA title). That’s basketball history, but not the monumental, silver-screen-ready history that would have been made had the ball bounced through the net, giving Butler the 62–61 victory.

A Butler win would have been considered by many the greatest upset in NCAA finals history and would have closed the perfect loop on a vintage, pre-packaged Cinderella story line. For this is Indiana, where basketball fables have a way of bypassing fiction and going straight to historical fact.

Historical fact: in 1954, tiny Milan High School, with a total student enrollment of 161, led by a kid named Bobby Plump, won the state championship in miracle fashion over powerhouse Muncie Central. It was Plump who made the winning basket as time expired. The game was played at Butler Fieldhouse (now Hinkle Fieldhouse). Milan’s triumph ultimately begat the film Hoosiers and its Plump stand-in, Jimmy Chitwood. It will surprise no one to learn that Hoosiers has been consistently voted by film viewers among the most popular sports flicks of all time. As we’ve noted, Americans like their underdogs victorious, slathered in mustard and relish. So, fifty-six years later, in rides Butler, out of the lightly-regarded Horizon League, playing less than seven miles from its home court, going against the mighty Blue Devils (emphasis on Devils) in a stadium located not far from “Plump’s Last Shot,” Bobby Plump’s own sports bar. And here goes Hayward’s desperation heave, traveling in slow motion through the thick, Lucas Oil air, with 71,000 looking on in total silence toward a rendezvous with history and a movie theatre near you.

And, then, just like that, the Plump balloon popped, and Indiana went from being a spot where fairytales come to life to just another red state.

Of course, the story line, upon closer examination, doesn’t hold up. For one thing, Butler was no Cinderella, coming into the season ranked 10th in the country in the coaches’ poll, and eighth entering the NCAA tournament. The matchup with Duke was hardly a mismatch. Both teams were deep and talented and extremely well coached—Duke by everybody’s Hall of Famer Mike Krzyzewski, and Butler by the boy genius Brad Stevens—and especially strong on the defensive end. Both sides entered the action fully expecting an intensely played, back-and-forth defensive struggle, which is precisely what they got.

On the other hand, the Cinderella angle made better copy and was way cooler. Butler wanted to play this angle for all it was worth.

“Some of our board members asked us before the game to measure the height of the basket, just like Gene Hackman and his team did it in the movie, so they could get a cool photo op,” recalls Stevens, who left Butler in 2013 to become head coach of the NBA’s Boston Celtics.

“I asked my guys if this was okay with them. To a man, they said, ‘Hell, no! We’re not here for entertainment purposes. We’re nobody’s underdog!’”

Stevens says his team went into the final with the expectation of winning it, and their staunch refusal to go along with the Hollywood script pleased him greatly.

“The way they all stood together and displayed their faith in themselves and in the program … I was very proud of my team that day.”

Avery Jukes, a senior backup center on the 2010 team, recollects the lead-up to the final in much the same way. He says his team, while well aware of the Hoosiers/Cinderella hype, did their very best to ignore it.

“But, if Gordy’s shot goes in,” adds Jukes, “well, now that would have been something else.”

Indeed. Glass slippers and golden carriages from Here to Hinkle.

As for the Dukies, they, too, were fully cognizant of the mythical milieu in which the game was played, but were much too caught up in the action to care.

Nevertheless, as the final 3.6 seconds ticked down, they could not help but experience the echoes of Bobby Plump’s last shot.

“I’m a fate kind of guy,” acknowledges former Duke player and 2010 assistant coach Chris Collins. “So I’m watching that shot hang in the air for two hours and thinking all the way to the hoop, ‘This one’s going in.’”

Fortunately for Duke, what’s past is past, and whatever it is that the basketball gods call Fate is beyond human understanding.

The Butler Way

Many organizations, be they college basketball programs or corporate entities, have their “Ways.” For example, there was Dean Smith’s much-admired “Carolina Way,” which was essentially shorthand for players treating the university like a seat of learning instead of a pit-stop on the express lane from high school to the NBA.

Butler’s basketball program had its own Way. However, there was, and is, a marked distinction between the “Butler Way” and the Ways of many other big-time college basketball programs. Butler actually walked this Way.

Jukes, who played at the University of Alabama before transferring to Butler, says the Butler Way was treated by everyone involved as a way of life. You either lived according to that credo, or you transferred out.

