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ABOUT RUNNIN’ REBEL


“If you are fascinated by recruiting wars, then you will absolutely love Tark’ s stories. In Runnin’ Rebel, the Father Flannigan of college hoops, a master at coaching second chance kids into champions, tells about all his successes and failures.”

—DICK VITALE, ESPN/ABC

“The way that Barry Switzer laid it all out there in Bootlegger’s Boy, here comes Tark with the memoir that will make them queasy in the ivory towers of the NCAA. When you’ re finished with the wildest college basketball story ever told, you’ll be left to reconsider what you thought about who the good guys and bad guys are in the sport.”

—ADRIAN WOJNAROWSKI, AUTHOR OF THE NEW YORK TIMES BEST-SELLING

THE MIRACLE OF ST. ANTHONY

“UNLV has been one of the premier programs in college basketball, and one of its most colorful and controversial. Dan Wetzel, one of the brightest and most perceptive basketball writers in the business, captures perfectly the Runnin’ Rebels and fleshes out what is perception and what is reality. A great read.”

—JAY BILAS, ESPN

“Regardless of your opinion on Tark, he’s always been a good quote, and there is no coachspeak in Runnin’ Rebel. Dan Wetzel was able to elicit the stories to let the public understand one of the more intriguing figures in college basketball history.”

—ANDY KATZ, ESPN

“No writer has a greater appreciation for basketball’s many characters than Dan Wetzel, and there has been no greater character in the game than Jerry Tarkanian. Whether you come down on the NCAA’s side of things or Tark’s doesn’t matter. There are laughs to be found in every direction.”

—MIKE DECOURCY, SENIOR WRITER, THE SPORTING NEWS

“Oh. My. GOSH. Damn what a book.”

—GREGG DOYEL, SENIOR WRITER, CBS SPORTSLINE

“Wow! If you thought the NCAA had troubles before, wait’ll you read Jerry Tarkanian’s Runnin’ Rebel! Jerry fast breaks his way through a storied career that names names and kicks backsides. We even learn where that towel came from!”

—JIM BOHANNON, RADIO TALK SHOW HOST OF THE JIM BOHANNON SHOW, AMERICA IN THE MORNING, AMERICA THIS WEEK, AND OFFBEAT
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Foreword



Basketball is a game that can be played many different ways. There are a wide variety of approaches to defense and all kinds of things a coach can choose to do on the offensive end of the floor. However, there are two things that really stand out in my mind as essential for a coach to get his team to do if it is going to be successful over the long haul of a season.

These two ingredients are getting players to play as hard as they can play each possession of the game at both ends of the floor and doing it as intelligently as possible. I simply try to tell our players that they have to play hard and they have to play smart if we’re going to win. I also tell them that my definition of playing hard carries with it a much higher standard than their own definitions would have. Getting players to match my definition of playing hard as a coach is probably the most singular difficult overall skill there is in teaching the game of basketball.

There is no one I have observed in my 40 years of coaching who has been able to do a better job of this consistently than Jerry Tarkanian.

There are three phases of the game where playing hard or not doing so is most noticeable. They are rebounding at both ends of the floor, playing defense, and running the floor to the offensive as well as defensive end. I have always felt that left on their own, players want to play the game as comfortably as they possibly can. That is why to be successful a coach must have much higher standards in regard to playing hard than the players may think possible. Playing hard seems to be a very simple thing, but it is not, and that goes back to the comfort level that the players themselves basically want throughout the game.

Jerry’s record at University of Nevada–Las Vegas is one of the outstanding coaching records in the history of college basketball. Let’s take a look at how I think he compiled this record through what he taught his teams.

First of all, they exerted great pressure in taking the ball to the offensive end of the floor. They were looking to beat the defense down the floor on every possession, and this was done from the first possession to the last possession of each game they played. Thinking that all kids enjoy the fast break and want to run is a real fallacy in coaching. Again, they want to stay within their comfort level in all that they do on the floor.

The real trick is to get your team to get back.

The key to Tark’s success in all that his teams did was his ability to push them way beyond their comfort level, and this was always apparent in the offensive pressure that they placed on the other team. Now the real trick is to get your team to get back on defense with as much energy and concentration as they take the ball to the basket. This is the most difficult thing in basketball for players to learn.

