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  Foreword

  The first time I remember meeting Bob Huggins was in a restaurant. He didn’t say two words. I was on my recruiting trip to the University of Cincinnati from Trinity (Texas) Junior College, and some of the older players were there, but Coach just sat at the end of the table and ate his dinner. It kind of surprised me because I was expecting him to talk a little more. I really didn’t know much about him. I had been dealing mostly with assistant coach Steve Moeller. But what really impressed me about Coach Huggins was the little he did say to me on that recruiting trip.

  Instead of beating around the bush, he came straight out with the truth—that I was going to get a chance to play at Cincinnati and that I would fit in well there. He didn’t lie to me. He didn’t promise me I was going to start. He didn’t promise me he was going to get me to the NBA. He didn’t promise me anything. That’s what I liked about him.

  The first practice of that 1991-92 season was unreal because I’d never seen him explode. It was like night and day. He was so into it, so trying to get guys prepared to play the way he wanted them to play, it was totally unbelievable. I had heard so much from the other players about how he would change—that he’s not always quiet and calm and cool— and I finally got my first taste of it. Basically, it was his way or the highway. No matter how good you are, you’re going to have to be a team player, you’re going to have to fit into a team concept at Cincinnati. All he wanted from us was to work 110 percent everyday. You can go out and score 20 points, and that won’t get it. You don’t have to score one basket, just rebound, take a few charges, get a couple steals, create some turnovers for the team, make the team better—that was basically all he tried to bring out in his players.

  At first, it was tough for me. I was coming from a junior college, and basically my goal was to get to Division I and do well. I struggled in the beginning, but I finally got used to it. Now I can look back and say probably if I had gone to any other program, I wouldn’t have been the type of person I am today.

  On the court, if it wasn’t for how Coach wanted me playing at that level— being aggressive, being physical, being a leader, everything— there’s no telling what would have happened with me. Off the court, he made us grow up. “You’re not a little kid,” he’d say. “You’re not in high school. You can’t depend on everybody else. You’ve got to take control of your life. You’ve got to be a man now. You’ve got to treat people with respect. You can’t go out and dog people.” And he’d say, “Don’t forget what you came from.” And, “Use basketball, don’t let basketball use you.”

  He stressed academics. You get some guys who really don’t like to go to classes, and he made them pay for it. If you didn’t go to class, you wouldn’t play He’d talk about all the great opportunities the players had away from basketball and say, “If you guys do your job on the court and in the classroom, even if you don’t make it to the NBA, even if you don’t play professional basketball, you’ll get a decent job in Cincinnati.” We were playing good basketball and winning games, and people in town just loved us as we went to the Final Four one year and the Elite Eight the next.

  But they didn’t take to us right away. At first, people doubted us. They thought because we were just a bunch of junior-college guys we were basically dumb, and that was tough for us. But Coach kept us having a good attitude. Nobody really knew us or expected us to do well, and I don’t think we would have done well if it wasn’t for the way he coached us and the way he wanted us to act on and off the court. He felt so confident in our JUCO players — that we could beat anybody any night. He brought in a bunch of guys from all over the country and brought us together, molded us, made us good players—made us good people, too. Junior-college players are assumed to have bad reputations for off-the-court reasons, but I don’t think you could count five instances in our group when bad things happened off the court to our Cincinnati basketball team. Everybody toed the line, and nobody got into trouble with the law. A lot of people don’t give any credit for that.

  People ask me constantly what Bob Huggins is really like. A lot of people see him on TV and how he goes off on players, but that’s not even half of who he is. That’s part of what a coach is supposed to do at the college level. It gets some players motivated, but he doesn’t do that to get you motivated; he does that because that’s how he is. He’s just so much of a competitor that it shows during practices and during game situations. He becomes very emotional. He gets too pumped up. The adrenaline’s flowing.

  It’s like he’s out there with you. He’s so into the game that he wishes he could be out there with you. You can just see it. He wants to win so bad, he wants you to believe that you can beat that team so bad, and it rubs off a lot. He gives you so much confidence. He makes his players play at a rate that’s unbelievable. He brings out the best in his players.

  Even playing one-on-one, he doesn’t like to lose. I’ve seen a couple guys challenge him, and it wasn’t fun. He’d get to fouling them, playing real aggressively. I remember one time when he got mad at us because somebody wouldn’t take a charge, so he made all of us stand in a line in practice and take charges. “OK, you guys think you’re so tough,” he said. “I’m gonna take the first charge.”

  One of the great things about Coach is, there can be times when you disagree on the court and get into his doghouse right there, but as soon as basketball is over, it’s done. He holds no grudges off the court against players for doing bad things on the court. That’s why a lot of guys played hard for him, wanted to win so bad, because of the way he is off the court as well as on the court. There were times when he would invite players to his house to watch a game and maybe play a little Nintendo with his daughters, to keep the team close, like a family.

  During our 1992 NCAA Tournament game against UTEP, we got into a big argument. He took me out of the game for throwing a pass to Jeff Scott instead of Herb Jones, and we chewed each other out for about five minutes. I told him I was going to transfer, and he said, “Go ahead and transfer.” It was a very heated discussion. All the other players on the sideline were telling me to go back in, and Coach was still arguing. Finally, he let me get back in the game, and we won. Afterward, we hugged each other and said, “I love you.” It was forgotten, and we went on to the Final Four. That’s what you need from a coach. If that had been any other coach I had gotten into an argument with, I probably wouldn’t have gotten into that game. Bob is real good at that. He’s a coach on the court, but off the court he’s like a father figure.

  Now that I am playing in the NBA with the Los Angeles Lakers, there are so many people I owe a lot of my success to. At the last level, I owe it to Coach Huggins and Coach Moeller. I still consider Bob a friend. I told him the reason he didn’t take the Miami Heat job was that he was afraid to play me twice a year. He laughed. Anytime I’m in Cincinnati and he’s in town, I go into his office and chat a little bit. I try to help him out with his camp and sign autographs.

  All in all, I think he’s a great person. A lot of people know that in Cincinnati, but they don’t know that nationwide. He deserves a lot of respect as a coach and a friend.

  —Nick Van Exel


  Chapter 1

  On Wednesday, June 16,1995, I met with the owner of the Miami Heat. If I had been offered a contract that night or the next morning, I probably would have signed it. At the very least, it would have been close. Instead, the delay gave me time to think and to rethink, time to get a different perspective, time I just hadn’t had up until then.

  Everything had happened just so fast.

  The 1994-95 season was long since over, and I was doing what I always do that time of year, talking to NBA people on the phone about this player and that player, including our own LaZelle Durden. Because we play against so many good people at the University of Cincinnati—especially that season—and because I coached a number of top players at the World University Games in 1993—NBA scouts and general managers wanted to get my input on potential NBA draft picks.