The Way, originated in the 1920s by legendary Butler coach Tony Hinkle (as in Hinkle Fieldhouse), was predicated on five locker room principles: passion, unity, servanthood, thankfulness, and humility. Brad Stevens added a sixth: accountability.

Six years after graduating, Jukes is able to rattle five of the six guiding principles off the top of his head (he forgot thankfulness).

“I guess you could say it was brainwashing,” he says. “But the good kind.”

Nevertheless, no amount of brainwashing, good or bad, can overcome the natural tendency of young people to resist authority. Research recently published in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences suggests that educators who nurture their students’ “benevolent defiance” find that this kind of defiance quickly transmutes into an even stronger desire to work together toward a shared purpose (as evidenced in the team’s unanimous refusal to measure the height of a basket). Butler’s 2010 Bulldogs were hardly the farm boy cast of Milan High or its filmic equivalent, Hickory High. They were an iconoclastic bunch, inclined to make their own kind of music.

Matt Howard, the wild-haired center, was the nearest thing to a hippie in the state of Indiana, with an almost feral approach to playing basketball and with more eccentricities than Howard Hughes. Gordon Hayward, a video game nut, reportedly chose Butler over Purdue because Butler’s 6:30 a.m. practices wouldn’t interfere with his computer science classes. And Avery Jukes (a distinctive figure in name alone), while still in his junior year, created a non-profit foundation to help Ugandan students pay their secondary school tuitions. And, then, there was reserve guard Shawn Vanzant, who was ten days short of his second birthday when his mom passed away, followed by the death of his overworked father and the incarceration of his older brother. At sixteen, Vanzant was alone in the world, with nowhere to go but Cleveland to live with his grandmother.

In a scenario reminiscent of The Blind Side (indeed, there are other inspirational sports films besides Hoosiers), Vanzant was taken in by the Tampa, Florida, family of Lisa Litton, the designated den mother of his high school team. It was supposed to be for a couple of weeks, but it turned into a couple of years. Vanzant was used to taking care of himself, having grown up in an environment that didn’t know from curfews and being accountable for taking out the family trash. The Litton Way eased his eventual transition into the Butler Way.

“It helps when you’ve got a few good values coming in,” says Vanzant, who has been playing for a Canadian pro team and is still hoping for an NBA shot.

Stevens says the players’ indoctrination into the specifics of the Butler Way began in the early recruitment stage.

“The first two slides of our PowerPoint presentation spelled out everything the university and the basketball program were about,” explains Stevens. “Every kid who signed on knew from the beginning what was expected of him.”

Matt Graves, an assistant Bulldogs coach in 2010 and currently head coach at South Alabama, says what truly brought this team together and kept it together was the competitive fire that burned in each and every player.

“We didn’t go after highly-recruited guys,” he says. “We were looking for smart kids who would run through walls … the kind of kids who would create their own identity as a team.”

They also went after players with chips on their shoulders, like Shawn Vanzant. For example, when a reporter at the Final Four casually suggested to Vanzant that mid-major schools like Butler were inherently disadvantaged relative to the power conference schools, Vanzant took it as a personal affront, and the discussion became heated.

No punches were thrown, according to Vanzant, “but we did go at it [verbally] for a while.”

Practice scrimmages were where fists regularly flew, not surprising given the personalities involved.

And finally, there was the experience of the previous year’s Bulldogs, which added even more fuel to the 2010 team’s competitive flame. Terry Johnson, a member of the Butler staff for ten seasons before joining Ohio State, says the coaches set the 2008–09 bar much too low, telling the players before the season that they had a legitimate shot at the NCAAs. So when the team got to the tournament and were bounced out in the first round, the players’ dissatisfaction quickly turned to anger and a commitment not to let that happen again.

“The next year, our guys were primed right from the start to go a lot deeper into the tournament,” says Johnson.

As for all the other stuff—the individual quirks and whatnot—that was mere window dressing.

In Brad Stevens, Butler had the perfect coach to preside over a group of very pissed off freethinkers with attitude.