Jerry’s teams never failed to make it as difficult as possible for the other team to apply the same kind of pressure as they themselves exerted. Not giving up easy baskets is the direct result of a coach instilling in his players the idea that going to the defensive end of the floor is every bit as important as going to the offensive end of the floor, and Tark was a superb teacher of this concept. So that first ingredient that I think is necessary to success in basketball—running the floor—was taught by Jerry Tarkanian as well as anybody who has ever coached the game.

Second, Tark’s teams played both backboards with an energy and a determination that every coach I have ever known would like to see in his own teams. You knew when playing UNLV that if you did not keep them off the offensive boards, you were going to be in for a long night with your defense. At the other end of the floor you were going to really have to work to get good shots. Then not only was your problem in preventing the Rebels from turning a missed shot quickly into a basket at the other end of the floor, but you had to be able to get something off your own offensive board to be in the game.

This was the key to their success, because game after game rarely did the other team get an opportunity at more second-chance baskets than they did. Tark did a great job in teaching his players that the block out and the defensive rebound were keys to limiting the offensive pressure that they consistently exerted in running the floor in the other direction. Just as in running the floor with consistent energy was unmatched by most teams, the same was true of Tark’s players’ approach to rebounding at both ends of the floor. This was the second of those three ingredients I think is so necessary to basketball success.

That leaves us with the third ingredient, and that is defensive play. Whether on the full court or the halfcourt, Tark’s players went at the opponent as though their only objective was to make it impossible for that team to score a basket.

If running the floor to the defensive end is the most difficult thing to teach players, then getting them to play whatever defense you are using with energy and concentration on every possession has to be the second most difficult thing to teach in basketball, particularly if they are going to have to do this the entire game.

Jerry Tarkanian taught these three ingredients necessary for success in basketball as well as anyone who has ever coached. Tark’s teams ran the floor in both directions, rebounded, and played defense as well as any teams I have watched play. In each case it was a direct result of his ability to teach and get them to go to a standard beyond that which they would have set for themselves.

I think that we have covered Tark’s teams as far as playing hard is concerned. Now let’s look for just a moment at playing smart. When I was a player in high school in Orrville, Ohio, one of our biggest rival games was with Rittman, which was about 10 or 12 miles away. They had an outstanding coach named Ashton Hall, whom I respected enormously. He once told me, while I was still in high school, that basketball was not a game of great plays, it was a game of mistakes, and the team that made the fewest mistakes had the best chance of winning. I have never forgotten this, and it has been an essential part of my approach to coaching from the day I started.

Tark’s teams throughout his career have epitomized playing without mistakes and even with the tremendous pressure they exerted on the offensive end of the floor, they did not throw the ball away. They were careful with the basketball. They made sure that they got an opportunity to score rather than giving up the ball without doing so. They were very sound fundamentally at the defensive end of the floor and did not make the kind of mistakes throughout the course of a ballgame that enabled the opponent to get a lot of easy points against them. A team that doesn’t make mistakes is a team that has been extremely well prepared and taught by its coach.

I always felt Jerry Tarkanian had a great love for the game of basketball and taught it very effectively as it should be played. This is why in the final analysis, his teams played both very hard and very intelligently while they were playing hard. Too often coaches are afraid to demand the most out of their players. With today’s athlete I think being able to demand their best in thought and performance is more important than ever.

The best teachers I have known are intolerant people. Intolerant in many different ways, but one thing is always part of a great teacher’s approach and that is getting the students to be better than the students ever thought they could be. I have always said that players will accept and be satisfied with whatever the coach tolerates.

Tark demanded the very best from his players and got it. There is no better recommendation for a coach than that.

Jerry Tarkanian the man has been a person whom I have always enjoyed being around. I’m not sure that I have ever met anyone in all of coaching, regardless of the sport, who has been as successful as he has been and has been as down to earth with an extremely rare sense of humility for what he has accomplished.

As I watched his teams play, I developed a great respect for him as a coach. As I got to know Jerry Tarkanian as a person, I enjoyed him very much as a friend.

