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Read stories by your favorite players, coaches, and sportswriters!



• Playing basketball with Barack Obama on the campaign trail


• Pat Riley — Miami Heat President; former coach of the Los Angeles Lakers and Miami Heat


• Grant Hill — current NBA player with the Phoenix Suns


• Dolph Schayes — former NBA great; one of the top 50 players in NBA history


• Gregg Popovich — head coach of the San Antonio Spurs


• Caron Butler — current NBA All-Star for the Washington Wizards


• Chris Paul — current NBA All-Star and USA Basketball Olympian


• Greg Kite — former NBA player


• Skip Caray — former well-known sports broadcaster


• Bob Love — former NBA All-Star


• Ed O’Bannon — Collegiate Basketball Player of the Year in 1995 for UCLA


• Jim Les — former NBA player and current college coach (Bradley University)


• Jim Jones, Jr. on how basketball gave him back his family name


• Matt Doherty — former UNC player and head coach; current head coach at SMU


• Ann Meyers Drysdale — first woman to play in the NBA; current GM of the Phoenix Mercury (WNBA)


• Charlie Villanueva — current NBA player


• Chuck Daly — Basketball Hall of Fame coach; won two championships with the Detroit Pistons; coached the 1992 Dream Team


• Donn Nelson — General Manager of the Dallas Mavericks


• Sheila Johnson — President of the Washington Mystics (WNBA)


• Ron Hunter — head coach at IUPUI


• Sam Smith — well-known sports writer/basketball columnist


• Adonal Foyle — current NBA player


• John Gabriel — NBA scout and former Orlando Magic General Manager


• John Feinstein — bestselling sports author





Praise for Inside Basketball


Pat Williams utilizes his vast basketball experiences to capture the essence of the game he loves. Pat has many hoop friends that have played a vital role in providing these wonderful inspirational and motivational stories. It’s awesome, baby!


~Dick Vitale, Broadcaster, ESPN


I enjoyed this book!


~Billy Packer, Broadcaster


Pat Williams has been involved in professional basketball for forty years, and there may not be a person in the history of the game who has seen and experienced as much as he has. Pat’s gift is his vision and his ability to describe life in its details, which is what makes him a great NBA executive. It’s also what inspired his book. In Chicken Soup for the Soul: Inside Basketball, Pat shares countless inspirational and beautiful stories from his career that prove basketball is much more than a game. It is life. And life is in the details — the stories, the relationships, the adversity, the challenges, the failures and successes — that make the game so human and so compelling. That’s what this book is all about.


~Steve Kerr, President of Basketball Operations
and General Manager, Phoenix Suns


A great collection of wonderful messages.


~Jim Boeheim, Head Basketball Coach, Syracuse University


This offer of Chicken Soup for the Soul basketball stories is long overdue. I have enjoyed reading every one of them, and you will, too.


~Jerry Sloan, Head Coach, Utah Jazz


This batch of Chicken Soup for the Soul stories is guaranteed to delight basketball fans of all ages. Dive in and see what I mean.


~Maurice Cheeks, Former Head Coach, Philadelphia 76ers


I have used Pat Williams’ books for guidance and inspiration since I was playing basketball in college. Pat is a great coach of the game of life. I look forward to using what I have learned from him as I embark on my head coaching career.


~Pat Knight, Head Basketball Coach, Texas Tech University


Pat Williams is very inspiring, and I loved reading this book concerning life and basketball. Pat has a unique way of combining the two. I recommend this book to anyone who wants to be inspired and educated. Pat is one of the best at expressing the magic of our wonderful game.


~Jim Calhoun, Head Basketball Coach, University of Connecticut


Pat Williams has assembled an all-star lineup. The result? One story after another which entertain, enlighten and encourage. What a resource for coaches, speakers and — above all — moms and dads.


~Ernie Johnson, Jr., Studio Host, The NBA on TNT


These 101 basketball stories are guaranteed to give you goose bumps, stir your heart or bring a tear to your eye. I couldn’t stop reading.


~Donnie Walsh, President, New York Knicks


What a wonderful reading experience. These inspiring basketball stories will give you a big lift.


~Adrian Dantley, Former Notre Dame and NBA Great


I really enjoyed reading this book. It’s loaded with stories that pack an enormous emotional wallop.


