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  Countless contributors—seen and unseen, famous and obscure, embraced or estranged—helped elevate Gonzaga University basketball to a level of national prominence. This book is dedicated to their efforts.


  Foreword

  First of all, I have to say how blessed I’ve been to be able to work with the players who have come through the Gonzaga basketball program. I think one thing that separates Gonzaga from a lot of programs out there is that in so many ways it’s a family. Once you’re in the family, you’re in it for life. The best part of the job—better than the NCAA Tournament wins and the championships—is building the relationships with the players through the years. We go from being coaches and players to being lifelong friends once they’ve finished playing. It’s so rewarding to see how successful they are, as attorneys and engineers and teachers. Probably even greater than that is seeing the wonderful parents that they’ve become. I don’t know how many other programs really have such a “family” feel to them.

  The administration and the university foster that kind of relationship; that’s Gonzaga, once you go there, you’re a part of it for life. For whatever reason, people always seem to want to come back and keep in touch with the people they met here. That’s probably even more so with our basketball program; the character of the kids is such that they seem to want to hang on to the experience by staying close with friends and keeping in touch. That’s really the essence of it.

  Over the years we’ve had some very strong individual personalities and characters. Everybody is different, and we welcome and encourage that. They may be as different as a gregarious and outgoing Frenchman with long dreadlocks to a quiet, competitive guy from Walla Walla who hardly talks at all. But they all have a common denominator; they all share the same quality: They are willing to put themselves aside and put the good of the team first. It’s probably the mix of these personalities that makes it so enjoyable. You see an Anthony Reason from Ocala, Florida, and Compton (California) Community College running around with Blake Stepp and Dan Dickau from the Pacific Northwest. They love him and he loves them. They enjoy sharing each other’s culture, and the mixture of personalities works so well because they also share those common goals.

  When you put all those ingredients together, and you end up finding talented guys with diverse backgrounds who want to come together and put the team first, you almost can’t help but be successful. Because of all that, you just have a heck of a lot of fun coaching those types of guys, and you truly enjoy being around them. The icing on the cake is that we’ve been so successful, which makes it a win-win-win situation for all of us.

  A part of the program’s success, too, has been our ability to keep the same staff together. That just doesn’t happen in college basketball. As a staff, we’ve always had a very, very high quality of life here, and now we make sure we take the extra time to put family first. It helps so much to have a staff that’s been together forever and understands what it takes and has a feel for how players will fit in as a part of the team. Then you have a guy like trainer Steve DeLong, who almost nobody knows about from the outside, but who has been as valuable a staff member as anyone. He keeps coaches in line, toughens the players up, and is the players’ friend. He IS Gonzaga.

  If I had to pick one example that shows what this program is all about, I’d point to the last game in “The Kennel” in the spring of 2004. We had over 100 former players back for the game . . . spanning generations. Their willingness to do that is remarkable. The fun they had and the genuineness of their emotions . . . that shows what this has been all about. You see the same thing when you go to a wedding of one of the players; you’ll see not only his teammates but guys from the generations before him and after him. It’s impressive; they all grew to be friends because they’re Gonzaga basketball players. It sounds corny, but that kind of thing is not commonplace in college basketball.

  I hope that Tales from the Gonzaga Hardwood helps fans see these players as the great people they are. Lost in all the wins and the NCAA appearances is the fact that a guy like Ronny Turiaf has probably made 100 charity visits in his time here. Or a guy like Brian Michaelson, who a lot of fans haven’t heard of, has been doing that sort of thing all along because he wears a Gonzaga jersey. Or the guys reading stories to first grade classes in town. What you’ll read about in this book is not just Casey Calvary making a big tip-in or Richie Frahm stroking a three, or Dan Dickau making great passes, it’s the blood, sweat and tears, literally, that went into this program.

  I’d like to personally thank each and every player who has come through this program for making it such an awesome experience in my life, and in the lives of our staff. It’s been a true blessing to be able to work with them and continue to have great relationships with them after they’ve finished playing. Thank you.