—BOB KNIGHT

September 5, 2005

Lubbock, Texas
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I have thrown in the towel. In 2002 I retired from coaching after 31 seasons as a NCAA Division I coach, seven as a junior college coach, five as a high school coach in California, and part of one with the NBA’s San Antonio Spurs. I won a total of 778 Division I NCAA games, among the 10 most all time for a coach. My .794 winning percentage is among the top five all time. I am probably best remembered for coaching UNLV for 19 seasons, where we reached four Final Fours and captured the 1990 national championship.

I now spend my time visiting with friends and family in Las Vegas and California. I couldn’t be happier. Things couldn’t be better.

I tell you this as an explanation of why I am writing this book at this time. I will never coach again. Never. I’m through. As a result, I have nothing to hide. I have no agenda. I don’t have to say things to be politically correct, to paint a good picture for future recruits, or to care about the NCAA getting on my case. The NCAA would probably like to investigate my retirement, but none of that matters to me anymore.

Most of the time when a college basketball or football coach writes a book, he is an active coach, which means he can only say so much. He spends space on the page trying to paint himself in such a good light that none of the stories is even true. It is mostly propaganda. And you can’t blame those coaches. If they ever told the truth about what really goes on in college athletics or on their own teams, they’d probably lose their jobs.

If they admitted they made mistakes, the press would kill them for it. If they said some high school coach once screwed them on a recruit, they’d know they’d never get another recruit from him again. No one really wants to tell the truth.

But I don’t care. My reputation is what it is. My days as a coach are over.

During my time as a head coach at the high school, junior college, major college, and NBA levels, I met some of the most incredible people, found myself in some of the most incredible situations, and participated in some of the most incredible basketball games and recruiting chases in history. I fought big schools, big problems, and the NCAA. It was more than a son of Armenian immigrants from Euclid, Ohio, could have ever imagined possible.

And that is the story I want to tell.

Let me start with a basic philosophy of college basketball that you have to understand: What the NCAA says is happening is not necessarily what is happening. The NCAA has the ability to paint people in whatever light they want. They do it by selectively enforcing their rules. They do it by deciding which schools to go after and which to leave alone. And they do it by conducting bogus investigations.

The NCAA would like the American public to believe that only a few schools ever break the rules, and it is never one of their golden programs. But other than making billions off of unpaid kids, has the NCAA ever made you confidently think they know anything about anything?

In major college basketball, nine out of 10 teams break the rules. The other one is in last place. Actually, the way the NCAA rules are written, 99 percent of the schools cheat. But that is because what is humanistic to some is cheating to the NCAA. A coach takes a player to lunch, and it is cheating. If a kid is having some personal issues and he comes to your home to discuss it and you say, “You need to call your mother, here is the phone,” that call is cheating.

I don’t think that is cheating. That’s just being humanistic. The NCAA rules state a player can’t receive an “extra benefit.” The problem is the NCAA determines what an extra benefit really is, and it depends on how they view your school. At UCLA you could probably buy a kid a car and it wouldn’t be considered an “extra benefit.” At someplace else, you couldn’t buy a kid a gallon of gas.

People always wonder why the NCAA investigated me for almost three decades and spent more money looking into my programs than any other in history. The reason is because they couldn’t get me. Usually when the NCAA comes in and puts a school on probation, the coach gets fired. But I survived every time. My program actually got stronger. And that just made them more determined. They investigated my teams like no other team ever. If they had done that to any other school in the country, they would have found all sorts of violations. That’s reality.

Once you understand that this is the truth—that this is the way it really, truly is—then what goes on in college basketball will appear in a completely different light. It is not what the NCAA says it is. And you’ll realize that the Naismith Hall of Fame is full of guys who did a lot more cheating than coaches who got fired for it.

Not that I cared what schools or coaches did. I only cared about how the NCAA wouldn’t investigate everyone evenly. I only cared that the media ripped one guy for doing the same thing another guy was doing.

What is cheating anyway? Take a step back and consider the big picture. In 99 percent of the cases, it is either having a rich booster give a poor kid money or giving the chance to go to college to a kid who doesn’t deserve that chance. That’s it. Getting a kid or his family a small amount of cash (compared to the NCAA revenue) or getting a couple more guys into some massive freshman class. They build statues and hold dinners for people who do that in other segments of society. But in college basketball, that is cheating. It is paying kids or academic fraud.