~Lute Olson, Former Head Basketball Coach, University of Arizona
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This book is dedicated to the late Irv Kosloff and
Dr. Jack Ramsay, who gave a young minor league baseball
executive a shot at the Philadelphia 76ers front office in 1968.
Fast break to forty years later, where this hopefully older and
wiser executive hopes that his mentors are pleased and
proud of that hiring decision.


~Pat Williams~
Orlando Magic
February, 2009
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Foreword


Basketball is so much more than a game. It means more than wins and losses, Xs and Os, packed arenas and championship trophies. If it were merely a game, I would not be Coach K. I would be investing my life in other meaningful pursuits. Basketball, however, has certain intrinsic elements that forge my passion for what I do for a living and a life.


Consider taking a collection of individuals and molding them into a team, mentoring, developing friendships, earning trust, communicating clearly, setting goals, taking responsibility, nurturing disciplines, being confident and creative, honing skills through hours of practice and hard work, handling crises, having pride, courage and passion that lead to individual and corporate heroics (and, at Duke University, high graduation rates).


I am a firm believer in the philosophy that the importance of basketball is not in the making of shots, but is in the people who make those shots. For this reason I am pleased to write the foreword for Chicken Soup for the Soul: Inside Basketball.


My friend, Pat Williams, has spent forty years as an executive in the National Basketball Association, and has experienced the realities that transcend this sport. Executives, coaches, players, trainers, ball boys, ticket-takers, and team mascots in his vast network have responded to his request for their favorite basketball stories.


I am confident that you will be moved by these contributions that echo the character-building traits and actions described above. Read, be inspired, and enjoy wins on and off the court.


~Mike Krzyzewski
Duke University Blue Devils Head Coach
February, 2009
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A note from Pat Williams: Mike Krzyzewski was the head coach of the 2008 United States gold medal-winning Olympic Basketball team. He is enshrined in the Basketball Hall of Fame. Coach K is a graduate of West Point, where he played for Bobby Knight and he returned to coach there for five years, is a 12-time National Coach of the Year, was named Time magazine and CNN’s America’s Coach, and has been head coach of the Duke University Blue Devils since 1980.





Introduction


Collecting the ingredients for these servings of Chicken Soup for the Soul: Inside Basketball has been a most satisfying “culinary” delight. As portions poured in from contributors, ladle by ladle, spoonful after spoonful, I fed on rich, inspiring offerings from these “courtly chefs.” Each story is seasoned with zest and is brimming with the best this life offers. Enjoy a taste-filled feeding as you keep on reading.


For forty years I have been a veteran of the “cage wars” in the National Basketball Association, with tours in Philadelphia, Atlanta, Chicago, and Orlando. At each stop along the way I have cultivated friendships with executives, coaches, players, trainers, ball boys, ushers, ticket-takers, concession stand operators, and fans. In seeking contributors for this book, over 15,000 individuals in the NBA, collegiate and high school ranks have been contacted, and you now hold in your hands “the All-Star team” of those submissions. The responses have served as an affirmation of my love affair and involvement in Dr. Naismith’s wonderful game.


Since this is a “hoops” book, I have organized the stories around a basketball acronym:


Bouncing Back
Assisting Others
Scoring Triumphantly
Keeping the Faith with Perseverance
Energy and Effort Lead to Excellence
Teamwork: Working for a Common Goal
Beating the Odds: Overcoming Difficulties
Achieving Greatness
Leadership: The Coaches’ Corner
Living Large On and Off the Court


It is my hope that this book will contribute to your daily victories and a champion’s heart and character.


~Pat Williams
Orlando Magic Senior Vice President
February, 2009
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Bouncing Back


Fire is the test of gold, adversity of strong men.


~Seneca




[image: Image]


Keeping Up with the Joneses


In each family a story is playing itself out,
and each family’s story embodies its hope and despair.


~Auguste Napier


I wouldn’t be talking to you if it weren’t for basketball. It spared my life. The words may seem like an empty cliché, but they are true. Basketball kept me alive, and now my son, Rob, and basketball are helping restore honor to my family name.


I never will forget the day. It was November 18, 1978. I had moved from the San Francisco area a few years earlier with my dad as he set up his ministry, Peoples Temple, in the nation of Guyana. The town we lived in was called Jonestown.


My life was built around basketball. I loved the sport and was in the capital city of Georgetown, Guyana, playing in a tournament on that infamous day. I was absolutely overwhelmed when I got a horrifying message from my father over the ham radio.