  —Mark Few, November 2004
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  Introduction

  Over by the library, a statue of Bing Crosby stands in perpetual nonchalance, barely more inert than the low-key crooner seemed in life. For decades, this most famous son of Gonzaga University appropriately represented the essence of the drowsy little Jesuit school in a leafy neighborhood on the north bank of the Spokane River.

  These days, the spirit of the school would be better captured by a sculpture of Dan Dickau pulling up for a three-point shot, or Matt Santangelo frozen in mid-drive down the lane, or Casey Calvary hanging from some rim after a seismic dunk. And, of course, a carved-in-stone likeness of John Stockton would be required, marble eyes scanning the floor, with the ball ready to be distributed through an opening only he could detect.

  This is the contemporary Gonzaga, a place that has rocketed across an improbable trajectory from basketball backwater, to home for a cuddly little gang of March overachievers, to the fevered residence of a team that annually visits the upper reaches of the national polls. And while a generation of basketball fans around the country may now recite GU’s NCAA Tournament record, many might need to ask, “Bing Who?”

  Gonzaga’s caste-busting ascension disrupted college basketball’s entrenched pecking order. Unrecognized entities emerge every spring for a round or two before the forces of competitive gravity drag them back down to their normal niche. But for the Zags this has not been a singular surfacing. In the span of six seasons, 1999 through 2004, the Zags averaged more than 26 wins and made consecutive NCAA appearances, completing what appears to be a repeatable, sustainable—and apparently permanent—relocation to the top of the national hoops heap.

  Gonzaga’s transmutation into a national powerhouse from underfunded also-ran, relying on pluck and feisty underdoggery, required a convergence of factors. There’s been a continuum of coaches serving apprenticeships through the ranks. Along the way, they’ve adapted and refined and improved the product. But they’ve mostly adhered to a core mission of conscripting tough kids with consuming dedication, guys who understand the game and the nearly extinct concept of success through selflessness and unity.

  The talent level has surged, but Gonzaga is still a place where a walk-on from Walla Walla, like guard Kyle Bankhead, could start on the No. 2-ranked team in the nation. One recent survey of NCAA basketball players showed Gonzaga’s incoming freshmen to have the second highest grade-point averages in the nation (3.38), trailing only Stanford. Yet it remains a program where the coach will evict the players from their cozy locker room if they leave it a mess.

  Named after St. Aloysius Gonzaga, the Patron Saint of Youth, Gonzaga started out as a frontier boarding school for boys in 1887. Spokane, a railroad town built around the mining, lumber and farming economy of the region, was leveled by fire in 1889, but Gonzaga, on the north side of the river, was spared.

  As for athletics, Gonzaga was an early regional football power. Although the school gave up the game around World War II, Gonzaga has as many graduates in the Pro Football Hall of Fame (Ray Flaherty and Tony Canadeo) as in-state football powers Washington and Washington State. Gus Dorais, Knute Rockne’s teammate at Notre Dame and among the first accomplished practitioners of the forward pass, was Gonzaga’s first full-time football coach. The best of the early Gonzaga football players, however, may have been triple-threat back and linebacker Houston Stockton, whose grandson, John, would play a little basketball at GU and in the NBA.

  Gonzaga came late to Division I basketball, not elevating to that level until 1958. One notable early achievement came in 1961 when Frank Burgess, now a federal district judge in Tacoma, led the Zags, and the nation, in scoring with a 32.4-point average.

  Coach/athletic director Dan Fitzgerald midwifed the early stages of the modern emergence of GU basketball, leading a change in conferences from the Big Sky to the West Coast in 1979. Outside the Pacific Northwest, though, Gonzaga remained anonymous. And if not entirely unknown in the region, it was still frequently mispronounced, as PA announcers at games loved to say “Gon-ZAWG-a,” not “Gon-ZAG-a.” Even worse, at times, the team was said to represent: “Gonzales University.”