  I probably talked to Chris Wallace, the director of college and international scouting for the Heat, as much as I talked to anybody in the NBA because Chris and I had been good friends for a long time. Chris was from Buckhannon, West Virginia, and I was born in Morgantown and am a University of West Virginia graduate, and Chris did the Blue Ribbon basketball magazine and was involved in basketball camps for years. One day, Chris and I were talking about prospective players and basketball in general—just talking—when he asked me about my future.

  “Would you ever be interested in coaching at this level?” he said.

  “Yeah…I don’t know … maybe at the right time, at the right place, for the right people.”

  I really didn’t think anything of it. I knew Miami was looking for a head coach to replace Alvin Gentry. And I knew it was possible the Heat would consider me for the job. There’s a possibility when any NBA job opens up that four or five of us who are fairly successful college coaches and around the same age are going to get called. Roy Williams at Kansas. Kelvin Sampson at Oklahoma. Lon Kruger at Florida. My main man John Calipari at Massachusetts.

  My relationship with Los Angeles Lakers general manager Jerry West helps, because I’ve known Jerry for a long time, and Jerry has been a big supporter of mine. Jerry and I are both West Virginia graduates, and Jerry and I would talk a lot during this time of year, too, about players. Jerry also has asked me if I was interested in coaching in the NBA someday, but he’s never asked me to coach his team, despite reports that I had been a candidate for the job the previous year.

  I wasn’t looking to leave Cincinnati that time, anyway, and I wasn’t looking to leave this time, either. I had a 10-year contract with Cincinnati all but complete, and I fully intended on signing it once all the details were finalized. But the media thought differently. First, they were reporting that Calipari was a candidate with the Heat, and then they said I had met with executive vice-president Dave Wohl. I hadn’t.

  “Have you talked to anybody from Miami?” the media would ask me.

  “Yeah, I talk to them all the time,” I would say. “I talk to Chris all the time.”

  I don’t know how all this stuff got out. All these supposed “sources” are telling Bill Koch from The Cincinnati Post and John Fay from The Cincinnati Enquirer all these supposed things, and they weren’t true. The ironic part is, they turned out later to be true—just after they were reported to have happened.

  Dave Wohl did call me. He asked if I wanted to sit down and talk, so I met with him one afternoon in Atlanta, and I liked the guy. I think he’s a smart guy. I think he’s got a pretty good grasp on players. I think he knows what he’s doing. He’s probably one of the bright new guys in management, and I think he’ll do really well because he played and he coached and he understands both sides. The more we talked, the more I thought he would be a good guy to work for. He stands for the same kind of things I do, wanting his team to work hard and to play hard. He had sent me some tapes of his team, and so we talked about personnel. And he asked me to come back another day and meet with the owner. I did, three weeks later.

  I really liked the owner, Mickey Arison. I thought he was really a good guy—and, like Dave, shared some of my views. He’s not one of those win-at-all costs guys. I think he wants to win like everybody else wants to win, but he wants people to do their best and work hard and play hard, and I think he’ll give you the resources you need to get it done. I was very impressed with the organization, which made it tougher, because I think the Heat can win. So when I left Wednesday night to fly back to Cincinnati, I was feeling pretty good about the situation.

  But you’ve got to understand, everybody I had talked to the last few days was pro-NBA, because I was listening almost exclusively to NBA guys. From the moment I woke up until I went to bed—and I didn’t sleep very long—I was on the phone with NBA people trying to research the team, the league and the decision.

  College head coaches rarely go directly to being NBA head coaches, although RJ. Carlesimo had done it the previous year, moving from Seton Hall to the Portland Trail Blazers. I tried to call P.J., but by that time, he had already left to see the U.S. Open golf tournament. I talked to a lot of NBA people, from Danny Manning to Derek Smith to George Karl, and they all said pretty much the same thing: “Don’t let people tell you how much different it is to coach in the NBA. You can coach in the NBA. They play a lot more games, and there’s less preparation time, so naturally you do things a little differently, but it’s a not a matter of you not being able to do it.”

  When you listen to hour after hour of people telling you how great the NBA is, and how you’d be able to make the transition and how the lifestyle is easier, it starts to sound better and better. There are a lot of appealing aspects to the NBA, if just from a time standpoint. You don’t recruit. You don’t do alumni gatherings. You can go home and have dinner with the family. In the NBA, there might be some summer workouts with guys, but that’s nothing compared to the life of a college coach. This is a 12-month-a-year job. In the NBA, you can coach the greatest basketball players in the world … and not have to worry about guys going to classes and showing up for tutors and making grades and getting the minimum SAT score.

  And then there’s the money. Although I was never offered a contract, we did eventually discuss a five-year deal that would pay upwards of $1 million a year with the possibility of another $500,000 to $1 million in endorsements. But I didn’t expect the university to match what I could get from the Heat or even to up the ante. I didn’t ask. I would never ask. I don’t believe in that. You hear all the time about someone getting a better deal somewhere else and going back to his employer, who says, “Oh, yeah, we can match that”—when maybe two months ago the same employer was saying, “We just don’t have any more money … This is the best we can do … We want you to stay … We hope this is enough.” It’s amazing, isn’t it? Somehow, the employer found more money, after all.

  I didn’t want to get into that. I just wanted what was fair. I had said that with my last contract at UC—just give me what’s fair. If your employer does what’s fair, you don’t have to look back and you don’t have to wonder what you could be getting, and you feel good about the people you’re working for. If Cincinnati’s offer was fair before the Miami Heat job came along—and it was—then it was fair afterwards, too.

  And I wasn’t going to use the Heat offer for leverage in getting anything we needed for the office or the team or the program. If I believe something is needed, I’ll try to get it, and that should have nothing to do with my personal contract. By the same token, I’ve never complained if we lost that it was because we needed this and this and this and this to win. That’s not the way I was raised. I was raised that you do your job to the best of your abilities, people will recognize you’re doing your job, and then you will be taken care of for it. People will reward you for doing what’s right. I wasn’t raised that you’re rewarded for not doing a good job or for doing what’s wrong.

  I didn’t get into coaching for the money, and I had never taken or left a job based solely on money, as long as the money was fair. My family certainly wasn’t going to starve if I took the 10-year guaranteed deal with Cincinnati, although newspaper reports of $700,000 to $750,000 a year were exaggerated—I’d have to win the NCAA title to approach that—but you get used to that. Cincinnati Magazine once put my picture on the cover and reported I made about $500,000, and my wife June was big-time hot about that; she got out our tax returns and wanted to call the editors and ream them out for putting that misinformation on the magazine cover.

