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  Introduction

  Sports has been an integral part of campus life at Ol’ Mizzou for more than a century. The tradition of big victories and heartbreaking losses continued through the 2001-02 basketball season, when fans were electrified by the Tigers’ improbable run to the Elite Eight in the NCAA Tournament.

  There is simply no better place to be on a crisp fall afternoon than Faurot Field at Memorial Stadium. Don Faurot himself, as a graduate student, helped lay the sod in 1926, and the playing surface was named after the legendary coach in 1972. It’s where Norris Stevenson bravely broke the color barrier in the 1950s, where Dan Devine built a national powerhouse in the 1960s and where Al Onofrio pulled some unlikely upsets in the 1970s. Phil Bradley, Kellen Winslow and Eric Wright—household names in college and in the pros—continued to build on that foundation in the early 1980s. Hard-working players such as Corby Jones and Brock Olivo gave the program a new spark in the 1990s. And today, quarterback sensation Brad Smith just may become the best player ever to wear the black and gold.

  The Tigers had little tradition in basketball until Norm Stewart returned to coach his alma mater in 1967. Big men Al Eberhard and John Brown first put the program on the map in the early 1970s; then Willie Smith electrified crowds at the Hearnes Center with his prolific scoring. Highly regarded recruits Steve Stipanovich and Jon Sundvold were the pillars of a team that won four straight Big Eight championships. Players such as Doug Smith, Anthony Peeler and Derrick Chievous took the Tigers to the top of the national rankings while rewriting the school record books. Coach Quin Snyder has the program right on track as it prepares to move into its state-of-the-art arena.
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  Faurot Field at Memorial Stadium

  (University of Missouri Department of Athletics)

  Mizzou fans are passionate about their Tigers. Just mention the phrases “fifth down” or “4.8 seconds,” and settle in for a long discussion. Missourians take pride in being known as the “Show Me” state. And for generation after generation, Mizzou athletes have shown them how to play the games with determination, passion and heart.
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  Tales from Missouri Basketball


  The Norman Conquest

  Sports figures become stars when fans know their names. They become superstars when fans know them by their first name alone (just ask Wilt, Magic and Michael).

  Say the name “Norm” to college basketball fans from Ames, Iowa, to Austin, Texas, and one person immediately comes to mind—Norm Stewart, the heart and soul of Missouri basketball.

  Stewart compiled a record of 634-333 as head coach from 1967 to 1999. Add in his six seasons as head coach at the University of Northern Iowa, and he retired in seventh place on the all-time victory list in NCAA Division I basketball.

  His teams won 20 or more games in a season 17 times, eight Big Eight Conference championships and six conference tournament titles. His players included 28 first-team All-Conference selections, eight first-team All-Americans and 29 NBA draft picks.

  Here is the most impressive statistic of all—when he retired as coach, Stewart had participated as a player, assistant or head coach in 1,127—or more than one half—of the 2,151 games that had been played in school history. No wonder there is no name more closely associated with Mizzou basketball than that of Norm Stewart.

  How did a high school player from Shelbyville, Missouri (population 750) wind up starring at his state university? Credit an unlikely high school coach who had honed his craft in the basketball hotbed of Indiana.

  “My high school coach, C.J. Kessler, had coached in Indiana for 19 years and had won a state championship,” Stewart said. “He married a girl from my hometown whom he had met in college in Muncie, Indiana.

  “Coach Kessler was a great friend of Branch McCracken, the former coach at the University of Indiana before Bobby Knight. You can imagine after coaching at both Hammond High and Hammond Tech, which is very unusual, coming to Shelbyville, Missouri. A lot of the coaches at the schools we played were not really coaches at all, but teachers who also had been assigned boys’ basketball. So it was completely unfair for the other teams because of our training and everything he knew. I played in a lot of games where the score was 100-20 in our favor.”

  Nothing would seem more out of place to Mizzou fans than seeing Norm Stewart wearing the crimson and blue of the University of Kansas, but it could have happened.