  Fitzgerald, proud of his Irish heritage and rugged upbringing in San Francisco, constructed teams that were reflections of himself . . . tough, fearless, and determined to outwork and outprepare opponents. Players were taught to make the extra pass, take the charge, and beat each other bloody every day in practice. For a time, many tended to party with much the same collegial vigor afterward, but took pride in still being able to make it to class and graduate with distinction.

  Fitzgerald forever altered the course of the program by signing an undersized but hypercompetitive point guard from the neighborhood in 1980. John Stockton engendered little recruiting interest coming out of Gonzaga Prep, but given his family history and proximity, he seemed predestined to go to Gonzaga U, anyway. But even the willful Stockton couldn’t lift Gonzaga into the postseason.

  Although Fitzgerald later resigned as athletic director during an investigation for misappropriation of funds, he shaped a framework for the program, and almost assured its continued success by hiring a trio of young assistants—Dan Monson, Mark Few and Bill Grier. None ever played Division I basketball, but they shared a vision of where GU basketball could be headed. More importantly, they generated the energy and drive to get it there.

  As the program earned regional esteem for the grit and the grades of its players, Fitzgerald’s teams nonetheless enjoyed little more than middling success through the 1980s. It reached the nadir in the 1989-90 season, when the team finished 8-20, but a group of talented redshirts sat out that season in preparation for GU’s first real run at basketball repute.

  Within two years, that group won 20 for the first time since the school arrived at the Division I level, and two years after that, a 22-win season and WCC regular-season title led to GU’s first postseason invitation. The first substantive proof of sustainable excellence emerged with 21 wins in 1994. That year, Fitzgerald and his staff roused the team to a conference tournament title—after a league start of 0-6—and received the automatic NCAA bid that accompanies it.

  Fitzgerald tacked on another NIT appearance in 1996 before abdicating his post to make way for Dan Monson. The son of veteran Oregon and Idaho basketball coach Don Monson, Dan Monson took over in 1997 as Fitzgerald focused solely on his athletic director’s duties. Monson immediately notified college basketball observers of Gonzaga’s upwardly mobile intent by winning the Top of the World Classic in Fairbanks, Alaska, with consecutive upset wins over Tulsa, Mississippi State and No. 5-ranked Clemson.

  But given the Zags’ skimpy portfolio, 24 wins and the WCC regular-season title weren’t attractive enough to land an at-large NCAA Tournament invitation that season, and the Zags, formerly delighted with any postseason attention, suddenly found themselves unsatisfied with another NIT berth.

  A hefty 28 wins in 1999 earned the unheralded Zags nothing more than a 12th seed into the West Regionals at Seattle’s Key Arena. But in front of a hugely partisan gathering, they responded with a 12-point win over fifth-seeded Minnesota. And in the first truly legitimizing victory, the Zags—suddenly proclaimed Cinderellas on a national level—then handed No. 2-seed Stanford a 12-point defeat.

  Florida then fell by a point to the Zags in the Sweet 16 as Casey Calvary tipped in the winning basket with four seconds remaining, leaving GU to face Connecticut for the West Regional title . . . 40 minutes away from the Final Four. Gonzaga trailed the eventual national champion Huskies by just a point with a minute remaining before falling 67-62.

  The exposure gave the Zags permanent recognition in bracket lore, and landed Monson a huge raise from the University of Minnesota. After lengthy internal debate, Monson accepted the job of coaching the scandal-plagued Golden Gophers, and Few moved over a seat to lead the Zags into the 1999-2000 season.

  Improbably, Few tacked on five more consecutive NCAA Tournament trips. When coaching vacancies at national powerhouse universities arise, Few’s name is immediately tossed into the list of top candidates. Big-money offers haven’t lured Few from Gonzaga, though. And the school, riding upon the surging basketball prestige, no longer suffers confusion with some mythical “Gonzales University.” The fiscal effects? Freshman enrollment more than doubled during that span, from in the 400 range to something in the 900 range. “The Kennel” was suddenly too small to hold overflow crowds, and a new, $25 million, 6,000-seat arena was set to open for the 2004 season.