  In any case, the money the University of Cincinnati was offering in its 10-year deal wasn’t going to compare to the money the Heat were talking, and a lot of people were telling me I shouldn’t just write that off. I talked for a while to J.O. Stright, who coached Danny Fortson’s AAU team in Pittsburgh before Danny came to play for Cincinnati, and J.O. is a very successful businessman. “You’ve got to do what’s best for you and your family,” he said, “and the smart business thing is to go.” And I thought even if the job insecurity of the NBA caught up to me and the Heat ended up firing me, my family would be financially set, and I’m sure I could have found a prime college job the next year. Then again, I have never taken a job expecting to fail or to get fired. I wouldn’t do that.

  About the only person I talked to who wasn’t pro-NBA was Ed Janka, the manager of basketball sports marketing at Nike, who primarily deals with college basketball. Ed had been a coach himself, and Ed’s advice was more along the lines of “You’ve got to do what will make you happy.”

  Ron Grinker, my attorney, helped hook me up with a lot of people who know the NBA, because Ron really knows the NBA. He has been representing NBA players for years, and his current clients included Danny Manning and Tyrone Hill, but Ron puts just as much time into working for a LaZelle Durden or a Jim McIlvaine as he would a lottery pick. His big thing is working with good kids, and he won’t take on any client unless he’d feel comfortable leaving the player home alone with his daughters.

  It’s kind of neat to see and hear Ron’s guys because they have such a good feeling about him, the way our current and former players do about us; they know you care and did everything you could for them, and they always come back to visit.

  Ron’s contacts and clients were very honest with me and told me information they wouldn’t have told anybody else, not because it was me, but because of the respect they have for Ron. If you’re around Ron for very long, you can understand why they’re like that—and why he’s so successful. He’s a bright, bright guy; he’s got such great integrity; and he really understands people, and he understands the ins and outs of the NBA probably as well as anybody. When Ron and I talked to a lot of his longtime media contacts, they all said Ron helped teach them the inner workings of the league. It’s amazing to me why an owner hasn’t contacted Ron about being a general manager.

  A lot of people have their own agendas, but I don’t think it made a whole lot of difference to Ron Grinker whether I was in Cincinnati or in Miami, because he’s not just my attorney, he’s my friend. Ron’s really good at presenting both sides of a situation. June used to ask me, “What does Ron think you ought to do?” One time after I talked to Ron, I told her, “I think maybe he wants me to stay.” And another time, I told her, “Well, I think Ron probably thinks this is a good situation in Miami.”

  What he does is play devil’s advocate for both sides, presents you with all the facts and lets you make your own decision. I can’t tell you how many times we talked once the Heat thing began, but I can tell you that talking to Ron wasn’t like talking to anybody else. Most people will give you their perspective. Ron makes sure you consider every perspective. He never told me what to do. He didn’t have to. He told me from the beginning what was going to happen.

  “Bob, you think it’s going to be hard, but it won’t be,” he said. “It’ll be easy, because your decision will be made for you.”

  For a long time, I thought taking the Miami Heat job was what I wanted to do. After meeting with Mickey Arison on that Wednesday, I was all but convinced. But when I flew back to Cincinnati on Wednesday night, everything got crazy. NBC-TV reported on its broadcast of the NBA Finals that night that I was going to be named head coach of the Heat in the next few days— which was news to me. It was possible, perhaps even likely, but hardly a done deal. As much as I was leaning toward taking the job, I hadn’t even been offered it.

  But everywhere I turned, there were TV people. If I walked in the office, there were TV people. If I tried to go home, there were TV people. I couldn’t do anything, and, at that point, I couldn’t say anything. But that didn’t stop the media. They called my mom and dad. They called my brothers. They called UC broadcaster Chuck Machock, one of my best friends and a guy who recruited me at West Virginia and coached for me at Cincinnati after I coached for him at Central Florida. They called Jeff Wyler, a Cincinnati car dealer and a big UC booster. They called my players. They even tried to talk to my kids. The only really bad experience came when one of the local radio stations got my 9-year-old daughter Jacque on the phone.

  “Have you been to the store to buy the suntan lotion yet?” they asked her.

  “What are you talking about?” she said.

  Jacque didn’t know they were trying to make a reference to Miami—she’s 9 years old. They kept trying to make fun of her, your typical radio routine in which they try to make you look bad to get a few cheap laughs. It’s one thing to do that to an adult. But a 9-year-old child? There’s no reason to do that. I don’t think that’s entertaining. I think that’s sick. The rest of the calls weren’t like that, but the volume of calls was just overwhelming. It got to the point where we couldn’t answer the phone and we couldn’t talk to the people we needed to get. June got Caller ID so that we would know who was calling, and if we didn’t recognize who was calling, the answering machine would get it. It was crazy. Absolutely crazy.

  And the stuff that came out about what I was doing and wasn’t doing was ridiculous. I joked later that I was picking up my Cincinnati Enquirer every morning to find out where I was going to be that day. One morning, I read that June and the girls and I were flying to Miami on the Saturday after my meeting with the Heat owner to check out the city, and that was crazy. I had a summer basketball camp going on at the Shoemaker Center. And a long time earlier, I had agreed to do an autograph session at Forest Fair Mall.

  Even the following evening, when we had our press conference to announce I was withdrawing my name from consideration from the Heat, I was still getting asked about it: “Well, what about when you and June and the kids went down there? … Didn’t the kids like it down there? … Was it June who didn’t like Miami?” The kids were in the Miami area twice in their lives—four years before that, we spent a few days in Miami Beach, and another time we flew in and out of Miami just to catch a cruise ship. Even the day after the press conference, John Fay of The Enquirer came up to me and said, “I have it from really good sources that they came up on a private plane and flew you and June and the kids down and you looked around.” Considering that I started my day at the camp, went out to Forest Fair Mall for the autograph session and then came back to the camp for the rest of the day and night, how could that have been possible? Did they pick us up at 2 o’clock in the morning and have us ride around Miami at 4 o’clock in the morning so we could say, “Gee, what a great place”? It’s stupid.

  “But my sources said…”

  “You need to get better sources,” I told him, “because people are pulling your leg.”