My father was explaining to me that California congressman Leo Ryan was in Jonestown investigating my father’s ministry and that we would be blamed for people wanting to leave because of the injustices against Peoples Temple. He said that people were going to lay their lives down, that they were going to commit revolutionary suicide. It still echoes in my head how I argued with my father, “Why are we doing this? Isn’t there another way?”


Hours later I learned that Congressman Ryan had been murdered and over 900 people had consumed a cyanide-laced beverage resulting in their deaths. My dad had a bullet through his head. I had lost everyone I loved — my parents, my wife, and my unborn child. My world was rocked forever. That experience was one that I wouldn’t wish upon anybody because everything that I had lived for over my eighteen years was gone.


I returned home to my roots in the San Francisco area after this senseless tragedy, but I was haunted by those memories for years. I had many regrets, much remorse, and was besieged with survivor guilt as I wrestled with the questions, “How did I escape? Why was I one of the chosen few?” The reason, of course, is that I was away playing basketball.


For many years, my solution to my mental anguish was to totally divorce myself from the sport that I loved. I blamed basketball. If I wasn’t selfishly away playing basketball, maybe I could have made a difference. So I had no contact with the game at all.


As I put my life back together, I eventually married and our union was blessed with children. One of our sons, Rob, was gifted with some exceptional athletic talents. As he grew older, it was obvious that he had a bright future as a basketball player. I began to work with him one-on-one and started coaching some of his youth teams. In addition to contributing some value to his life, the love I had for basketball was rekindled after a long absence from the sport. My enthusiasm returned, and I found myself elated to be a part of the sport again — through my son.


As Rob advanced through his high school career, he became a highly recruited college prospect. He grew into the best high school basketball player in the Bay Area — a 6’6” 230-pound forward with strength, quickness, and a well-rounded floor game. After evaluating all of his options, Rob decided to accept a scholarship at the University of San Diego to play collegiate basketball. As a freshman, he averaged nine points and six rebounds per game, and was named to the West Coast Conference All-Freshman team for the 2007-08 season.


When I first saw an article in the paper about my son’s high school basketball team — “Jones leads Riordan to the top” — I paused reflectively. Anytime our family name had been in the news — Jones leading anybody — it was associated with leading individuals to a very negative outcome. It made my heart swell with pride to know a Jones was leading a group of people in a very positive direction. I am so proud of Rob’s accomplishments on the floor, but I’m more proud of the fine young man he is turning out to be.


For years, I tried to escape the stigma of being Jim Jones, Jr. I was never able to do that. I was known in basketball gyms as the son of the infamous Jim Jones. Now I’m known as the father of Rob Jones. That amazing transition has left me with an extremely good feeling.


The wonderful game of basketball helped make it happen.


~Jim Jones, Jr., Pacifica, CA
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Johnston Waxes Courage and Inspiration


One cannot control the length of his life, but he can have something to say about its width and depth.


~Charles Colson


Ray Johnston was “living the dream.” The former University of Alabama point guard was dating Miss Texas, modeling for Kinko’s ads, and playing on the Maverick’s summer league team trying to make it in the NBA. In the summer of 2004, however, Ray lapsed into a coma after contracting a rare and aggressive form of leukemia.


Ray was in a coma for over two months and “coded” three times. Over the next three years he survived two relapses of cancer, kidney failure, heart fibrillation, seizures, blood clots, pneumonia, the loss of his spleen and seven toes as well as his ability to dunk on the fast break. Ray’s dream life had turned into a nightmare.


Odds were that Ray was not going to survive the leukemia — the doctors gave him one hundred days to live. The outlook was bleak but the support was tremendous. There was an outpouring from the Dallas community, specifically the Dallas Mavericks’ organization. Everyone — from owner Mark Cuban and general manager Donnie Nelson to players and equipment managers — became emotionally invested in Ray’s recovery. Ray was welcomed with open arms at Dallas games and in the locker room. In January, 2007, Ray underwent a bone marrow transplant. After at least three brushes with death, Ray appears to be beating the odds.


After Johnston’s miraculous “reprieve” it would be natural to think that he would seek to “eat, drink, and be merry.” Nothing could be further from the truth. Instead, Ray Johnston is giving back to the Dallas community by investing his time in the lives of high school basketball players.