At age thirty-three, Stevens was the second-youngest Division I coach in the land, but the youngest-looking thirty-something since Dick Clark turned sixty. One observer at the 2010 final remarked that Stevens looked a lot closer to twenty-three but even that number was on the high side. Truth is, Stevens, at thirty-three, still closely resembled the boy who grew up in Zionsville, Indiana, exhibiting equal passion for the game of basketball and solving puzzles. While his basketball skills were modest (he did earn four varsity letters at DePauw University), his analytical skills were awesome and his intangible qualities formidable. Stevens is described by his old college coach, Bill Fenlon, as one of the most selfless, team-oriented players he ever coached. Hence, the Butler Way came naturally to Stevens.

Quite apart from that, Stevens’s players were enamored of his coaching style, which relied heavily on getting to know them as players and people and adjusting his strategies to fit their skills and temperaments. They liked that Stevens was a whiz with the Xs and Os, relied heavily on statistical analysis, didn’t get rattled when things were going poorly during games, and wasn’t afraid of shaking things up in mid-game. They also liked that their coach was not above bumping backs with his guys in a winning locker room. He was a coach young enough to relate to his players on their terms but emotionally mature enough to command their respect. In other words, Coach K: The Next Generation.

“Brad had an uncanny ability to take what seemed like a negative and turn it into a positive for you as a ballplayer,” says 2010 reserve guard Zach Hahn, who, like Jukes, managed on the fly to come up with five of the six Butler Way principles (forgetting only accountability). “And Brad was always calm, never yelled at anyone. If he raised his voice even a bit, it was just to emphasize a point. I never saw him waver in his demeanor, not ever.”

The 2009–10 season was Stevens’s third at Butler, where he had already amassed an impressive record of 56–10, with two trips to the NCAA tourney. In Division I basketball history, only North Carolina’s Bill Guthridge won more games in his first two years as a head coach. But to most college basketball fans, who don’t keep close tabs on the doings in the Horizon League, Stevens and his team remained unknown quantities.

Butler kicked off its schedule with a win over Davidson, then lost two of their next three games against ranked non-conference opponents. The team got a big win against 13th-ranked Ohio State before capping off the non-con part of the schedule on December 22 with a dismal 10-point loss to the University of Alabama-Birmingham. UAB closed out that game on a 10–2 run.

During any season, nearly every good team experiences at least one inflection point, an instance when the road bends or curves and the wheels feel like they’re coming off. For Butler, the 2009–10 inflection point was the UAB game.

“I remember a deep sense of disappointment after that game,” says Matt Graves. “There was a feeling among all the players and coaches that we weren’t achieving at the level that was going to get us where we wanted to go. It was less about strategies and [personnel] moves than it was about recharging ourselves, all of us reflecting and refocusing and starting to pay much more attention to detail.”

Terry Johnson attributes the problem to the fact that the players, as much as they all loved one another, had grown sick of each other.

“It was three days before Christmas, and everybody just wanted to go home already and get far away from basketball and teammates. There was a lot of bickering, really silly stuff, going on at that time. The kids just needed a break from it all.”

A minor player-coach interaction during this period speaks volumes about the importance of the little things in redirecting a group toward its mission. According to several players, Stevens walked into the locker room one afternoon with a fist full of orange toboggan caps, each embroidered with the image of a duck, or a creature that looked like a duck. The players were dumbfounded.

“Coach Stevens handed each of us one of these winter hats, and pointed to the design,” recalls Zach Hahn. “‘As of today,’ Brad told us, ‘we are no longer the hunted. We are the hunter!’”

That was the mind-set that a few months later would be reflected in the team’s revolt at the Final Four.

Standing at 8–4 at Christmastime, Butler embarked on a 20-game regular-season win streak, going undefeated in the Horizon League. The hunt was officially on.

The team’s toughest conference test was a 64–62 overtime win against Detroit Mercy in a first-place showdown on the road. After shooting guard Shelvin Mack scored the go-ahead basket with under a minute left in OT, Detroit threw up its own desperation three-pointer. The glass slipper was on the other foot that day, and Butler narrowly escaped with its perfect conference record intact.

Stevens bristles at the suggestion that his team had a smoothly-paved road to the NCAAs, playing in a soft conference.

Aside from there being a few pretty good teams in the Horizon League, Stevens notes, they had all played against much the same Butler team the previous year, and they “knew our players and our tendencies well. It was hard to throw any new wrinkles at them.”