  Let’s get this straight: My family did not talk me out of taking the Miami Heat job. June was great. The topic first came up before it was even an issue because the newspapers were mentioning the possibility, and I told her I didn’t know where all this was coming from. June’s main concern every time we’ve ever talked about moving was that I do what’s best for my career and what makes me happy. At first, she did have some reservations about living in Miami, but people talked to her about the city, assured her Miami was like everyplace else—you’ve got some nice areas and some not-so-nice areas—so June was fine. Jacque was fine. And Jenna was, well, Jenna. Jenna is my 12-year-old daughter, and she said, “I’m not going. I’ve got friends I’m going to stay with.” I mentioned something about that at the press conference, but I didn’t mean to imply that’s what kept me from moving to Miami. She would have been fine. Both the girls would have been fine. I had learned that a year earlier, when I was kidding around with them on a Sunday afternoon.

  “Let’s go for a ride,” I said.

  “I don’t want to go,” they said, being kids.

  “Get in the car, come on, we’re going to take a ride,” I said. “We’re going to buy a new house. I want to buy a new house on the golf course.”

  I was just fooling with them. I love my house, and I had no intention of moving. So we got in the car and drove out to the golf course, and they were complaining and moaning, “Oh, I’m leaving my friends… I can’t believe you’re doing this… I’m not going.” Until we arrived. This house was incredible, right on the golf course, huge rooms, beautiful foyer—well, they were ready to move. Right now. Then they bugged me for two weeks about why we weren’t going to move. They’re kids. They would have been fine in Miami. That was not a consideration.

  Once I got back from meeting with the Heat owner, I started to feel less and less comfortable with the prospect of leaving. After spending all that time talking to pro-NBA people and hearing just one side, I started hearing more and more from the other side. The people at Cincinnati were fantastic, from president Joseph Steger to athletic director Gerald O’Dell to boosters Mike Dever and Jeff Wyler. They were saying, “Bob, we don’t want you to go, but we understand. The smart business thing for you to do is go. You’d be able to financially take care of your family the rest of your life.”

  That makes you feel good to know that people care about you. Sometimes in those situations, people will make you feel guilty and say, “Hey, look what we did for you,” but I didn’t get any of that. I got a lot of understanding and support and empathy, and it made me realize that people cared about me and my family as people and not just about me being a successful basketball coach who could bring victories and revenue to the university. That was a real positive.

  But if there was one thing that put me over the top, it was a conversation I had with some of my former players at UC. On the Saturday I was supposedly in Miami checking out the city, Nick Van Exel and Tarrance Gibson and A.D. Jackson and Andre Tate were at the camp, and as I was walking out to the car, they told me how they felt about me taking the job.

  “Coach, it’s a great opportunity. You’ll be able to take care of your family—and don’t worry about us, we’ll move to Miami, too. You’re not going to get rid of us,” they said, just joking about the last part. “But the thing we want you to think about is the influence you have on people’s lives here in college basketball. These guys need you here. They need somebody here who’s going to care about them and keep them going in a positive direction. Are you going to be able to do that on the next level? Are you going to be able to have the same kind of influence you’re able to have here? And when it’s all said and done, are you going to feel as good about doing what you’re doing there as what you do here?”

  It’s not anything I hadn’t thought of, but listening to them certainly reinforced it. And hearing them say it, from their perspective, was really powerful. Having an impact on people’s lives is why I got into coaching and why I stayed in coaching. And though winning is important and teaching people how to win is important, because that’s how you succeed, the most gratifying thing for coaches—good coaches, the ones who care—is when their guys come back and are appreciative of what you've done for them. They start to understand things maybe they didn’t understand when they started playing for you, and now they really are grateful.

  The decision for me now was clear, just as Ron had predicted. I couldn’t take all the chaos anymore. It was just too crazy, too nuts. I could stop it all and stay at a job I found rewarding, at a place I felt appreciated, in a city and state that were home. So instead of waiting for the Miami Heat to make an offer and then figuring out whether I wanted to take it, I just decided to withdraw from consideration.

  As much as I respected the Heat and what they are trying to accomplish, the timing just wasn’t right. A few days earlier, the timing probably would have been right, but the Heat wanted to look at Pat Riley, who had just resigned from the New York Knicks with time left on his contract, and that may have slowed down the process. Ron later faxed me a newspaper article in which some guy wrote that my ego made me turn away the Heat—that if they were going to consider Pat Riley before me, I didn’t want any part of the job. That had nothing to do with it. The Heat should have considered Pat Riley. I would have done the same thing. Who wouldn’t? Not only is Pat a tremendously successful coach, Pat is great from a marketing standpoint, because he’ll sell a lot of tickets. The truth of the matter is, I don’t think I was the No. 1 choice for the University of Cincinnati job; I think there were a couple of other guys they wanted. I didn’t tell UC, “If I’m not the top guy, I’m not taking the job,” and I didn’t tell the Heat that, either.

  Supposedly, the Heat were going to make the offer on Tuesday, six days after I had met with the owner, two days before I withdrew from consideration. Dave Wohl may have said that, but I honestly didn’t pay that much attention to it. I just knew it was time for me to make my decision when I did, and I didn’t look back. I don’t do that.

  I’m planning on spending the rest of my coaching days at the University of Cincinnati, but that doesn’t necessarily mean it will happen. How can I promise that? How can anyone promise that? There are a lot of coaches everybody thinks are rock-solid and will never leave, but if you get a new president or athletic director, if circumstances surrounding your job or the program change, if you don’t enjoy coming to work anymore, you have to reconsider.

  Look what happened to Bob Knight, who thought about leaving Indiana for New Mexico, although that got worked out. Nobody in any job can say absolutely, positively, 100 percent, I’ll be here until I’m 106. But I’ll tell you this, if I make a commitment to kids, I will be here. If I tell a kid I will be here throughout his career, I’m not going to lie to kids. I’ve never, ever done that, and I’m not ever going to do that. Considering my talks with the Heat, and considering I already had run into negative recruiting by some schools trying to convince kids I wouldn’t stay at Cincinnati, that could be an issue now more than ever. I hadn’t made that promise to the guys on the team for 1995-96, but I still felt a sense of loyalty to them.

  Despite all the reasons people who come to Cincinnati tend to love it as a university and adopt it as a home once they get here, the majority of kids end up choosing a college because of the coach. If you’re a kid and have 48 hours to officially visit a campus, you’re going to hear from pretty much the same people at every school. You talk to an academic guy and an instructor, spend a little time with the players and the assistant coaches, but that’s it. The difference is the time you spend with the head coach, the rapport you develop. When my thing with the Miami Heat was going on, one of my players was quoted in the paper saying, “I came here because of Coach.” To leave in the wake of that, that may not bother some guys, but it bothers me. My commitment to some guys runs pretty deep. When I talked to J.O. right after I had turned down the Miami Heat, he said, “I knew you weren’t going to go, because I knew in the end it would come down to your commitment to these guys.” And that certainly was a factor.