The NCAA doesn’t want to consider it like that. But for a long time there, I thought the mob had better morals than those guys. The NCAA is all about the money. In the spring of 2005 they passed legislation that expanded the college football season from 11 games to 12 games for the sole reason of making the kids produce one more week of ticket and parking revenue. Now the best college teams, with conference championship and bowl games, play a 14-game season, which is what the NFL season used to be. The NCAA didn’t even pretend why they did it. They admitted it was because of one thing—money.

“These institutions need money for the commitments they’ve made,” said NCAA president Myles Brand. “I think those who voted in favor of a 12th game saw it as a way to increase revenue.”

These hypocrites don’t care one bit about the kids. Not one single bit. It is just about their salaries going up and their TV revenues increasing. You have to understand that also.

I am not here to write just about the NCAA, though. They don’t deserve the attention. I love college basketball, and the great part of college basketball is the players, the games, the fans, the fun, and producing a winning team that gets everyone excited. When we had it rolling at UNLV, it was like nothing else. Las Vegas was the greatest college basketball town in America. We had the glitz and glimmer of The Strip, of our famous Gucci Row, which were the seats on the floor. But mostly we were a blue-collar team for a blue-collar town. Vegas is more about the casino employees, waitresses, cooks, and construction workers than it is the high rollers. They didn’t go to UNLV, but they loved us.

The popularity of those teams changed my life. I’ve been in six major motion pictures, conducted basketball clinics around the globe, and given speeches to packed houses around the country. I one time even had a horse named after me, Tark the Shark. It was great. I didn’t know much about horse racing then, but Tark the Shark did okay. Until he was gelded, which I didn’t feel too good about.

During my time at Long Beach State (1968-1973), UNLV (1973-1992), and Fresno State (1995-2002), we had fans not just from those communities, but from across America. They liked the way we played. They liked that I gave black kids a chance before almost anyone else. They liked that we were just blue-collar guys. They liked that we fought the big schools and the NCAA hypocrisy. They liked that we won.

I remember recruiting back in New York during the late 1980s, and we would go to a playground or open gym and the guys hanging around the court, real tough street guys, broke up their dice games, stopped hanging out—doing who knows what—and came over and shook my hand. They all knew who I was. They all knew the Runnin’ Rebels and how I always gave a chance to kids when others wouldn’t. It was unbelievable, really. I was big with those guys.

I guess that’s why wherever I go now, people always want me to tell a story. They mostly want to know about the big recruiting battles, and we certainly had some memorable ones. Or the colorful players we had. Or what life in the 1970s in Las Vegas was like, when my friends included Frank Sinatra and Sammy Davis. Or why I chewed on a towel. Or how I fought the NCAA until they had to pay me $2.5 million. Or about our championship team at UNLV, the near-undefeated one the next year, or all of the great players we had out there. Or how three of my players wound up in a hot tub with a sketchy guy. They want to hear about the good, the bad, and everything in between.

So right here, right now, I am going to tell my stories. Not just ones that make me look smart or portray me in a certain light or will please some people, including people who are my friends. This is the truth. The truth about four decades in the middle of some of the wildest games, recruiting battles, and craziest situations that college sports has ever seen.
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How It Really
Goes Down

“Oh, don’t worry, Coach, it’s taken care of. USC sent a dentist out to my house.”

—BRUCE CLARK’S MOTHER

Before I start at the beginning, let me tell you about the time I learned how college basketball really works. I coached Long Beach State from 1968 to 1973, and we went 116-27, reached four NCAA Tournaments, and at one point were ranked No. 3 in the entire country. It was incredible. I don’t think anyone ever realizes what we did at Long Beach State.

But as good as we were, one day I realized I couldn’t stay there. The difficulties in recruiting were just too great. The school didn’t have the money, the resources, or the alumni to win over the long haul, and that kept getting hammered home to me. Big schools, especially big state schools, just have a huge advantage over smaller schools in recruiting, not just because of media exposure and fan support, but because of the institutional might of the school. The player who convinced me I needed to go to a school like that was Bruce Clark.