Ray Johnston now heads the Heroes Organization basketball program. Realizing that most of the at-risk, inner city teens in his basketball program will not ascend to the NBA ranks, Ray created a “Prepare for College Fair.” With the help of the Dallas community — Southern Methodist University, Brookhaven College, volunteers and corporate sponsors — Ray leads a hands-on seminar instructing the student-athletes on how to take the SAT, apply for college and practice for job interviews.


While most of these kids have many obstacles to overcome to succeed, they don’t have far to look for inspiration in overcoming life’s bad bounces. Ray Johnston is still living the dream.


~T.O. Souryal, MD,
Head Team Physician of the Dallas Mavericks
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Fast Break: Fear Fouls Out


You gain strength, courage, and confidence by every experience in which you stop to look fear in the face. You must do the things you think you cannot do.


~Eleanor Roosevelt


As the head coach at Westfield State College, I was lucky to recruit a youngster named Rick Martin who hailed from Taunton, Massachusetts. I had arrived here following a stint as an assistant coach at Colgate University. At Colgate, we were successful in convincing a young man named Adonal Foyle to travel a divergent path and spurn offers from nearly every big time college program in America.


In Rick Martin, I thought we had found the Division III version of Adonal, and someone who would truly be a difference maker as we began to grow our program. I can remember going home on the night of October 15, 2002, and thinking that our program was about to climb to heights never seen here before, much like our time at Colgate. We have always prided ourselves on recruiting good people and this young man and his family are cut from the finest cloth.


On the second day of practice, in his first year of participation, Rick Martin suddenly dropped to the floor and subsequently passed away in my arms in front of the entire team. Meeting the family at the hospital was the hardest thing I have ever done as player or coach and I can still feel the October rain pouring down from the heavens as I approached Dana Martin to tell her that her son had died. Tears from heaven poured onto all of us as we stood and cried with the family. We realized then that none of us would ever look at life in the same way again. Rick had an undetected heart ailment that took his life, but I truly believe that he had developed more heart in his nineteen years than most of us do in a lifetime.


The beginning of the year was most difficult on the team and our administration even considered canceling the season to allow time for healing. The team collectively fought that idea, and, within two days of Rick’s passing, they had gone around campus with water cooler jugs and raised more than $4,000 to help defray the cost of the funeral for the family.


The losses mounted as we struggled to reclaim our collective spirit to compete and to regain the competitive nature that had helped us all become college players. The team headed home after a tough loss and on the bus ride there were some heated exchanges among the players. My biggest concern that we might turn on ourselves out of fear was becoming a reality.


I met with the captains and queried them about the team’s demeanor. Although I was extremely unhappy with the way we were honoring Rick’s memory, I found myself being happy that we all returned to our families at the end of the day. The abilities I had as a coach to motivate, instill confidence and keep our esprit de corps at a high level completely abandoned me. In a desperate attempt to motivate them, I screamed at my captains and asked them what they were waiting for. The answer they gave was a hard one for a head coach to swallow: “We’re waiting for you, coach.”


The next day’s practice was more like the kind we were used to having. Fear was cast aside and I began to reconnect with the people I value most — my family and players. The familiar squeak of rubber on wood came back to our gym. I knew it had weighed on these young men but I never understood how much this trauma had impacted my ability to do my job properly.


We won our first game after many losses, and, instead of celebrating, our locker room was filled with tears. I knew this was the spark we needed, and as a devout Bruce Springsteen fan I began to reach back into his song catalog and pull out things that connected with our situation. “Can’t start a fire without a spark,” hung on our locker room door. I could feel a lift in my spirits and began to realize that my players were, in fact, waiting for their old coach to show up.


The wins kept coming, and the feeling of the team kept changing with every win. The season ended with thirteen consecutive victories, which is a school record that still stands. The Rick Martin Scholarship was established by our team and today boasts over $20,000 in assets.


The Martin Family has been with us always, and Dana comes once every year to see the team play and somehow keep our spirits high. As a father, I am in awe of her strength and resolve and I will always remember the class and dignity with which the family handled that dark day. As a coach, you never hope to pay this high of a price for education, but this has transformed all of us for the better and impacted the way I approach every day as father, coach and teacher.


The truth is that sometimes you get to coach them for four years and sometimes you only get one day. Make the most of the time you have and stare your fears in the face.