  Of course, everybody wants to believe what they want to believe about why I stayed at Cincinnati. There was even a list circulating of “Top Ten Reasons Huggs Stayed at UC”:

  10. Daughters will not have to learn Spanish.

  9. Jeff Ruby would not agree to open another Waterfront (restaurant) on South Beach.

  8. Did not get an invitation to Don Shula’s golf tournament.

  7. Did not want to give up his Mercedes from Mike Dever.

  6. Dr. Steger showed him tapes of Miami riots during Super Bowl when the Bengals were there.

  5. Carnival cruise ships catch fire.

  4. Willie DeLuca (another local restaurant owner) would not be able to continue to charge for Bob Huggins autographs.

  3. Would have too much competition opening a sports bar.

  2. Would miss making fun of (WLW Radio talk-show host Cris) Collinsworth.

  1. Would end Chuck Machock’s radio career.

  


  Actually, those weren’t much more farfetched than some of the actual media reports that came out. When it was all over, John Calipari told me somebody wrote that he and I were in cahoots on the whole thing, that we more or less fabricated any real interest from the Miami Heat because we both were trying to sweeten the pots of contracts we were in the process of signing. I can’t speak for John, but I can tell you it wasn’t true on my part. And, strangely, John and I didn’t talk during that two-week period when I was a candidate, because we generally talk every four or five days. I don’t know if the Heat considered John, and I didn’t ask them who else was involved. I didn’t think that was my business. I didn’t ask John about it, either, and he didn’t tell me.

  My intention now is to stay at Cincinnati, to finish my career here. There are some kids we’re going to recruit for 1996-97 who will want a commitment that I will stay at least until they’re gone. If I say it, I’ll do it. I plan on being here. This is a great place. Somebody told me during my courtship by the Heat that even if I left for Miami, I should keep my house in Cincinnati. That way, I could eventually retire back in Cincinnati and have a condo in Florida for winters. But I like winters in Cincinnati. I grew up in Ohio. I like Ohio. It’s home.

  Sometime during the first couple of years on the job, June and I were flying back to the Greater Cincinnati International Airport—which is actually in Kentucky—and I said to her, “I wonder how long it will be before we land here and drive down the hill and into downtown Cincinnati and it will feel like home.” It was almost like you’re not really home, like you’re just visiting. Now when I fly into the airport and drive down that hill and see the Cincinnati skyline, I feel like I’m home. It’s kind of a neat feeling, especially because I’m on the road so much.

  It took a long time to get that feeling. I’ve moved around a lot over the years, from West Virginia to Ohio, to West Virginia to Ohio, to Florida to Ohio. It’s not a coincidence, really. This is where I was raised, where my parents still live, where my father was a legendary high school basketball coach and taught me about integrity and basketball and success. He taught me to accept nothing less than the best I can be because he would accept nothing less from me.

  My success is his success.

  He taught me to win.


  Chapter 2

  I was born September 21,1953, in Morgantown, West Virginia, in Vincent Pallotti Hospital.

  Twenty-two years later, I almost died there.

  I am the oldest of seven children of Norma and Charlie Huggins. My mom and my dad both went to Morgantown High School. Most of my mom’s family worked at the shirt factory in Morgantown, although her father worked at the glass factory as a glass blower. My mom’s a great lady, a very strong lady. She had to be to raise seven kids, often by herself. I was a lot closer to my mom growing up. My dad coached, so he wasn’t around that much. He left in the morning before we got up to go to school and came home pretty much after we went to bed, sometimes after we were asleep. So my mom always seemed to be busy doing something around the house. She kept it immaculate, cleaned it every day, cooked every meal—in fact, we never ate out when I was growing up. She was pretty quiet, but in retrospect I think she was a little more outgoing than I thought she was. At the time, she didn’t have to say much to keep us in line. Just one thing. You didn’t ever want her to say, “Wait till your dad comes home.” She always had that hammer.

  My dad was a real strong guy, a tough guy, a very stern disciplinarian. That helped make him such a great basketball coach. He was a heck of an athlete, too, from what they tell me, both in basketball and baseball. He went to West Virginia and then transferred to Alderson Broaddus in Philippi, West Virginia. I can’t remember seeing my dad play, although I remember going to games when he was in college. I remember gathering up the Coke cups and trying to shoot them in after the game while he was showering and doing interviews. The first time I ever met Rod Hundley, he said, “Your dad was a heck of a player.” Rod knew because he had played against my dad in high school. When we went back to Morgantown, my dad was always the center of attention.

  But my dad’s legacy will always be as a coach. His record is incredible. At Strasburg and Gnadenhutten Indian Valley South high schools, he won four Ohio state championships and reached the finals of the state tournament eight times. If you knew my dad as a coach, you also knew him as a father, because he was the same at home as he was on the court. Strong. Tough. I know. I’m not only his son, I played for him. And a lot of the success I have enjoyed as a coach, I owe to him and what he taught me.

  You didn’t fool around with my dad, on the court or at home. He had a pretty good idea of what was right and wrong, and there wasn’t a whole lot of gray area there. You did what you were supposed to do, when you were supposed to do it. If you didn’t, there were ramifications.

  I didn’t have to get caught doing anything, because I wouldn’t take that chance. There was no disputing his authority. He got softer with my brothers, probably because he learned a lot with me and certainly because he mellowed some with age. He was 21 when I was born. But I didn’t understand all of that when I was growing up. I just knew I was afraid to do very much wrong. Whatever he said, that was the way it was. He was that way with his basketball team. If a parent came in and didn’t agree with what he was doing, he’d tell the parent to take the kid and leave. He ran the show. There’s good and bad to that.

  We were expected to do well in school. We were expected to be courteous and mannerly. We were expected to do everything right. It was tough at the time, feeling as though I had to be perfect. But now I realize that’s the way it ought to be. If you don’t try to be perfect, you end up accepting what you really shouldn’t accept. You accept something other than the best you can do or the best other people can do.

  “Can I do this?” I used to ask my dad all the time.

  “No,” he said.

  “Everyone else is doing it.”

  “Well, that’s a good reason not to do it. If you’re like everybody else, that’s what you are—everybody else. You’re average, and you’re normal. I don’t want you to be that. I want you to be different. I want you to be different, and I want you to be proud of that.”

  And when I really stopped to think about that, it made a lot of sense. Everybody else doesn’t work that hard—that’s why everybody else is where they are.

  It’s not as though I didn’t get to be a kid. Although we moved around quite a bit when I was growing up, while my dad finished his education and began his coaching career, I spent the majority of my childhood in Midvale, Ohio, a small coalmining town about 50 miles south of Canton where virtually everybody worked in the mines. What people there wanted most for their kids was to have opportunities they didn’t have. I was surrounded by that. There were mines, and there were about eight or nine bars. It was that kind of town. Tough people. Hardworking people. Very proud people.