Bruce was a six-foot-eight center from Jefferson High School in Los Angeles. In 1969, he was considered the best player in L.A. We started on him when he was a sophomore. He came to our Long Beach State games, and we introduced him around. He loved us. He absolutely loved us.

He told us he didn’t like USC, and he said although UCLA was recruiting him, John Wooden wasn’t doing anything. UCLA had won the NCAA title every year, so if Wooden got involved with a recruit, it was usually over. But it was just the assistants who were recruiting him. Other than that, it was out-of-town schools, San Francisco and Arizona State. So I thought we had a heck of a chance. I thought we pretty much had Bruce wrapped up.

But that was when it got crazy. The guy who lived across the street from me in Huntington Beach was someone I grew up with in Pasadena. He worked in the stock market. Bruce was really smart, and he was interested in the stock market. He wanted to learn more about it and maybe be a stockbroker one day. So I got my neighbor to hire Bruce for a summer job even though Bruce was still in high school. I thought this was a perfect idea. Bruce was about to start work for my friend when he backed out of the job.

The USC coaches thought it was a good idea, too, and they got him a job with a brokerage firm making twice the money. That was a big problem for us; everything we did, USC could go and do double. We were a teachers college, so we didn’t have any stockbroker alumni; all we had was my neighbor. USC had half of Los Angeles wired.

Then one day I was sitting in my office, and Bruce’s mother called us. (When the mother of a top recruit calls a college coach’s office, everything stops. She gets patched through immediately, because often it’s not the player who makes the final decision on where to attend school. So a mom, you can’t afford to get on her bad side.) The call came through.

My assistant Ivan Duncan answered and said, “Hi, how are you? What’s happening?”

Small talk. And Bruce’s mom said things weren’t good because she had a toothache.

A toothache? Like I would normally care if this woman had a toothache? But this was Bruce Clark’s mother, and I did care. And she knew I would care. She didn’t have to say another word.

Ivan told her, “Oh, that’s terrible. Hang tight, and I’ll see if we can do something to help.” I immediately got the phonebook out and started to call dentists I knew. I finally found a guy who would take care of the toothache if she came over to his office. Ivan called her back and told her to drive over to see Dr. So-and-So.

“Oh, don’t worry, Coach, it’s taken care of,” she said. “USC sent a dentist out to my house.”

See, whatever we could do, USC could do double. I started getting concerned at that point. Bruce kept telling us that he wasn’t interested in USC and that he wouldn’t go there, but USC had him hooked up with a summer job and gotten his mother’s toothache fixed. Then we found out his sister had gotten a job from two USC alums. They were working the periphery well.

We were still in there strong, though, when my wife and I went to the City-CIF All-Star game. They used to have a game with the best players from the City of Los Angeles against the best players in the CIF, which is the high school league for most of the rest of Southern California. Bruce was incredible; he had 31 points and 19 rebounds and played absolutely great. UCLA had barely been recruiting him, but Wooden was at the game, and Bruce got his attention.

After the game, they introduced Bruce to Wooden, who talked to him for about two minutes. UCLA hadn’t even been in the picture until then. I had been recruiting him for three years, and USC had been all over him. But Bruce had met Wooden.

“It’s a tossup between you and UCLA,” he said to me.

“What?”

“I talked to Coach Wooden.” I was like, “Talk? I’ve been working on you for three years.” But that’s how strong Wooden was back then.

My wife, Lois, heard about this, though, and she started working over Bruce’s mom. And she convinced Bruce’s mom that it wouldn’t be right for Bruce to go to UCLA because they were just jumping in at the end. And Bruce’s mom agreed. I couldn’t believe it; Lois wiped out UCLA in one conversation. So we still had a chance.

Later that spring Bruce was set to graduate from Jefferson High School. They held the graduation at the football field on about the hottest June day I can remember. Ivan and I decided to be there. They had these chairs out on the football field; the sun was beating down—hot, hot, hot. We were sweating like crazy.

We were the only two white guys at his graduation, so we stood out like sore thumbs. Everyone was looking at us and wondering what the heck these two white guys were doing at the ceremony.

“No looking bored, no looking hot or tired or disinterested,” I told Ivan. “Everyone is looking at us.”