~Richard Sutter, Men’s Head Basketball Coach,
Westfield State College, Westfield, MA
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A Lighter Shade of Pail


Learn to do common things uncommonly well; we must always keep in mind that anything that helps fill the dinner pail is valuable.


~George Washington Carver


I worked in the front office of the Philadelphia 76ers when they made their championship run during the 1982-83 season. We had been on the cusp of a title before, but it wasn’t until we traded for Moses Malone in the off-season that we had a complete championship team. Without him, we would not have been able to win the NBA crown that year.


Moses was the missing link. He was a terrific center as well as a great teammate — a huge presence inside, a rebounding force, and someone who did all the “little things.” He is what I would call a “lunch pail” player. He wasn’t the most glamorous or the best athlete or the smoothest player on the court, but he was the quintessential worker. Seemingly, Moses led the league in every category that year — including sweat. He worked so hard that buckets of sweat poured off him, and ball boys spent the entire night on the floor with towels keeping the court dry.


Moses was relentless in pursuing the ball — rebounds, blocks, loose balls — and he always put in a full night’s work every time he stepped on the floor. Moses led the league in pursuing every rebound and diving on the floor for loose balls. He gave everything he had that year to help the 76ers win the championship.


After sweeping the Los Angeles Lakers in the NBA Finals, the team returned home to a huge crowd when they landed at the Philadelphia International Airport. The victory parade took place the next day. Nearly two million people lined the streets of Philadelphia, and there was a special salute for Moses as the team neared the Academy of Music on Broad Street.


There was some construction work going on in that area as the parade passed by right around lunch time. There were about thirty workers up on the scaffolding eating their lunches as the parade reached that point. As Moses’ float moved in front of the construction site, each one of those workers lifted up his lunch pail as if on cue and saluted the 76ers’ hard-working center. When Moses waved back, I got a big lump in my throat just watching that heartfelt exchange. That was a real tribute from a bunch of blue-collar guys to a blue-collar basketball player.


Moses was a “grinder,” especially when times got tough for the 76ers. I have thought about Moses a lot over the years, especially during difficult days in my life. He has taught me about persevering, never letting up and continuing to bang the boards of life going after every loose ball.


~Clayton Sheldon,
former Philadelphia 76ers Assistant Director of Group Sales
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The Return of the Little Girl Who Loved the Game


We are judged by what we finish, not by what we start.


~H. Jackson Brown, Jr.


I met Marsha Kinder when I first came to Bridgewater College (Virginia) in the fall of 1996. At the time, she was a sophomore basketball player for our local high school, Turner Ashby. Marsha’s father, Dr. Tom Kinder, was the athletic director at B.C. (Bridgewater College). Everyone knew who Marsha was — she was the local star. My first impression when I saw her play was, “What a hard worker!” She was all over the court, shooting threes, playing defense, doing whatever her team asked of her.


At that time, Virginia high schools’ girls 2A and 1A played basketball in the fall. I can remember when we would be at our practice during the winter and I would look up onto the upper level and there she’d be, Marsha with a ball in her hand... watching, listening, and learning about the game she loved so much. For two years we watched as she grew and matured into an outstanding basketball player.


As her senior year approached, everyone speculated about where Marsha would go to school. Those of us who knew her (and a lot on our staff had literally watched her grow up) wondered why she looked so thin. There had been times when we would come in late from a game and there she’d be in our gym working out, drenched in sweat. Was she pushing herself too hard? She exerted herself so much, but was she healthy?


She missed some games her senior year because of a stress fracture in her foot. She was so frail other players would just push her around. Yet, she was such an exceptional basketball player that she earned a scholarship to attend West Virginia University. The whole community was proud of her.


In the fall of 2000, Marsha was a freshman basketball player at WVU. By this time her eating disorder had become intense and had taken a toll on her body. She suffered stress fractures in her shins and was forced to red shirt (be inactive for a season). In January 2001, she left WVU and checked into the Ridgeview Institute Eating Disorder Treatment Center for three months. Feeling like she was “cured” she returned to WVU that summer with hopes of being an elite Division I athlete.