  When I was in junior high school, I was playing basketball with a couple of the guys, and they taught me a lesson I’ll never forget. Because I was bigger than most of the kids my age, and because I was so good in sports, I’d play with a lot of the older guys, the high school guys and the guys out of high school. On this day, I was probably thinking I was better than I actually was, and they were trying to make me understand it. But I wouldn’t listen.

  “I’m fine,” I told them. “Don’t worry about me.”

  “Come on,” they told me. “We’re going to show you what life is really like.”

  They took me to the mines. I’d never been there myself. Sure, I knew that a lot of the kids’ fathers worked there, but I didn’t have any idea what it was like. I was about to learn.

  “Come on,” they said. “Get in the car. Let’s go.”

  I did. We went all the way down to the bottom of the mine. It was a long way down, and it seemed like we were down there forever, but it wasn’t very long, really. It’s so claustrophobic, and you can’t see. You can’t breathe, either. I don’t really remember that much from that experience—I don’t think I really want to remember. It scared me to death. I’ve never been so scared in my life. I never went back in there; it’s not something I’d want to do for kicks. But they were trying to explain to me, “You’ve got an opportunity to get a scholarship and go to college. Go do those things. Don’t screw up.” I was very fortunate because I had a lot of people who wanted me to be successful. That’s a neat thing about towns like that. They really rally around people, and they want them to be successful.

  Because they were tough people, they made you tough. We fought a lot. That was just what you did when you grew up in Midvale. You had to fight a lot. You had to fight your way home from school. It wasn’t a bad thing. They thought it was fun. Some days, it was. Some days, you didn’t think it was so much fun. Was I a good fighter? Good enough to get home— which wasn’t always a reward. I won most of the time I fought, but I used to get my clothes ripped all the time, and my mother would be really mad when I would come home like that.

  It wasn’t generally vicious fighting, although there were some vicious fights. I wasn’t in those, fortunately. The worst thing that happened to me was the time my cheek caved in when a guy hit me with a brick. I was in fifth or sixth grade, and we had gotten into it a little bit, and I thought it was over. He tapped me on the shoulder and said something, I turned around, and he hit me in the face with a brick. I know it knocked me down. I may have been out for a little while, I don’t remember. But I got up and chased him. I didn’t catch him, which is probably good. He was a big guy. I don’t know that I really wanted to catch him, to be honest with you, but at that time, I would have if I could have.

  My mom wasn’t real happy when I got home and she saw me like that. I don’t even remember how I got into it with the guy. Almost every kid I fought with was older than me because I was bigger than everybody else my age, so I just ended up with all the older guys. And I played with all the older guys— baseball, football, basketball. But I’ve always had this problem with people intimidating me. I have a hard time walking away. And if you don’t walk away, you can end up with a brick in your face.

  I don’t know why I have just a hard time with intimidation. It probably stems from the way I grew up. I try not to let anybody intimidate me, although there have been a few exceptions. A lot of coaches intimidated me. I played on the eighth-grade team when I was in seventh grade, and our coach, Haines Hairston, was a big guy, really intimidating. We lost twice that year, and fortunately the last time was the last game. After we lost the first time, we came in the next day and just ran while he sat over on the stage with a paddle. If you weren’t running fast enough, he whacked you. I don’t think that was bad. He was a really good guy, and it was just a different time.

  But nobody intimidated me like my dad.

  My dad had a rule in our house. If I wasn’t doing something, if I wasn’t playing basketball or baseball or football or something like that, he put me to work. You weren’t allowed to sit around. My mom would say, “Get outside, go play, go do something.” You couldn’t have seven kids sitting around the house. So I’d go to the garage and have my mom pull out the car, and I’d shoot at the hoop on the garage. My dad came home one time when I was running around and playing hide-and-seek or tag, and he gave me one of those, “Hey, come here. What are you doing?”

  “Tag,” I said, “with the kids from the neighborhood.”

  “Remember what I told you?” he said, but he told me a lot of things, and I didn’t remember—but he did. “Remember when I came home and gave you the deal about earning the scholarship? Run down to the garage and get the spade. Do a third of the backyard. I want to plant a garden.”

  My dad was never going to plant a garden. My dad’s not real domestic or into those kinds of things. And I wasn’t that old—sixth grade, maybe—and that’s hard work, turning over the grass and trying to spade for a big garden. But I learned. I learned that when he told me to do something, to do it.

  That wasn’t bad. He was making a point. He did that a lot. Once, he took some of the guys from the neighborhood down to the school track. I ran a 440 against one of my neighbors, and a couple of other guys ran after that. It was neat because we had a clock and could see how fast we were running. Eventually, everybody had lost but two of us.

  “Come on, let’s race,” the other guy said.

  “OK,” I answered.

  “You need to wait a little bit,” my dad said. “You can’t recover that fast.”

  “Nah,’ I said. “I’m fine.”

  “You’re not ready,” my dad said. “But if you start, you’d better finish.”

  I was a little kid at the time, and I didn’t know any different. So I started running around the track and got halfway before it felt like a bear had jumped on my back. I had to stop running, so I started walking. And as I was walking, I had my head down, but then I looked across the football field and saw my dad running toward me. He wasn’t going to let me give up. It was all about quitting. If you’re going to do something, you do it and you don’t quit. Those are the kinds of things that you remember and that last. Those are the lessons I think are important.

  It’s why I got pneumonia when I was a little kid. One day, I missed a lot of shots because I was doing everything right-handed and a guy forced me to go left. After that, I went to the garage and started shooting on my dirt court. It was ugly out there—cold and rainy and muddy. I ended up catching pneumonia. With pneumonia, you start feeling like you’re OK before you really are, and I wanted to go watch my team play. My mom didn’t want me leaving the house, but my dad still took me. I watched the first half, and my teammates were getting killed. I couldn’t stand to watch that. I said, “Dad, I can go. I can play.” So I played the second half and got pneumonia again.

  Maybe that sounds bad. But I don’t think so. Too many people are looking for excuses not to do something, instead of striving to be the best. It’s just a matter of learning your own limits. It’s funny because at the time I didn’t think he’d let me do anything. I didn’t think he really let me learn anything on my own. But he really did. I just didn’t know it. He knew what was going on. He just wanted me to learn some very valuable lessons. I think I did.