Again, you never know who that peripheral person is who will make the decision. So when they announced a graduate, we stood and cheered like it was our own son. Every last kid. They’d say, “Roosevelt Booker,” and we’d get up and start clapping. When they got to Bruce, we went wild.

Afterward, his dad had a graduation party, and because we had been to the graduation, his dad invited us. We were the only white guys invited to the party. It was at this condominium, not a very big place, but we were sitting there thinking we were in great shape. We were having the time of our lives. As far as we were concerned, this was the greatest party ever thrown. I really thought we were getting Bruce.

Then about two weeks later, we heard they were having a press conference, and Bruce was going to USC. We couldn’t believe it. But they held the thing in the press box of Dodger Stadium, right in front of the media there.

So we wound up losing him, and I was devastated. Then the next day, Bruce showed up on our campus, in our office crying. He broke into tears because he said he had wanted to choose us. When he said that, I broke into tears. Then my assistants broke into tears. Everyone was in tears. We were all hugging each other.

I said, “Bruce, what happened? Why did you commit to USC?”

“Coach, I had to go to USC. I had to go.”

He just kept saying it over and over. He wouldn’t say anything more than that.

That night I was at home, just devastated over losing Bruce. Then I got this call at about 2 a.m. from Ivan who said he was with Bruce’s dad. Ivan had picked up a bottle of whiskey and gone over to the dad’s condo, and they were both drunker than hell.

“Coach, we are still going to get Bruce,” Ivan said. “Here’s his dad.”

I started talking to Bruce’s dad, but it didn’t matter. The deal was done. It was over.

I don’t know exactly what happened, but all I know is the whole family moved out of that little condo and got a nice house in Pasadena. And then his dad got a job with Columbia Studios in Hollywood.

When I heard that, I called his dad up and said, “Did USC get you that job?”

And he just said, “No. John Wayne did.”
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One of the Guys

“My upbringing was why I always related so well to kids from tough backgrounds or single-parent homes.”

—JERRY TARKANIAN

I am an Armenian. That doesn’t mean a lot to a lot of people, but to Armenians, it means everything. And for good reason. For centuries, Armenians were discriminated against and persecuted because we were Christians living in Turkey, which was a Muslim country. In 1915, the Ottoman government in Turkey began slaughtering Armenians, and by 1922, 1.5 million were killed. It was like the Jewish Holocaust, just a terrible genocide, but it never got much attention worldwide. Even today, it’s referred to as the “Forgotten Genocide.”

It wasn’t forgotten in our home, though. I grew up on 200th Street in Euclid, Ohio, just outside Cleveland, where a large Armenian community lived. Both of my parents are Armenian, and just getting to Ohio was an achievement that no Armenian took lightly. And they were quick to teach that to their children.

When my mother, Haighouhie “Rose” Tarkhanian, was still young, the genocide began. Both her father, Mickael, and her brother, Mehran, were decapitated by the Turkish military just for being Armenian. In the town my mother lived in, the Turkish military rounded up a group of women and children, locked them in a church, and set it on fire, killing them all. My mother said she never forgot the screams she heard coming from that blaze. They haunted her for the rest of her life.

Fortunately, my grandmother decided to send her children off before it was too late. She sewed some money into my mother’s dress and sent her and her younger brother on horseback out of the country to safety. My mother was just a girl, but she had to fend for herself and her brother. Eventually, a friendly Turkish family took them in and then found them passage to Syria and then on to Lebanon. It was there that my mother met my father, George Tarkanian. They married soon thereafter and immigrated to the United States, eventually setting down roots where a community of Armenians offered some support and familiarity.

In 1927, my older sister, Alice, was born. And in 1930, I came along. My mother tried to name me Gregory, after an Armenian saint. But her English was so bad, the nurses just wrote down Jerry. That is my name, Jerry Tarkanian. Not Gerald. No middle name, either. Just Jerry Tarkanian.

My father started a small neighborhood grocery store in Euclid, and the family all worked in the business. Then to make additional money, my dad worked in a Chrysler plant. He worked two jobs. He worked so hard, but that wasn’t unusual, because this was during the Great Depression. Euclid was a tough, mostly Italian area and I remember all of the fathers always carrying lunch pails to work in the factories. But they were the lucky ones who had jobs. It was just tough times.