Tragedy struck in the fall of 2001 when her father suddenly died of a heart attack. It was a shock to everyone. Dr. Kinder, who ate right, exercised every day, and treated his body well, was no longer there. Everyone in the department had a tough time with it but it was especially difficult for Marsha. She and her father had spent countless hours in the gym at Bridgewater College’s campus working on perfecting her game. Not long after her father’s death, Marsha’s mother, Debra, fell off a wall at their home. She suffered a concussion. In January 2002, Marsha transferred to James Madison University to be closer to home. She walked on the women’s team in the fall of 2002, but, after seven years of anorexia, her body was “falling apart.”


That same year Debra was diagnosed with breast cancer. It was another blow to the young girl who dreamed of being an elite athlete. Feeling as though she could not control the circumstances around her, her anorexia escalated. After surgery and chemotherapy, Debra was doing fine but her daughter was facing a battle of her own.


Marsha played one year at JMU, but her body was weak from the lack of nourishment. Inside she was still a little girl who had a love for the game but that love, along with her health, was rapidly diminishing. In January 2004, she checked herself into the Remuda Ranch Eating Disorder Treatment Center in Arizona. When she left home at the end of January to enter treatment, her resting heart rate was so low she was close to death. After three months, she returned home a healthier, happier Marsha.


One day Marsha stopped by to visit Bridgewater College head coach Jean Willi. Jean had been a member of the Bridgewater College staff since 1983 and had seen Marsha grow up. The more they talked, the more Marsha became interested in playing for B.C. After checking with our NCAA compliance coordinator we learned that Marsha had two years of eligibility left to play.


She enrolled in the fall of 2004 with the hopes of rekindling her love for the game. Marsha started six games and played in twenty-three averaging 7.8 points per game in a season where the Eagles finished 22-6. She wasn’t totally healthy, but she was getting there.


Marsha entered the 2005-06 season with a mission. The team’s only senior, she embraced a leadership role that exemplified the kind of person Marsha is — a loving and caring one. I think a lot of that had to do with the fact that she had matured after facing many challenges in a short span of time. She had a knack for making everyone around her feel important, and no matter what their role was it was significant for our team’s success.


“All” she did that year was average 17.7 points per game, lead B.C. to the NCAA Division II tournament Sweet 16, and a 24-7 record (tying the school’s record for wins in a season), and sharp-shooting 42.5 percent from beyond the three-point arc.


Somewhere during that year Marsha became that little girl again who fell in love with the game at age five. She learned to have FUN while doing something she loves.


After basketball, Marsha finished her master’s degree in counseling at Baylor University. She married in May 2007, and her future is bright. Her hope is to help people like herself overcome the disease that almost took her life.


~Cyndi Justice, Assistant Women’s Basketball Coach,
Bridgewater College (VA)
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Just Call Me “Lefty”


I’d give my right arm to be ambidextrous.


~Groucho Marx


During a game against the Boston Celtics in 1952, I was upended driving to the basket. The strategy is called “bridging” and is considered to be a “not-so-nice” tactic because the offensive player is defenseless. I crashed to the floor, landing on my head and outstretched right hand. One might think that hitting the cranium would be the most damaging result; however, that was not the case with me.


The head wound required ten stitches to close, but my right wrist, after X-rays, showed an incomplete fracture of a small bone that required a cast to immobilize it. (By the way, immediately after the incident, a brawl broke out between the teams. The Syracuse Nationals did not take dirty play lightly!)


Was the season over for me? Was my young career in jeopardy? With more than half a season to go, I wanted to continue playing. The healing process was projected for eight weeks. The orthopedic surgeon crafted a lightweight cast, leaving the fingers and half a palm free. A rubberized product was affixed to the cast and was wrapped in an Ace bandage, giving my right wrist the appearance of a loaf of bread.


I was permitted to play with the cast as long as I didn’t use it as a weapon. What a break for me! I learned to play left-handed by studying and mimicking southpaws. I copied their moves (eating and opening doors with my left hand). I evolved into a left-hander, averaging fifteen points per game as a southpaw.


When my right hand healed I was able to play injury-free. I had matured into a stronger player for I had become a double threat. My left/right capabilities made my drives to the basket nearly unstoppable, and I found myself taking more trips to the foul line (about eight to ten per game).


I had a local machine shop fabricate a 14-inch rim that was fastened inside the regulation 18-inch rim. As a result of daily practice on the smaller rim, my free throw percentage increased from seventy-five to ninety percent. I had a high arcing soft shot, and my confidence soared because I was shooting at the “larger” regulation rim.