  Now around NCAA Tournament time every March, Bing’s statue is enlivened by t-shirts that read, “Go Zags,” and imply his posthumous approval of his old school’s new image.

  Although it’s no longer the anonymous little university that no one could correctly pronounce, Gonzaga’s basketball program still has its quirks. There’s still the characters, although fewer dedicated partiers than seemed the case with earlier crews. One Zag or another is still sequestered in the gym, polishing his game on a 24-hour basis, much as Stockton did a generation earlier. And Stockton, who still lives a few blocks away, sneaks in to play ratball with the contemporary Zags, making his legacy one that is both tangible and immediate.

  This introduction with skeletal facts was required because we’re adhering to no rigid structure in the body of this book; nothing chronological, linear or extensively biographical. This is not intended to supply a thorough historical narrative nor analyze the evolution of this basketball program. It doesn’t try to mention all the key characters; it won’t go back through the early days of coaches like Hank Anderson and Adrian Buoncristiani, and their players—although those could fill many chapters.

  This is more about the stories than the stars, so there will be more mention of a colorful role player like Mark Spink than there will be of, say, a focused and gifted standout such as Matt Santangelo.

  It won’t examine the probation resulting from Dan Fitzgerald’s directorship, which, the NCAA stressed, was not the sort of behavior designed to give Gonzaga a competitive edge. Why? Because it’s boring as flat beer. Fitzgerald, a walking archive of many of the best stories, declined to contribute new material to the project. His comments in this book are from earlier interviews and player recollections.

  We have assiduously sought to avoid stats in favor of quips, dreary controversy in favor of wisecracks, and wanted to give the practical jokes equal standing to the game-winning strategies. In short, the goal is to present the Zags as multidimensional entities rather than merely uniformed athletes.

  Really, it’s a collection of the best stories and tidbits meant to entertain and take the reader behind the scenes, into the huddle and the locker room. This, then, is a compendium of “tales,” as the title promises. If we did it right, the reader should feel as if he’s been invited to pull up a bar stool at Jack and Dan’s and sit in on a “virtual” reunion of Zags throughout the recent era, to hear their best stories, to share their laughs, and to feel what the Gonzaga experience was really like for them.


  CHAPTER ONE

  Four Cornerstone Moments

  Leap of Faith

  To the Gonzaga University coaching staff, it may have seemed like a sucker bet. At the start of the 1991-92 season, a cocky corps of Zag players envisioned a breakthrough, 20-win season and offered to put a little wager on it to add interest. The Zags had never exceeded that win total as a Division I school, and it had been just two years since they bottomed out at 8-20, so the coaches probably would have agreed to just about any proposed pay off.

  “We made them promise if we won 20 that they’d go to a bridge over the Spokane River and jump in,” point guard Geoff Goss said. Head coach Dan Fitzgerald was exempt from the challenge.

  “We didn’t even try to get Fitz in on it,” Goss said. “Because he’d have said, ‘Get out of my face, I’m your head coach.’”

  But assistants Dan Monson, Mark Few and Bill Grier were included, as was veteran coach Jerry Krause. Monson, Few and Grier were still at reasonable bridge-jumping ages, but the widely respected and scholarly Krause, who has a doctorate degree and is the author of more than two dozen books, could have been excused for trying to wiggle out of the foolhardy pact. After all, he graduated from college in 1959, before the other assistants had been born.

  Perhaps motivated by the image of their coaches’ synchronized dive, the Zags beat San Diego and Santa Clara in the West Coast Conference Tournament to reach the 20 wins before losing by three to Portland in the title game.

  To hit the magic 20 number represented a symbolic leap for the Zags, a transition, a bridge between eras. The core of the team was sophomores, and conference contention would be assured for at least several seasons.

  So the coaches gathered at the river to reward their players’ excellence by performing an act of stupidity.

