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  The history of Indiana University basketball has been documented for nearly a century by writers who followed the fortunes of the IU team, whether it be referred to as the Crimsons, the Hurryin’ Hoosiers, or, more lately, just plain Hoosiers. By any name Indiana basketball has received national recognition, not only for its success on the court but because of the vast audience that follows its fortunes.

  This book is an attempt to compile special memories of the men who called themselves Hoosiers, whether it was in the days of the underhand free throw or the skyhook. Former players contacted by the authors were gracious in their help, usually showing that while their bodies may age, their memories are largely unfrayed by time. Such is the case with William Silberstein, who played in the 1930s, as well as with such fellow Hoosiers as Bob Leonard, Joby Wright, Gary Long and Jimmy Rayl.

  A special thanks goes to the IU Media Relations Office, director Jeff Fanter and basketball director Pete Rhoda for making their archives available. These include student managers’ logbooks from the 1920s and newspaper clippings from those days through the Mike Davis era. A special thanks to former sports information director Tom Miller for his vast memories of IU basketball and to such storytellers as the original television “Voice of the Hoosiers,” Paul Lennon.


  Chapter 1

  How the Hoosiers Got that Way

  Indiana has been a state of many divisions since it joined the union in 1816. U.S. Highway 40, which runs from Richmond on the east boundary to Terre Haute on the West, conveniently splitting Indianapolis through the middle, divides the state into North and South regions. While the split hardly reaches Mason-Dixon proportions, it allows Hoosiers to think of themselves as Northern Indiana residents or Southern ones.

  An even bigger separation divides those who live in rural areas from Hoosiers who have settled into more metropolitan lifestyles. Except for those in The Region—a complex of Chicago suburbs including Hammond, East Chicago, Whiting, Gary and Portage—most Hoosiers think of themselves as rural. Even longtime Indianapolis residents, who recall when their hometown was unkindly called Naptown, have deep ties with agricultural Indiana.

  Regardless of their home sites, Indiana residents pretty much see themselves as equal. Former Indiana football player Jay Davis, a native of Rushville, perhaps best described the feelings of many of these Hoosiers.

  “I consider myself a city boy, but there’s a farm right down the street,” he said.

  Since 1911, the year the Indiana high school basketball tournament was launched, basketball exceeded all other interests in Hoosierland. Barbershops were the sites of discussions about corn crops, the price of eggs and the pastor’s sermon from the previous Sunday But mostly they provided the setting for discussions, and arguments, about basketball.

  Surely, bragging rights started in Indiana.

  The Indiana high school tournament consisted of one class until 1998, and another dividing point existed: People either lived in cities where their favorite team had a chance to win a state championship, or they lived in a town where it was impossible. But even before tiny Milan won the 1954 title, every fan believed his or her team had a chance, although those in places such as Muncie and Kokomo knew it was realistic.

  Interest in Indiana University basketball was an offspring of this lifestyle. The four weeks of the high school tournament were televised before IU games were shown on the tube. The NCAA Tournament was founded in 1939, three years after the Frankfort Hot Dogs established themselves as probably the best high school team in Indiana history.

  By then another dividing line had formed between in-state residents, who had to decide whether they favored the Indiana Hoosiers or the Purdue Boilermakers. Feelings over this issue would grow until nearly no one was neutral about the rivalry. The West Lafayette University always had a strong fan base in northwestern Indiana and among the farming communities, a result of Purdue’s agricultural and engineering schools.

  IU fans were spread more evenly around the state, partly because the university produced doctors, lawyers, businessmen and teachers who would establish homes in various settings.

  Bragging rights reached a new level.

  Some houses were divided. One Bloomington couple endured a Saturday in March when their respective colleges, Indiana and Purdue, played each other on the same day their high schools, Franklin and Speedway, met in the state high school finals.

  During the early days of the rivalry, the Boilermakers were so dominant that it now would take some 15 years without losing for the Hoosiers to assume the series lead.

  Purdue launched its basketball program in 1896, while Indiana didn’t fall in line until the turn of the century, when Purdue won nine straight games over the Hoosiers. By 1914, the Boilermakers had a 22-3 lead in the rivalry.

  Indiana since has cut into the disadvantage and, in the estimation of the IU fans, overwhelmed any embarrassment by capturing five NCAA championships. Despite 21 Big Ten championships (Indiana has 20), the Boilermakers’ only ventures into the Final Four were in 1969 and ‘80.

  Indiana won its first national title in 1940 and followed with a second under coach Branch McCracken in 1953- By that time the then Hurryin’ Hoosiers had slipped ahead of Purdue in the consciousness of many in-state fans, but by the early ‘70s Purdue again was laying claim to being the Indiana university.