In the NCAAs, Butler, seeded only fifth in the West bracket (“not a lot of respect there for the Horizon League,” says Johnson), played its opening round game against 12th-seeded University of Texas El-Paso. Through the first half, it looked like a throwback to Alabama-Birmingham.

The Miners, NCAA champions from way back (see Chapter 8), over the first 20 minutes channeled the Spirit of ’66, taking a six-point lead into the locker room. Over the next 20 minutes, Butler unleashed a flurry of long-range jumpers en route to a 77–59 rout.

Nevertheless, Stevens and his staff were less than enthralled by this performance.

And it got tougher, as it usually does, in the second round. With 25 seconds left against 13th-seeded Murray State, Butler went up 53–50 on a Ronald Nored layup and free throw. Murray State cut the lead to one and fouled Matt Howard on Butler’s ensuing possession. Howard hit the first but missed the second free throw with just under five seconds remaining, giving Murray State its chance to wear the glass slipper. But Gordon Hayward deflected a pass, and the clock ran out before Murray State could recover the ball.

“We were very fortunate,” says Graves. He was the assistant assigned to scout fourth-seeded Vanderbilt, Butler’s anticipated second-round opponent, but when Murray State upset Vandy in the opening round, Butler had very limited data on their next foe. All they had, in fact, were a few snippets of film demonstrating how other teams effectively employed zone defenses against Murray State’s continuity ball screens.

“That didn’t help us at all,” quips Johnson. “We didn’t play zone. We were man-to-man all the way.”

“As I recall,” says Graves, “we struggled to defend their screens all game long. Murray State ran a patterned offense with very patient guards, and it threw us off.”

Zach Hahn says Murray State’s star player, freshman guard Isaiah Canaan, was the Bulldogs’ chief tormenter.

“That guy might have been the best player we came up against in the whole tournament,” says Hahn.

In the Sweet 16, against Syracuse, seeded No. 1 in the region and No. 4 nationally, the buzz on Butler started getting loud. The Bulldogs played a terrific first half, building a 10-point lead. But Syracuse roared back in the second half, taking a 54–50 lead on a fast-break dunk with 5:23 left. Stevens took a timeout, after which Butler held Syracuse scoreless over the next five minutes, and they led, 60–54, with under a minute left. They held on for a 63–59 victory to advance to the Elite 8 for the first time in school history.

The regional final vs. Kansas State followed a similar pattern, with Butler going up 7 at the half and withstanding a 13–2 Kansas State run late in the game to come out on top, 63–56. It was after this game that Butler revealed to the public Brad Stevens’s secret flying back-bump, which it had adopted a few games earlier.

In the Final Four semifinal against Michigan State, Butler faced its toughest test to date. It was yet another lockdown defensive cliffhanger that came down to two big foul shots by Nored and a game-clinching rebound by Hayward, sealing a 52–50 win. Butler, interestingly enough, shot barely over 30 percent for the game and played much of the second half without Shelvin Mack and Howard—Mack was out with leg cramps and Howard suffered with dizziness after sustaining a mild concussion. Longtime MSU coach Tom Izzo, whose teams have earned a reputation for extreme physical—some would call it thuggish—play, praised Butler’s fighting spirit and its physicality.

“They play like a Big Ten team,” said Izzo.

“That was a street fight,” recalls Graves. “That’s how Michigan State plays, but we could be pretty good street fighters ourselves. Michigan State was also very good in transition, and that was the thing we worked on the most all week in practice. That night we played some solid transition defense.”

For the first time since the adoption of the shot clock twenty-five years earlier, a team had held five consecutive NCAA tournament opponents to under 60 points.

It was a flattering statistic, says Coach Stevens, but he and his staff didn’t believe that Butler had played to its potential in any of those first five tournament games.

They would have one last opportunity to do so. Next up for the Bulldogs on their Cinderella ride was Duke, another team with a distinctive Way about it.

The Krzyzewski Way

Mike Krzyzewski was not always “Coach K,” a figure so beloved within the hallowed halls of Duke that he has to remain constantly vigilant in the event that someone might take his status as a living monument literally and begin pouring slabs of concrete over his body to get a head start on his statue.