  My dad loved it when I was involved with sports, but that was OK because I loved it, too. I didn’t spend a lot of time watching television. I wasn’t into that. When I was little, I would come home from school and eat a peanut-butter sandwich to hold me over until dinner and watch “The Three Stooges.” But then I was gone. I was outside doing something. We’d go to the garage and shoot hoops or play wiffleball. And you never watched TV in the summer. It’s not that we weren’t allowed, we just didn’t have time. I’d have basketball practice, come home and eat, do my homework, and go to bed. My brother Harry was a big TV watcher. Harry loved TV on Saturdays. He was a big cartoon guy. I’d watch with him occasionally, but I wasn’t a big cartoon guy. The kids I ran around with, we were always playing ball or out doing something.

  Because I was so big, 6 feet 1 in the seventh grade, my dad let me practice with his high school team a couple times one year when it went to the state tournament. That team at Strasburg had a great player named John Studer, who played at Louisville. I could shoot as well as those guys could shoot, but they were so much stronger and they would knock me around some, really beat me up physically

  I didn’t pay much attention to what my dad was doing. I never thought about coaching, I thought about playing. When it was basketball season, I dreamed about playing in the NBA. Then again, during baseball season, I wanted to be in the major leagues—and during football season, I wanted to be in the NFL.

  My favorite basketball players were Jerry West and Oscar Robertson. They were big guards, and they could do everything—pass and shoot and defend. They made big shots to win the games, and they had the ball whenever it mattered. I would watch them on TV, and I wanted to be just like them. I was one of those kids who would put the clothes basket on the top of the stairs and shoot at it. I was always knocking things over and breaking things, upsetting my mom. But when my dad was there, that was always fine, and he’d tell my mom to leave me alone. As long as I was playing, everything was fine with my dad. I had a 6-foot hoop in the basement. I always had hoops everywhere. My brothers weren’t old enough to play, so I’d just shoot by myself.

  When I was little, we used to play basketball on Saturday mornings, and my dad would try to get there for every game. And I don’t know if he ever missed a Little League baseball game. I think it bothered him more than anything when I got in seventh and eighth grade and I was playing football and basketball, he couldn’t watch because he was coaching his team. And I think he wanted to coach me. I think that, as much as anything, was why we ended up moving and he ended up coaching me.

  Between my eighth grade and freshman year, my dad built his basketball camp. It was on a public beach in Sherrodsville, Ohio—a couple of acres where you could fish and swim. We built the whole complex on that. We did everything— wheeled in the concrete, laid the asphalt, dug the holes for posts, dug ditches for the drainage pipe, put up the siding, put on the roofing, put up the paneling, did the drop ceiling. For the first couple of years, he kept the beach thing going, so I life-guarded there. Then we worked the camp for eight weeks every summer and built it into a great showplace for the area’s high school players. A lot of the top local high school coaches would work the camp, which is a testament to their respect for my dad. It’s also where I would make a lot of contacts that would help me out later in basketball. Working the camp was really a family deal. My mother cooked every meal there, and that’s when I started spending more time around my dad then ever before. I would work the camp, and I would play baseball when I didn’t.

  I could throw a baseball really hard, not to mention a curveball. All I did was play sports, so I got to be pretty good. And being 6 feet tall when I was 12 years old didn’t hurt, either. In high school, I also threw the shot put and the discus—as well as running the 880 and the mile relay. I really messed up my arm my junior and senior years trying to throw the shot and the discus and pitch. I’d play three baseball games a week and would compete in two track meets, so I never had much time to practice at either. A lot of guys doubled in baseball and track, but most guys didn’t pitch and throw the shot and the discus. It was a bad combination. It’s tough on your arm, and you lose a lot of velocity that way. My arm was so sore that when I tried to pick up a bat once, my arm just shook from the strain.

  But I wasn’t going to stop. Athletics was such a community thing. When you go to a small school such as Indian Valley South, you get unbelievable local support. You felt like you would let everybody down if you didn’t do what you could.

  I really liked football, too. When I was a freshman, I was the second-leading scorer in football in the area. In my freshman year, I was an end. My sophomore year, I started out as a quarterback and ended up playing flanker so they could throw it to me or I could run reverses or throw the ball. I could really throw the ball, though. I would practice by throwing the ball through a swinging tire. If I had really worked at it, I think I could have attracted a scholarship to play quarterback. There are a lot of guys who are pretty good who don’t make it in football because there are just so many players, but I think I could have gotten a major college scholarship because I could really throw the ball. I never got the chance, though.

  The last play of my career was my sophomore year. I threw a touchdown pass, and the ball had already been caught when I got hit—knocked out, in fact. I suffered a concussion. I missed a week of school and a week of basketball practice. That was the end of my football career, as far as my dad was concerned. He thought my future was in basketball, and he didn’t want that ruined. My dad had told me and my two brothers ever since I could remember that we were going to have to earn scholarships to go to college. On a teacher’s salary, he couldn’t send seven kids to college. He probably didn’t think I was good enough in football to play at the level I could in basketball, so that was it. I didn’t like the situation very much, but I didn’t get a vote. You didn’t get to vote in my house. My dad had the vote. There was no open discussion about it. My dad said, “You’re not playing.” I said, “I want to play.” He said, “You’re not.” That was that. You weren’t allowed to argue. That was the way it was back then.

  It was the same year he had the scare of his life. We were out working on the camp, and he was cutting the grass, when all of a sudden he stopped. Something was wrong. He went in the house and said he had indigestion, but he was sweating quite a bit—and it wasn’t just from mowing the grass. For my dad to say anything was bothering him was alarming because that just wasn’t him. We all got in the car and drove to the hospital. He was scared. We were all scared. I didn’t know enough to understand what was going on; I only knew I was scared. This was my father, and he was only 36 years old.

  I wouldn’t say he was physically fit—my dad really stopped being active when he stopped playing softball—but the guy hadn’t lost his basketball skills. I remember in basketball practice one day, we couldn’t guard this one guy, and my dad came in and guarded him and just wore the guy out. And after school once, some of the teachers would play ball with the guys, and this one teacher was shooting every time he touched the ball. My dad got into the game on his team and made sure to shoot it every time himself—the difference was, my dad made them all. And now here he was, in the hospital, the victim of a heart attack. It was pretty dramatic, pretty scary. My mom helped keep us calm. As I said, my mom is really strong.

  Finally, the doctor came in and told us everything was going to be all right. It was an incredible relief.

  My dad was only in the hospital for a few days, although he was supposed to stay in there a lot longer. The experience didn’t seem to change him, except that he stopped smoking a pipe. He didn’t change the way he acted—and he certainly didn’t alter the way he coached. He wasn’t going to stop working hard. He got that from my grandfather, Harry Huggins, who started out with nothing and worked his way up to becoming water commissioner of Morgantown.