  Purdue opened Mackey Arena in 1967, eight years after Indiana had abandoned its fieldhouse on Seventh Street and moved into a new one off Fee Lane. However, Purdue had a 14,000-seat arena specifically for basketball while the Hoosiers still were playing in a multipurpose building that was intended to be stop-gap housing.

  The Boilermakers enhanced their position in the rivalry by recruiting three successive Indiana Mr. Basketballs. Dennis Brady of Lafayette Jefferson, Billy Keller of Indianapolis Washington, and Rick Mount of Lebanon rejected the advances of McCracken and Lou Watson, a former assistant who replaced the Big Sheriff after the 1964-65 season.

  McCracken had outstanding teams in the early ‘60s, but his 1963-64 club fell to 9-15- Watson’s first team won only four of 14 Big Ten games but rebounded to win the Big Ten in 1966-67-That was followed by three straight losing campaigns in which the Hoosiers won only 26 games.

  For a number of seasons Indiana had successfully recruited several members of each year’s Indiana All-Star team. However, suddenly the Boilermakers were making inroads and getting the upper hand, especially with Mount, one of the nation’s most exciting players.

  Indiana faced one of the major challenges in its basketball history, which was complicated when Watson’s back problems forced assistant Jerry Oliver to coach most of the 1969-70 season. Watson stepped down after the Hoosiers bounced back with a 17-7 record the next season, and an exhaustive search was carried out for a new man who could right a listing ship and counter the recent gains made by Purdue.

  The Hoosiers found that man at the United States Military Academy at West Point, N.Y. Bob Knight would not only return Indiana to its past glories but exceed them in a 29-year career during which cream and crimson flowed down the face of college basketball.

  Hoosiers Find a Disciplinarian

  The months surrounding the hiring of a new basketball coach may have been the most crucial in IU history. Two years earlier the Indiana football program had been flourishing, when a boycott by the team’s African-American players threw things into mayhem. Watson, only 46, was the focal point of some unrest on the Hoosier varsity. Some players complained about alleged favorable treatment toward superstar sophomore George McGinnis, who would turn professional after that season. Others were unhappy about a lack of playing time, hardly a new problem at any university.

  Most of the IU student body had enrolled during the tumultuous days of the Vietnam War, an era when placards of all descriptions were hoisted around campus. Watson had far more friends than enemies. He had displayed a dogged determination as a player, and when he became a coach, most of his players were ready to go to war with him.
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  Bob Leonard was an example, saying, “Here’s a guy who had been in the second wave of the Normandy invasion. You think he wasn’t tough?”

  A coaching search, headed by athletics director Bill Orwig, was surrounded by heavy speculation. The Indiana job was one of the more prized in the nation and had known only two head coaches in the previous quarter-century.

  As a later IU president, Dr. Myles Brand, would say 29 years later: “We don’t name basketball coaches very often around here. When we do, we make sure that we’ve made the right choice.”

  From the start, the university appeared to have one criterion for Watson’s successor. As sports editor Bob Hammel wrote in the Bloomington Herald-Telephone:

  Perhaps the single, leading attribute being sought in Indiana University’s basketball coaching hunt is a demonstrated ability to floor a disciplined team … That may not be exactly the sort of change players had in mind, but it’s the inevitable result under present circumstances. The “tight ships” are the ones that are running best, even in these enlightening days.

  Orwig was quoted as saying, “I am looking for a coach that teaches disciplined basketball. If a coach teaches discipline on the floor, then he teaches discipline off the floor.”

  Knight’s Appointment Surprises Many

  Bob Knight’s name didn’t surface in the early speculation. Oliver applied for the job, and former IU All-American Bob Leonard, then coach of the Indiana Pacers, turned it down. Former IU All-American Bill Garrett, who had coached Indianapolis Crispus Attucks to a state high school championship, was among the applicants, but North Carolina State coach Norm Sloan soon surfaced as the favorite—at least in the rumor mill.

  Sloan was a product of Indianapolis Lawrence Central High who had been recruited to North Carolina State by former Indiana coach Everett Dean. Sloan had replaced Press Maravich there as the head coach in 1965, shortly before Press coached his famous son, Pete, at Louisiana State.

  As the coaching search evolved, one report surfaced that Sloan and California coach Jim Padgett were the finalists. But it was Knight, whose reputation for discipline would only grow over the years, who turned out to be the man.

  The former Ohio State reserve was 30 years old and had greatly enhanced his reputation since West Point named him the nation’s youngest head coach at 24. During those six seasons the Cadets posted a 102-50 record, even while academy restrictions prevented anyone taller than six feet six from enrolling as a freshman.

  Knight had played on one of college basketball’s greatest teams. Led by Jerry Lucas, John Havlicek, Larry Siegfried and Mel No well, the Buckeyes were the I960 NCAA champions and were upset in the title game by Cincinnati each of the next two years. Knight made no pretense of his value as a player, but his view from the bench enabled him to absorb great things.