I can hardly imagine now how difficult it was for them. Everything was so difficult, so new. My mother and father spoke Armenian in the home. But I guess having been toughened up by what they came through, America was paradise. Armenians all work hard and to this day do. It’s that forged identity of surviving the genocide. We didn’t have any money. But we didn’t know we were poor. No one in Euclid had any money. Later when I was about 20, I played on a summer basketball team sponsored by a company, and one night the owner took us all out to a steakhouse. I had prime rib for the first time in my life, and that was the best piece of meat I’d ever seen. To this day, I can remember it. I had never had anything like that. I never knew anybody could eat that well, and I never knew food could taste that good. It was incredible.

But when you don’t know what you’re missing, you don’t miss it. So when I was a kid, I couldn’t have been happier.

Everything changed, though, when I was 10 and a half years old. My father got tuberculosis and died. All of a sudden, we were alone. We lost the grocery store, and we had to move from Euclid to 140th Street in Cleveland. That wasn’t a long way, but when you’re a kid, it seemed like another state. Then we moved to Cleveland Heights. I was very unhappy because I was 14 years old, and I had moved three times in a year and a half. I no longer had my friends, and I no longer had my father. So I was actually happy when my mother said we were moving to Pasadena, California. I knew that was a long way away, but she said once we moved there, we wouldn’t have to move again. Even though I had loved Euclid and I didn’t want to ever leave, we all agreed we just needed a fresh start. California sounded like a good idea.

The reason we moved to Pasadena was there was a small Armenian community there. It turned out to be perfect. My mother used to wake up in the morning and look out the kitchen window and see those mountains and clear blue sky. Back then there was only one freeway, the Pasadena Freeway to L.A., so there wasn’t much smog. You went just a mile or two miles out of Pasadena, and you’d run into the orange groves. And my mother used to say, “God bless Pasadena.” She just loved it, and we all did.

It was so different than Cleveland, and I just couldn’t believe how great it was. At night there would be no mosquitoes or bugs. It would cool off, and you could sleep. It was just like paradise; it never snowed.

My mother remarried when I was 14 and she and her husband bought an apartment building right on Colorado Boulevard. Although it wasn’t real big or real fancy, it was enough to keep us going. The Rose Bowl parade went right by it.

My upbringing was why I always related so well to kids from tough backgrounds or single-parent homes. Especially black kids. When I first became a coach, there were still colleges that wouldn’t admit black students, and a lot of basketball coaches were uncomfortable coaching black kids. Even schools that were integrated wouldn’t take more than one or two blacks, and they usually came from suburban schools.

I was always at home with the city kids. I just never cared. I understood what it was like to be raised by one parent, to grow up poor, and to have to move around and scrape to get things. I knew what it was like to be a poor student. I even knew what it was like to be discriminated against. Being Armenian and being black in America are two very different things, but there are some similarities. I think all of that was why, when I went recruiting later in life, I was completely comfortable with people of all backgrounds. Who was I to look down on anyone? I was like them. I was them.

I attended Pasadena High School and played basketball. All I did was play ball. And maybe drink some beer. I barely got out of high school. Then I attended Pasadena City College, and it was pretty much the same. I loved sports. I loved hanging around the guys. I didn’t care very much for schoolwork. I had a lot of fun. Eventually I graduated from junior college, but I was never a good student.

Pasadena was a great time then. It was the late 1940s, and a lot of guys were getting out of the service and coming back to the junior college. There was a big group of guys there who formed a strong bond that has lasted forever. (Each year we have a big reunion, and even when I was coaching at UNLV, I never missed it. I’d fly in for it every year. One guy picked a local bar, and about 30 of us went in there and had the greatest time. The reunion has kept growing, though, to the point we have it in the press box of the Rose Bowl in Pasadena. And they do it twice a year now.)

One day when I was in junior college, some coaches from Fresno State showed up and offered scholarships to five of us—my friend Dale Arambel and I for basketball and the other three for football. We all jumped at the chance to get an education and go to the same school. Fresno State was perfect for us; it was about a four-hour drive north from Pasadena in the Central Valley. Far enough from home to feel like we were getting away, but not so far we couldn’t get back to the old neighborhood if we wanted to.