  My grandfather was the greatest guy there ever was. He would go out and rebound for me for hours and play catch with me. My dad would play with me some, but not a lot. My dad would take me up to the baseball field, and he would pitch to me, but he got me a hitting tee so I could practice myself. My dad had one brother who was about 15 years older, so by the time my dad was old enough to know what was going on, my uncle was in the service. According to my grandfather, my dad was spoiled. According to my dad, he wasn’t. And my dad definitely wasn’t going to spoil me, as a father or as a coach.

  My dad was not one to give me a pat on the back or compliment me, especially for what I did in sports. I think he was smart enough to realize everybody else did that. My mom was really supportive, though. She was a really good buffer, and she didn’t really side with one or the other. She was pretty fair. Plus, you’ve got to understand that it was a small town, and as the third-leading scorer in the history of Ohio at that time in basketball by the time I was done, and the second-leading scorer in the area as a freshman in football, a lot of people were telling me I was doing OK. I don’t think I needed my dad being around me every day saying, “You know, you’re doing a good job.”

  Plus, I wouldn’t want to do what he did and coach my children. I think it’s hard. It’s hard not to be too hard on your kids. It’s hard to be objective. Parents are the most biased people in the world about their kids. They think their kids are either better than what they are or worse than what they are. It seemed he thought I was a lot worse than what I was. It’s probably not the case, but it seemed like it. It’s hard when you get chewed out what seems like every minute when you average 23 as a freshman and 33 as a sophomore. It’s hard imagining you’re that bad. It’s hard to understand if you’ve never played for your father. I wasn’t one of those guys my dad was going to make a star, because I already was starting as a freshman. He was harder on me than on anybody else—you can ask my teammates. I think there were a lot of reasons for it. He didn’t want people to think he was showing favoritism. I’m sure there was some animosity toward me from some of the other players because at an early age I did what I did, and he wanted to make sure I didn’t get a big head. And mostly, he wanted me to be good.

  I didn’t see that then, and I didn’t always appreciate how I was treated. It seemed like he’d go out of his way to look for a reason to chew me out during games, to find something I didn’t do right. I can remember going into the locker room at one half-time, and I had more than 20 points already, the player I was defending hadn’t scored, and I’d rebounded the ball pretty well. I was sitting there thinking, “This is one halftime when he can’t get on me.”

  He just ripped me the whole halftime. He blasted me for not passing the ball enough, for not understanding the team concept. I didn’t get it. I hadn’t taken bad shots; in fact, I hadn’t missed a shot. So I went out in the second half and I just figured, well, I won’t shoot then. My dad balled a timeout, and he said, “I don’t want to take your aggressiveness away from you, but you have to understand what I’m trying to do.” I understand now. We couldn’t be a great team if I scored all the points because there would be teams I couldn’t do that against, and the other players had to be ready. We had to run our offense, and I had to get my points in the context of the offense. But I didn’t understand that then.

  I was pretty stubborn, so even after the timeout, I didn’t shoot, and he took me out of the game. That was a relatively major conflict there because I didn’t usually go against him. I don’t know if that was exactly standing up to him; I was being stupid, actually. I was just being defiant. I went back home to my room, and my dad came up to talk to me.

  “I have a good mind to kick you off the team,” he said.

  “You can’t,” I told him, “because I quit”

  That’s about as rebellious as I ever got with him. And the next day, I didn’t take my basketball stuff to school with me. But when I walked out of ninth period, there was my dad, standing there, waiting for me. My basketball stuff was in the car.

  “Come on,” he said.

  “I’m not going to practice,” I said.

  “Come on. Let’s go.”

  I went. What could I do? I wanted to play. I loved to play. My dad knew that. And he knew that there were three of us who ran around together—Joel Cochran, who was our center; Van Henry, who was our point guard; and me, who played forward— and my dad was smart enough to know that if one of us was down that day, the other two were there to pick him up. Amazing, when you think about it, that all three of us ended up being basketball coaches.

  I remember one other time my dad got on me, and it really shocked me. The other team was so focused on stopping me, it went into a triangle-and-two defensively. So when I got the ball, I passed it, and I ended up with about 12 points, one of my lowest scoring totals in my four years in high school. I thought it was a heck of a gesture on my part to let the other guys score, and we won the game. But my dad was upset about what I’d done, criticizing me for not being more aggressive. Again, I didn’t understand that then, but I do now.

  There were 10 or 12 college coaches there to watch me, and there I was, just standing around and passing the ball. That’s not helping the team in the long run because we could get away with it against that team, but there were going to be times I’d still have to score when I was getting double-teamed because other guys weren’t making shots or were nervous. I didn’t argue with him that time. I just didn’t get it.

  I’m a lot closer to him now than I was then. Becoming a coach myself helped teach me a lot about him. There were times back then when I wished I wasn’t playing for my father. Now, I wouldn’t have had it any other way. I learned a lot. I thought it was hard and tough then, but looking back at it now, it’s the best thing that ever happened to me. I learned a lot about basketball. I learned a lot about life. I learned about winning and losing. I learned about being competitive. I think it helped to instill a good work ethic. He didn’t permit you to not work hard. You hear that all the time about teams being a reflection of a coach’s personality. My dad just willed you to win. I think he kept everything in perspective. We were never permitted to be too high when we won, or to be too low after we lost. We were expected to come in every day, work and do our jobs. I was on an undefeated team when I was a senior. I was on a team that lost in the regional finals my junior year. In my first two years at Conotton Valley, we weren’t near as good, but we won. I ended up being the all-time leading scorer at both my high schools.

  He was very demanding and very tough, very vocal and very excitable. It was just a matter of him not being able to sit around and watch people do anything but their best. He coached me in track, too, and it was the same kind of thing. There were some days I just didn’t want to run as hard as other days, because I was tired or something was on my mind. But he never accepted that. You know what? It was hard for me to understand until I was in his shoes. And then I could see. What he taught us was to compete all the time. You don’t go out and accept being second or third, unless that was the best you could be. All he ever wanted was your best. He didn’t really expect any more, but he didn’t expect any less, either. And the good thing is, he led by example. He never gave us anything but his best.

  A lot of my coaching style, I took from him. He got on us, but he did it the right way. My father’s a very devout Christian who doesn’t swear. He never swore at us, but he didn’t have to use four-letter words to get on us pretty good, and we always caught on. The amazing thing about him was, he never forgot anything. You could do something at the beginning of the first quarter, and at the end of the quarter when you were in the huddle, you heard about it. There could have been all kinds of other things happening, and he just went right around the huddle and got on you for everything you didn’t do. You’d stand there sometimes and say to yourself, “I hope he doesn’t remember this or that,” but he always did. That’s why there were times I dreaded timeouts.
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