  “I was an average player. I wasn’t quick and I didn’t jump well, and I think I could be a candidate for [coach Fred] Taylor’s all-time bad defensive team,” Knight said upon his hiring.

  Player was Warned in Advance

  A veteran group of players awaited Knight’s arrival, but the first one to have a clue as to what lay ahead was Joby Wright, a senior who had averaged 17-6 points as a junior under Watson. He had heard about the West Point coach while trying out for the Pre-Olympic Development Team at the Air Force Academy. “One night during the course of team selection, somebody got some beer and whatever. Guys went out and we just raised all kinds of noise,” Wright said. “The next day they brought everybody together and really read the riot act. They said the next time that happened they were going to send everybody home. I think maybe somebody may have been sent home.”
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  One of the coaches, John Bach of Pennsylvania, then told the players of a shuddering possibility.

  “Bach had this gift of gab. After the incident Bach was talking to maybe 10 of us and he said, ‘You guys think you’re tough, but let me tell you something. If this one guy was here, this one coach—you don’t even know who he is. His name is Bobby Knight. He’s the coach at Army,’” Wright recalled.

  “He started telling these stories about Knight and we were all laughing. He did this and he did that. Bach was telling the things that happened in camp when Knight caught a kid goofing off. He would make a kid do this or do that. Our attitude was, ‘Yeah, right!’” Joby said.

  Before Indiana hired its new coach, president John Ryan communicated frequently with Wright concerning the coaching situation.

  “President Ryan had just gotten the job and he told me, ‘We have a new coach, Bob Knight, from West Point,’” Joby recalled. “I said, ‘Oh, man, I’ve heard of that guy.’ The guys got together and they asked if I knew anything about him and I said, ‘Yeah, I’ve heard about him and he’s a pretty tough guy.’”

  All of the Hoosiers were phoning various contacts to learn more about the youthful disciplinarian.

  George McGinnis, the Hoosiers’ brilliant forward, already had made his decision to turn professional, and Ed Daniels, like Wright a native of Savannah, Ga., had decided to transfer to Marquette.

  “I think if you’d ask both of those guys about their decisions, there’s no doubt they’d have regrets,” Wright insisted.

  A Special Time in History

  Knight’s arrival in Bloomington coincided with a period of turmoil across the country. A year earlier, four students had been killed by Ohio National Guardsmen during a demonstration at Kent State.

  Around the Indiana campus, placards protested America’s involvement in the Vietnam War. The Bloomington City Council became an extension of campus feelings as liberal representatives were elected, partly because of the student vote.

  “It was ‘70-71. You had students taking over administration buildings,” Wright said. “We didn’t wear long pants or tattoos. We wore the big Afros and had the hippies. We had the Black Panthers. It was just a lot of different things going on in society. And here’s the coach from West Point, and people didn’t know where that was coming from.”

  Wright was the first player called in to meet the new coach.

  “I went in and I had my Afro and my blue jeans. I was going to show this guy. He’s never seen no tough guy like me. I’m going to test him,” Wright vowed. “And the first time I met him he read me the riot act. Coach went off—‘You’re going to go to class! You have to toe the line!’—Then he put his nose against my nose and said, ‘Did you hear me?’

  “Then, somehow, I said something that made him laugh.”

  Forming a Relationship

  Joby Wright’s most trying days as a Hoosier came while he was sidelined awaiting NCAA permission to practice.

  Wright’s teammate, George McGinnis, had become a wealthy man by leaving school early and signing with the Indiana Pacers. Wright’s thinking was, “If George can get a million dollars, maybe I can get at least a half-million.”

  Wright put his name on the draft lists of the National Basketball Association and the now defunct American Basketball Association, knowing he had until a certain date to remove it from pro eligibility Knowing Joby was in New York City, Knight tracked him down and had a talk.

  “He said, ‘You need to come back.’ He talked to me in a manner where we connected. I was real impressed with the fact that he had tracked me down,” Wright recalled. “I thought there was going to be a whole lot of hollering and screaming, but he was just talking. That set the tone for us to have a relationship through the years.”

  Wright said he wrote a letter to NBA officials removing his name from the list, but sent a telegram to the ABA, which the NCAA apparently considered improper.

  “Well, the NCAA was trying to take my senior year away, so for the first two weeks of my senior year I couldn’t practice with the team. They had me sweating blood,” he said.

  During that period, Knight stuck with Joby and the matter was cleared up.

  “He could have said to hell with me. He hadn’t recruited me. I was an asshole the first time I saw him, and he said, ‘Come back and play.’ Then when I got out there he said, ‘I’m going to make you captain of the team.’ I was ready to run through a wall for him,” Wright said.