I lived with six, seven, or eight guys at Fresno State, so our house was the party house. They used to call us the “Fun Guys.” They were all football and basketball players, and we had one cheerleader. His name was Sid Craig, and he would go on to marry Jenny Craig, who would go on to start a diet business that has been incredibly successful. They built up that huge business together.

In college I had tunnel vision: basketball and partying. I didn’t care at all about school. I just wanted to have a good time. That is probably why it took me six years to get through junior college and Fresno State. I just didn’t care. I was having too much fun. I wasn’t a great player at Fresno, but I worked hard. I was mostly a practice player, but I was very good on defense. I was kind of a floor burns guy. Even though I wasn’t the best player, I was named team captain as a senior.

I met two very important people in my life in Fresno. The first was Clark Van Galder, the football coach. Most of my friends were football players, and to make some extra money, I got a job working for Coach Van Galder. I was his gofer, personal assistant, whatever. He was a great man. He really looked after me, and when it comes to influencing my career as a coach, he had the greatest impact.

Van Galder was a really intense coach, and he demanded that his players match his intensity on the field. There was no lack of toughness there. But then off of the field, he was relaxed; he befriended his players. He believed the best way to motivate players was to forge an emotional bond with them, be their friend, and gain their trust. I had never met a coach like that. Back in the 1950s, everyone was like Vince Lombardi and Bear Bryant. Players and coaches could never be friends. But he felt his way would make his kids care more, and they would play with more intensity than the team that hated its coach. That really struck a cord with me and influenced the way I approached coaching. Just about everything I achieved as a coach I owe to Clark Van Galder.

The most important person I met at Fresno State was my wife, Lois. We may have attended the same school, but we were complete opposites. Lois was smart, pretty, and a very hard worker. She graduated in just three years, and the last year she held a full-time teaching position in the Fresno School System. We were opposites. She got nearly all As. I barely passed. She didn’t party. That’s about all I did. She didn’t like sports. I was obsessed with it. She was serious about the future. I wasn’t.

The first time I asked Lois out was when some friends and I got hauled in front of the student court. Back then Fresno was really just a farm town, it wasn’t nearly as big as it is now, and most of the kids who went to Fresno State were from rural areas. As a result, they had a square dance club. Remember, this is the early 1950s. Well, the square dance club was putting on this big square dance, and my friends—which included Darryl Rogers, who would go on to coach at Arizona State, Michigan State, and the Detroit Lions—and I didn’t think much of square dancing, so we snuck into the dance and pulled the plug on the music. I know it sounds like nothing now, but back then it was this big thing. Everyone was mad at us for ruining the square dance. So we got sent in front of the student court, which had the power to suspend us.

Lois was on the student court. I asked her out before our hearing, but she said no. She thought I was just trying to influence her vote on my punishment and get her to go easy on me. But then after we got our punishment, I kept asking her out. She said no a bunch of times because we didn’t have much in common, but finally I wore her down, and she said yes. The problem was I was so poor. I couldn’t afford to take her anywhere. I just had no money. My mother had given me this old, old Hudson that barely ran. That was my car. And the only way to get it started was to park it on top of this hill near my house, pop it into neutral, and as the car rolled down the hill, pump the engine alive.

On our first date we went to a diner to have coffee. All of the college kids drank coffee, and it was five cents a cup. I had enough for two cups of coffee, but not much more than that. Only Lois didn’t drink coffee. She had to be the only girl at Fresno State who didn’t drink coffee. She ordered hot chocolate. But that went for 20 cents a cup. She damn near bankrupted me on our first date.

We started going out my junior year, and she cleaned up my act a little bit. It took a while. I was still into partying more than studying, but Lois was a good influence on me. If it hadn’t been for her, I might still be trying to get my degree. I just wasn’t the most romantic guy, I guess. The night of our wedding, we didn’t have any money for a real honeymoon, so I took her to the Idaho State–Fresno State football game. She still hasn’t forgiven me. She still brings that one up. I don’t blame her, but it seemed like a good idea at the time.
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