  It was April, and the Spokane River as it rushes past Gonzaga at a time of surging snowmelt runoff is treacherous and icy. But stripped to their skivvies, holding hands like paper dolls, they flew off the bridge. Including Krause.

  “That was like watching Einstein jump off the bridge,” Goss said of Krause’s plunge. “We were all pretty impressed that they lived up to their part of the deal. For them to do that was unbelievable to us.”

  Center Jeff Brown, who had engineered the wager, grew genuinely worried about the potential danger.

  “The river was really flowing and that water was not warm,” Brown said. “There was honestly a part of me worrying that Coach Krause’s ticker would stop when he hit that water. I mean, here’s Few and Mons and Billy, all in their early 30s. But it’s like a 20- or 25-foot drop off the Centennial Bridge.”

  Didn’t the young coaches try to talk Krause out of it, to make some excuses to save him the danger and indignity?

  “Heck no, misery loves company,” Monson said. “Besides, he was in better shape than me even if he was 100 years old.”

  “Yes, let’s say I was more mature,” Krause said of his vintage at the time. “Let’s just say I was into my 50s.”

  And the feel of hitting the water? “Like jumping into an ice cube,” Krause said.

  Regrets about making such a perilous bet?

  “Nah,” Krause said. “It was fun.”

  Fun, once everybody scrambled to shore. This event amused the players and certainly revealed the staff’s willingness to take just about any risk that might lead to competitive advancement.

  But there’s considerable relief among those involved that acts of daring are no longer required as inducements to get the Zags their 20-win seasons, because they’re swimming in much deeper water these days.

  Hiring the Three Amigos

  Gonzaga was named after Jesuit Saint Aloysius Gonzaga, the Patron Saint of Youth. If there were a similar designation for coaches, Dan Fitzgerald might be considered for canonization. In stages over the late 1980s and early 1990s, Fitzgerald hired three young assistants with little or no college coaching experience. None had even played the game in Division I.

  He worked them hard and he gave them verbal prodding, but he also gave them all chances they probably wouldn’t have gotten from another Division I head coach. And as Dan Monson and Mark Few have succeeded him, and Bill Grier has moved up incrementally, they have expanded and improved on the Fitzgerald product.

  “Opportunity,” Few said when asked of the prime gift of Fitzgerald. “He gave us all a chance. And he let us coach; he delegated. He basically turned recruiting over to us. He taught us how to evaluate, which was huge.”

  Fitzgerald’s obsession with preparedness lodged permanently in the minds of the young assistants, too.

  “At first, early on, it was our fear of not being prepared that drove us,” Few said. “If we weren’t ready and he found out, he’d throw a fit. If they ran a play we didn’t have, we’d hear about it. But then we did it because it was important for us to convince the players that we were going to be better prepared than whatever team we were playing.”

  At times, GU players would hear a play called, and they’d tell the man they were guarding where he was supposed to go.

  “Some coaches, even some great ones, don’t do all the scouting stuff, but that was something Fitz thought was important, and it’s something we’ve stuck with,” Few said.

  Dan Monson knew that Dan Fitzgerald and Mark Few were very different people with disparate temperaments and perspectives. But they made it work . . . to each other’s benefit.

  “Those two people are not at all similar,” Monson said. “But that was one of Fitz’s strengths; he let us develop, let us coach, let us recruit and let us be our own people. Mark thrived under that. And nobody has ever questioned his talent or his will to win or to recruit. Fitz really allowed him to be his own person.”

  Monson said he learned what it is to be a coach from his father, Don, but he learned “how” to coach from Fitzgerald.

  “He had a style that was his and he believed in it,” Monson said. “You knew he was in charge and some of the things you knew you wanted to implement and some of them you knew didn’t fit your personality. With him, he was who he was, and you knew where he stood.”

  Grier feels the same sense of gratitude.

  “Yeah, he could be tough on you, but he was also really good to work for,” Grier said. “He gave us a lot of responsibility that a lot of coaches would never do. I know that all of us got opportunities from him that hundreds of guys would have died to have gotten. And that really says a lot about him.”