  Do It by the Book

  Knight didn’t stand for the least bit of levity in his early practices. Everything was by the book and no one was to make any play, take any shot or make any pass that he might not be called upon to make in a game.

  On one occasion, guard Dave Shepherd threw a behind-the-back pass during free-throw practice and promptly was thrown out of practice.


  Chapter 2

  Tales from Laz's Memory Bank

  Laz First Cheered Against Hoosiers

  My first memory of IU basketball was when my dad took me to my first Big Ten game. I believe it was in 1961. We were living in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, about a half-hour from Iowa City, and he comes home from work one day and has two tickets to the Big Ten game: Indiana vs. Iowa. I was kind of a basketball fan, shooting around the yard and stuff, and we get to this game at the old fieldhouse in Iowa City. The Hawkeyes come out to warm up and I stand up and start cheering for the Hawkeyes.

  Well, my dad grabs me by the arm, sits me down and says, “Son, you’re a Hoosier and you’ll always be a Hoosier, no matter where we live.” He grew up in South Bend and went to Central after John Wooden had been the coach there. Never played ball, wasn’t an athlete, but knew what a Hoosier was.

  Indiana won the game, and I was disappointed that Iowa, which I thought was my home team, had lost. But I learned a valuable lesson, and that’s what it means to be a Hoosier. Even if you’re transplanted you still believe in the Hoosiers.
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  [When the Laskowski family moved to Iowa, the family kept its modest home in South Bend, renting it in anticipation of the day they might return. That occurred in the fall of 1961, and in the spring of ’71 Bob Knight visited and offered John a scholarship to play at Indiana.]

  Laz a Star, But No All-Star

  I didn’t make the Indiana All-Star team that meets Kentucky every summer. It took many years, but I now suspect I know why.

  My high school coach, Bob Donewald, talked to me in January of my senior year and said, “I know you’re having a good year. You’re averaging 29 points a game, sixth leading scorer in Indiana.” Then he said, “You’re not going to make the All-Star team.”

  I said, “What do you mean?” and he said again, “You’re not going to make the Indiana All-Star team. I just want to tell you that now so you won’t be thinking about it.” Then he said, “I think we’re going to be able to get you a scholarship, but you’re not going to make the All-Star team.” That was the last I heard of it.

  Sure enough, they announce the team in May and I’m not on it. I had finished the year at 28.9 points. I was second-team All-State, as voted by the media. So I’m thinking I should be among the top 12.

  Years later I think I figured out what happened. In those days, you didn’t see the kids like you do now, so they counted on the college coaches in Kentucky and Indiana to help select the team. It sounds like a nice way to do it, but what I think happened was deals were being made with high school coaches. They’d promise if you send your kid to this school they would get your kid on the All-Star team. There’s no other way my coach could have known in January that I wasn’t going to make the team.

  Laz Leaves for Bloomington

  The recruiting trip was pretty interesting. I had only been on a plane one time and that was to fly back for my father’s funeral. When IU recruited me, they put me on a flight from South Bend to Indianapolis on a five- or six-passenger plane. My ears blocked up on the up-and-down flight, and Coach came up to meet me with Bob Weltlich. Coach waited in the car, and I get out of the plane and there’s Weltlich waiting for me. I don’t know how he knew who I was, but he said, “I’m the assistant coach at Indiana.”

  We get in the car and Coach is driving. Weltlich is on the passenger side and I’m in the back seat. As soon as we get in the car, Coach starts the recruiting pitch. I remember driving through the limestone area and Coach explaining it, but I couldn’t really hear what he was talking about. Not only did I have my ears plugged up from the flight, but he was talking into the windshield as he was driving.

  I didn’t say anything at all, half because I couldn’t hear anything and half because I was so shy I wouldn’t say anything. He must have thought I was the quietest, shyest kid in the world, but I didn’t want to admit I couldn’t hear what he was talking about.

  Laskowski Was Down Recruiting List

  Indiana was the only Big Ten school that offered me a scholarship, and that was because Coach Knight was looking for Indiana kids. I was a late bloomer in high school, and most of the guys had made up their minds where they wanted to go. I found out later that a six-foot-five guard-forward was what coach had in mind.

  That fit my role, but the best at that role was Pete Trgovich from East Chicago Washington. This guy was the next Pete Maravich. He looked like Pete Maravich, played for an undefeated state champion. I mean, he was that guy.

  I talked to Trgovich and he said Coach had come up and offered him a chance to come to Indiana but he was already headed to UCLA. Then Coach talked to Jerry Nichols of Greenwood, another six-five guard-forward who went to Purdue. I asked each of them if they had a chance to go to Indiana and they turned it down. I was the third choice at that position.
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