Nevertheless, outside those halls, K’s status is somewhat less exalted. A November 2011 piece in The Atlantic, headlined “Why Everybody Hates Coach K,” offers a number of reasons why so many college basketball fans are disinclined to join the Cameron Crazies in celebration of the coach’s manifold accomplishments. These include: the “smarmy, dirty-playing” style exhibited by many of his teams over the years (see Christian Laettner, Cherokee Parks, Grayson Allen, et al.); and the elitist, “country-club” vibe that emanates from the coach’s condescending smirks and his nasal-toned voice.

Lastly, there is the coach’s abject failure to use his mega-victory pulpit to chip away at the corruption at the center of the college basketball business. When pressed on this issue, the coach has invariably stood firmly as the quintessential Company Man.

But, hard as it may be to imagine now, Mike Krzyzewski was not always Coach K. In the beginning, he was just one more devoted student at the basketball academy of Robert Montgomery Knight, better known as Bobby, whose disposition was such that he is nicknamed “The General.” The General, while head coach at Army, drilled into cadet Krzyzewski the need to establish within the confines of a basketball court an aura of stern discipline. The right way, the wrong way, and the Knight way, as it were.

Carol Krzyzewski, known as Mickie, alluded to her husband’s then state of mind in a 2015 interview in the Duke Chronicle. Mickie noted that she has been a basketball fan since the couple’s courting days in the 1960s, but her tastes at that time ran to the hey-look-me-over style of play epitomized by Louisiana State’s ragin’ Cajun, “Pistol” Pete Maravich.

“I used to tell Mike, ‘Well, I like Maravich,’” noted Mickie, “and that would just drive him insane!”

Not insane enough, of course, to keep him from marrying her, siring three daughters and living in a home bedecked in pink and lace.

Nevertheless, while the coach has never lost his disdain for disorder on the court, his coaching style has reportedly evolved quite a bit since he arrived at Duke in 1980. His former players and assistants are his biggest fans and they applaud these changes.

Chris Collins, who played for Coach K for four years in the early-to-mid-1990s and coached under him for thirteen years before taking the head job at Northwestern in 2013, is one such acolyte.

“Coach has adapted beautifully to the changes in today’s players and to the game itself,” insists Collins, referring, among other things, to the advent of the one-and-done freshman superstar.

“For another thing, over the years he’s finally learned how to delegate authority. He no longer attempts to micromanage everything that goes on in his program. During that [championship] season, he gave his three assistants a lot of added responsibilities. I started doing halftime press interviews. Assistants give [pregame] speeches now and take more responsibility for running practices.

“I think it’s been a struggle for Mike, coming out of the Knight mold,” acknowledges Collins. “But he’s found the right balance. One thing I do know for sure: I wouldn’t be head coach at Northwestern now if I hadn’t had him for a mentor.”

Steve “Wojo” Wojciechowski, a 2010 Duke assistant who graduated to head coach at Marquette, says Coach K has gradually come to recognize that he didn’t need to alter his core values to coach twenty-first century student-athletes, he just had to change how he communicated those values.

“He’s been willing to learn and grow as a teacher,” says Wojo, “and as the generations have changed, so has he.”

The 2009–10 Blue Devils in no way resembled those nasty, elitist Duke squads reviled by so many. They were a working-class team right from the get-go. Duke began the season ranked ninth and won thirteen of its first fourteen games, three against Top 20 teams. Subsequent losses to Georgia Tech and North Carolina State preceded a nasty beatdown by seventh-ranked Georgetown in late January. That loss was especially disheartening, as it seemed to signal to the players that 2010 might not be their year.

Chris Collins recalls starting guard Jon Scheyer coming into his office distraught and near tears, thinking his final season at Duke was about to spiral downhill. That loss to Georgetown became Duke’s inflection point.

Coach K and his staff, after some difficult discussion, elected to shake things up by revamping the starting lineup and installing a new offense to go with it.

It was determined that the team needed more senior leadership and a more physical presence inside. The Plumlee brothers—Miles and Mason, a sophomore and freshman, respectively—were replaced as starters by a couple of seniors, center Brian Zoubek and forward Lance Thomas, a top-notch defender. The Zoubek move in some respects was a bold one, as the center had seen only limited service over his first three-and-a-half years on the team and lacked the speed and athleticism of most of his teammates. But he had always been willing to embrace the down and dirty aspects of playing the center position, and he responded to this promotion just as his coaches had hoped, emerging as a major rebounding and defensive force, averaging 10 boards a game over the rest of the season and dominating on the offensive glass throughout much of the NCAA tournament.