In 1963, the Nationals moved from Syracuse to Philadelphia and became the 76ers. When Wilt Chamberlain was traded to the Philadelphia 76ers in 1964, I tried to help him with his foul shooting woes. We had contests, and my shots would only count if I swished them. He would sometimes hit eighty percent in practice, but, much to his frustration, he never beat me. Practice may not make perfect, but hard, meaningful work surely pays off!


~Dolph Schayes, NBA Hall-of-Famer
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Super Glue


We all want character, but not the trials that produce it. You can’t build character in a cocoon.


~Pat Williams


Rich Young had offers to play college basketball out of Farrell High School in Pennsylvania; that wasn’t the problem. A 6’5”, 205-pound gritty defender, Rich showed signs of his ability to play at the next level right off the bat. The bright lights of NCAA basketball simply had no allure for the soft-spoken guard.


Instead, Rich opted for a higher calling, one that was very close to his heart: he wanted to serve his country in the Marines along with his brother, Brandon.


While most college freshmen were learning how to use their dorm’s coin-operated washing machine, Rich was cutting his teeth at the infamous “Ambush Alley” as his patrol exchanged fire with insurgents in Baghdad. During his four-year tour of duty, Rich “visited” such lavish tourist destinations as Kenya, Kosovo, and Iraq. Fire fights, starving children and chemical warfare were just a few of the threats that Rich encountered during his enlistment. So, cut him a break when the thought of making a game-winning free-throw or guarding an opponent’s toughest player doesn’t make him flinch.


All of that experience is what made Rich such a valuable basketball asset upon his arrival back in the States. After a couple of years at Eastern Oklahoma State College, the coaching staff at the University of North Texas took one look at Rich and recruited him to play basketball in 2005. With passion and intensity, he powered the North Texas defensive effort that saw the Mean Green win a school-record twenty-three games, earning the program’s first Sun Belt Conference title and its first trip to the NCAA Tournament since 1988.


“The Glue,” as his teammates called him, was at the center of it all. He became the first player in school history — and the only player in the Sun Belt in 2006-07 — to record at least fifty assists, thirty blocks and thirty steals in the same season.


He also reluctantly stepped into the media spotlight. A shy, quiet personality, Rich isn’t one to toot his own horn. Still, his story was featured all over the country, from The New York Times, ESPN, and the Associated Press to the CBS Evening News with Katie Couric.


Rich Young always found a way to answer the call whenever North Texas needed a rebound, steal, or defensive stop. Head coach Johnny Jones was accustomed to “The Glue” delivering the goods. He knew that whatever he asked of the former U.S. Marine sergeant, Rich was trained and equipped for any challenge.


The four-year tour of duty with the Marines that preceded his collegiate basketball career gave Rich a mental toughness that served him well both on and off the court. At age twenty-six, Young helped lead UNT to its best season in twenty-five years.


“It was hard to be in Iraq and be away from home, period,” Young has said. “You know that you can die any day from a bomb, a bullet or some kind of chemical. That is always on your mind.”


Being down seventeen is nothing after you have been to Iraq.


~Stephen Howard, Sports Information Director,
University of North Texas
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Rebounding from a Bad Bounce


Every day is a gift to be unwrapped. That’s why it’s called “the present.”


~Abigail Van Buren


In 1999, I was a freshman basketball player at the College of Saint Benedict in Saint Joseph, Minnesota. The College of Saint Benedict was an established Division III program that was returning four of five starters from the previous year’s National Championship runner-up team. As a freshman, I knew it would be hard to get playing time, but I looked forward to the challenge.


Fortunately, after a few weeks I did begin to see a lot of playing time. The head coach and I were getting along well, I was making new friends on and off the basketball court, and I was dating a great guy.


Due to an unfortunate injury to one of the seniors, I was soon in the starting lineup. With talented teammates around me and increased playing time, I had a terrific freshman season and was well on my way to all-conference honors. But, with two games left in the regular season, an accident changed my life forever.


On an early Sunday morning I was taking a shower when I fainted. I had fainted a few times before so this feeling was not new; however, this time I wasn’t able to sit down quickly enough and banged my forehead against the shower wall. The impact left a cross imprint directly in the center of my forehead. When I came to minutes later, I picked myself up slowly and reached for my towel. Then I fainted again.