  On Top of the World

  Debate remains regarding the Zags’ arrival as a powerhouse. A consensus hasn’t been reached on the “how,” and even the “when” raises arguments.

  One theory is that Gonzaga sprung full force on the community of hoop aficionados at the Top of the World Shootout in Fairbanks, Alaska, in 1997. Iconic Dan Fitzgerald had just relinquished the head coaching job to make way for Dan Monson. At best, the staff expected a period of transition . . . not national emergence.

  The tournament field included a Mississippi State team that had been to the Final Four the previous season, a Clemson team ranked fifth in the country, and a Tulsa club coming off a Sweet 16 appearance.

  “Really, we were just happy to be in the tournament,” Bill Grier said, recalling that he and Monson and Mark Few were not convinced the Zags could win a game up there. The experience of appearing in that competitive crucible, they reasoned, would be beneficial even if it meant stacking up a few losses.

  At the pretournament luncheon, as each head coach made a few short remarks, Monson took a light approach, spicing his speech with a few comical jabs about the growing girth of his father, Don. Once he had the gathering chuckling, he commented: “We’re going to just roll through this thing.”

  It was meant to be self-deprecating, because Monson didn’t have much evidence, yet, that his club could rise to the level of these opponents, and listeners yukked it up. Gonzaga? Little Gonzaga? These guys couldn’t win the tournament if they gave John Stockton another year of eligibility.

  “It turned out to be hilarious,” Grier said. “Because that’s exactly what we did . . . we rolled right through that thing.”

  In the opener, Tulsa needed a shot at the buzzer to get its first-half point total to double digits, as the Zags owned a ludicrous 34-10 lead.

  “We looked at each other in the locker room at halftime like, whew, maybe we’re better than we thought we were,” Grier said.

  An outrageously physical Mississippi State team fell to the Zags by two points in the next one, setting up a national cable broadcast of the title game against Clemson. The Zags dusted them off by 13 points. A national telecast of a Gonzaga win over a top-five team carried a message that could not be misinterpreted: This was a different Gonzaga.

  A Minute from the Final Four

  Some dismissed Gonzaga’s first-round upset of Minnesota in the 1999 NCAA Tournament as a function of lucky timing. The Gophers had four players suspended for dubious academic practices, giving the Zags a soft mark.

  The second-round win over top-seeded Stanford was legitimizing, if for no other reason than the Cardinal players were all smart enough to write their own papers. But it still was open to being minimized if critics sought to mention the obvious home-court advantage for Gonzaga of the game being played in Seattle.

  But a win over Florida propelled the Zags to the Elite Eight, where they were within a point with 35 seconds left in the game against eventual national champion Connecticut.

  Looking back, coach Dan Monson recalled seeing the bracket laid out ahead of the Zags and he could sense the possibilities.

  It didn’t matter if all Minnesota’s players were available and had earned Pulitzers for their inspired scholastic reports, the Zags would have rolled through to the second round anyway, he said.

  “We had the attitude that we could win,” Monson said. “It never crossed our minds that we weren’t going to win that game. Any of those games, really, including the Connecticut game [in the West Regional Finals]. That was the mindset of that group all the way through. So when we got to Seattle, we walked in the gym like we owned it. We knew it was going to be our day.”

  Against the Gophers, GU had to focus almost exclusively on stopping star forward Quincy Lewis. They did so by siccing Quentin Hall on Lewis with a tricked-up box-and-1 defense.

  The next game, against Stanford, played into the Zags’ plans. Stanford doesn’t get outsmarted with regularity, but the Zags were as prepared as any team had been when meeting the Cardinal.

  “We had played them before, and beat them in the NIT [in 1994], and coach [Mike] Montgomery is a very system-oriented guy,” Monson said. “Those same high-low post plays they run are variations of the things that [coaches] Jud [Heathcote] and Stew Morrill ran, and go back in that same family tree that I grew up in. We were very familiar with them.”
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