“We were prepared, if things didn’t work out, to scrap the [new look] immediately,” notes Wojo. “But when Brian went out in the next game against Maryland and scored 18 points with 16 rebounds [actually 16 points with 17 rebounds], we knew we were off to the races.”

“Everybody wants to start, so obviously Mason and I weren’t thrilled about the changes,” acknowledges Miles Plumlee, currently a member of the NBA’s Atlanta Hawks. “But the seniors deserved it. They’d been through a lot together, and we all rallied around them.”

The personnel moves necessitated significant changes in Duke’s basic offensive strategy. The team switched from running a spread pick and roll offense—which relied heavily on speed and quickness to break down a defense—to more of an “old-school style” offense, featuring increased ball movement and lots of off-the-ball screens and back screens.

“With [a less fleet of foot] Zoubek in there, we obviously couldn’t keep running pick and rolls,” says Miles, “but I believe the changes helped us become a grittier, grind-it-out kind of team. We had some excellent players, but no superstars here, and what we needed more than anything at that time was a strong collective will. The match of wills was ultimately what made the final against Butler such a great game.”

Following the Georgetown loss, at 17–4, Duke got on another hot streak, winning twelve of its next thirteen, entering the NCAAs as the No. 3 team in the country and the top seed in the South region.

They glided through the first five tourney games on cruise control, winning four by double-digit margins and besting Baylor by seven.

Now an even grittier and considerably more confident band of brothers, they were hunters too. And fully loaded for Bulldog.

The Game

For Butler, the morning of the championship game played out like any other Monday morning in early spring. Eight Bulldogs went to their classes on campus. Funny thing is, more than seven years later, they tend to remember what happened in those classes more than they do what transpired that evening on the basketball court.

Zach Hahn explains this particular form of selective memory:

“We’re taught as players to run a play and spring forward into the next one and the next one. Ultimately the whole game, and the whole season, runs together in one long cycle. Even today, I have a lot of trouble looking back on any game I ever took part in and recollecting individual moments.”

Indeed, as regards the Duke-Butler final, apart from those last, thrilling 3.6 seconds, there were no recallable signature moments. It was your basic 40-minute defensive slog, with baskets harder to come by than Duke fans in Chapel Hill.

Chris Collins, for his part, mainly remembers the three buckets that Duke scored off of inbounds passes under the Butler basket in the first nine minutes of the second half.

“We had scripted all three of those underplays, and we executed them flawlessly,” says Collins. “Any time you could get even one easy hoop in a game like this, it’s big, because it was so hard to score in the half-court game or in transition. Those were six crucial points for us.”

Terry Johnson says Brad Stevens so bemoaned those six points that the following season, with those three scripted plays in mind, he retooled Butler’s under-defense strategy to ensure that no opponent would ever again score on the Bulldogs with such impunity.

The tone of the 2010 final was established right from the opening tip: solid rotating man-to-man defense, played to near-perfection by both sides, relatively unencumbered by the referees and very light on the chippy stuff.

Duke went up early, 6–1, and over the first seven minutes held Butler to just two field goals—a pair of three-pointers by Shelvin Mack. Duke’s interior defense in the first half was particularly stellar, exemplified by a terrific Jon Scheyer block on a Willie Veasley breakaway dunk attempt. An 8–0 Duke run beginning at about the 12-minute mark stretched their lead to 26–20. That six-point lead would be the biggest by either team in the game.

After a much-needed Brad Stevens timeout with 5:08 left before halftime, Avery Jukes, subbing for Matt Howard, who was forced to the bench with two fouls, responded with the finest five minutes of basketball in his playing career—a 10-point explosion featuring two three-pointers and two layups.

“We all played our roles that season,” says Jukes, basking in the moment, “but [explosive bursts of scoring] wasn’t my role. I just got in a zone there for a while.”

A 7–0 run put Butler back on top by one before the half ended with Duke up, 33–32.

The second half played out much as the first, back and forth, possession by possession, only without any big scoring bursts. The outburst by Jukes was a fluke, notes Brad Stevens, and it could hardly be expected to reoccur.
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