When I woke up the second time my neck was resting on a three-inch ledge that separated the shower from the changing area. I sat up and my neck flopped backwards. It felt like there was nothing left to hold up my head. Not knowing what was going on, I held my head up with my hands, wrapped a towel around myself and went to find help. I opened and knocked on many doors looking for help while my hands never left my head or towel. Finally, I found a friend’s room and was able to lie down until help arrived.


After I got to the hospital by ambulance, a nurse told me, “Be very careful not to move. If you do, there is a strong possibility that you may become paralyzed.” One of my first thoughts was if I would ever play basketball again. After taking an X-ray, the doctors discovered that I broke the tip of my spine and C1 vertebra, which is at the base of the skull. The vertebra shattered and was fractions of a millimeter from going into my spinal cord.


Many people who have breaks similar to this don’t survive and those who do are quadriplegic. I was very fortunate — especially since I was walking around trying to find help.


I was put into a halo, which is a ten-pound apparatus that is screwed into the skull in four places and bolted around the chest in a sheepskin vest. Once on, movement of the head and neck is not possible. While I was scared at first, I quickly became accustomed to the halo. By the end of the evening I was able to get out of bed and walk to the end of the hallway with the aid of my family and friends. The doctors told me that I was the first person they’d ever seen walk with a halo on the first day. I knew the next twelve weeks were going to be full of challenges and I could either face them with a positive attitude or let them ruin my life.


My everyday activities were now a challenge to me. I needed help with all of them; family and friends had to sleep over in case I needed help at night. I couldn’t shower or wash my own hair. My mother made special clothes to fit over my head or around the vest. I couldn’t carry a backpack. Worst of all, I was “the girl with the halo” on campus.


Luckily, I had the total support of my family, friends, teammates, and coach helping me along, one day at a time. Even though I received many stares, I tried not take offense but rather took it as an opportunity to meet new people and explain to them what happened. I quickly learned that people were staring out of curiosity and not to ridicule me.


The doctors told me they weren’t sure if I’d be able to play basketball again. The C1 vertebra controls range of motion and it all depended on how the vertebra healed. My goal was to do whatever possible to play basketball again. It was such a large part of my life. I had to get back on the court.


Twelve weeks went by slowly with no word if basketball was in my future. When the doctors finally took off the halo, I was excited to learn that I could be back on the basketball court in just two more months.


My first game was a summer league game and I was nervous. Would I be the same player? Could my neck break again? Every question was asked over and over again in my mind. Within minutes of stepping onto the court, I was on a fast break and I missed my first lay-up because I was afraid of contact. The doctors reassured me that after a break the bones heal harder than normal, so my vertebrae were actually stronger than before. It was from that missed lay-up that I decided if I was going to play I was going to go all out.


From that day on, every time I stepped on the court I imagined it could be my last game. I realized how lucky I was to be able to play. I spent a lot of time on the floor diving after loose balls with a smile of appreciation on my face. I am thankful that things turned out the way they did and I was given a second chance not only to enjoy the game of basketball but also life.


My career at the College of St. Benedict’s could not have turned out better. During the four years I was on the team, we captured two conference championships and advanced to the national tournament twice. I was also fortunate to receive the individual honors of DIII All-American, Conference Player of the Year, three-time team MVP and became the program’s second all-time leading scorer.


This experience brought me closer to my family and friends. My mom, dad, and sister are also closer because of this injury. As for the great guy who I began dating a few months prior to the accident, he is now my husband. We all learned not to take things for granted and how quickly lives can change. Even though this was a very hard experience, I would not change a minute of it. It taught me that with a positive outlook, any challenge or obstacle can be overcome. I am proud to say that I live everyday to the fullest with the attitude of not knowing what tomorrow may bring.


~Michelle (Barlau) Goodman, former player at College of Saint Benedict (MN)
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Nary a Dry Eye


Ultimately, love is everything. When we love something it is of value to us, we spend time with it, time enjoying it and taking care of it.


~M. Scott Peck


I have to have the best job in the world.


Ever since I graduated from Duke University, I have traveled the country writing about sports. Initially, I was covering sports for newspapers, but over the last twenty-five years I have branched out into the world of sports books.


The best part of my job is the athletes and coaches I have come to know personally and write about in depth. I’ve covered golf, baseball and football in addition to basketball. I guess it’s no great secret that I’m a basketball junkie at heart.
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