  “When I got ready to go to college, no one in our family had been to a university,” he said. “I had a brother-in-law teaching at SMU, and they called. Dr. Phog Allen called, and I visited the University of Kansas. But Branch McCracken told my high school coach, ‘He’s a small-town kid. Send him to Missouri.’ So I came to Missouri. I’ve always felt you make a decision and don’t look back. It’s worked out very well for me.”
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  Norm Stewart

  (AP/WWP)

  Stewart started 63 games from 1953 to 1956, averaging 17.7 points per game for coach Wilbur “Sparky” Stalcup. So how would Stewart, the coach, scout Stewart, the player?

  “Cocky,” Stewart said with a laugh. “Very self-confident. I probably was known as an offensive player. I loved to shoot it. Of course, playing for somebody from Indiana, you ran, you shot and you rebounded. Defensively, I was sound. The fundamentals and techniques came from Hank Iba and Sparky Stalcup.”

  Mizzou fans tend to believe that the program didn’t begin to have success until the arrival of John Brown and Al Eberhard in the early 1970s. However, Stewart said, his teams enjoyed a nice run in the mid-1950s.

  “As you age a little bit, each time you think back, you remember something different,” he said. “But our teams really had a chance to be outstanding. Colorado beat us, and they went to the Final Four. In those days, you had to win your conference to make the tournament. The NIT didn’t invite us, even though we were rated in the top five in the country.

  “Some of the good games were against Kansas and Kansas State. I got to play against Coach McCracken. I also got to play against a lot of the top players in the nation.”

  Stewart has been a driving force behind the organization Coaches Against Cancer. Many of his former teammates have been hit hard by the disease.

  “Players on those teams have had a lot of misfortunes,” he said. “Lloyd Elmore and I got together and talked, and we realized we were the only people left from our team. We lost the center to leukemia. We lost Medford Park and Alva Wilfong to cancer. My roommate, Redford Reichert, died from an aneurysm.”

  Stewart capped his playing days by being named an All-America guard in 1956. “We won the tournament in Kansas City,” he said, “but over time you first think back to the associations with your teammates and your coaches.”

  ******

  After playing with the St. Louis Hawks in basketball and Baltimore Orioles in baseball, Stewart returned to Columbia to work under his mentor, Sparky Stalcup.

  “I came back as a full-time assistant in basketball and baseball and got my master’s degree,” he said.

  “After I was here a couple of years, I wanted to be a head coach, so I started looking for jobs. Mr. Iba was very influential, and I got the job at Northern Iowa. Once I was there, I was having a lot of success and thought I could get to some other place. Somebody called and asked if I would be interested in this job. I said yes. I came down, got the job, stayed here for a long time and never moved.”

  ******

  Stewart is careful to give credit to the coaches who came before him, adding that the cupboard was not entirely bare when he arrived as head coach in 1967.

  “Coach Stalcup was here for 16 or 17 years with varying degrees of success,” he said. “He was a wonderful individual, and he knew the game of basketball, but as far as winning championships, we won the tournament only one time. We finished second a couple of times. Today, our ball club would have been a high pick in the NCAA tournament, but under those circumstances, we were just a ball club that finished the season and went to play another sport.”

  The program had fallen on hard times under Bob Vanatta, who replaced Stalcup.

  “They had not won very many ball games, something like six games the past two years.” Stewart said. “However, they were a ball club that was very competitive and would win a big game once in a while. Bob left a good core of people for me. They may not have been talented in terms of what we had later on, but it turned out to be a good group of individuals. I came in, sat down with the players and talked to them about loyalty and what I planned to do. We had a great three years with that group. I probably have as close of an association with them as all the others I recruited. They set the tone for the program. We stayed very competitive and started working our way up.”

  ******

  Mizzou may have been one of the first basketball programs to go with the Twin Towers theory. John Brown arrived from Dixon, Missouri, in 1971, and Al Eberhard joined the team from Springville, Iowa, a year later. The small-town players led the Tigers to the big time.

  “I consider John one of my best friends,” Eberhard said. “I really enjoyed being with him, on the court and off. He came from a small school also, and needless to say, he was a great player and taught me a lot about playing basketball. We helped each other in practice, and it was a great thrill to play with him. He made it a whole lot easier for all of us.

  “We complemented each other on the court. We both played inside, we were strong and physical, and that was the way Coach Stewart coached basketball. A lot of our offense was geared toward getting the ball inside.”

  Former player Gary Link knew that group of players could turn out to be special.

  “John Brown was the first really, really good player that Coach Stewart recruited,” he said. “He made us all a lot better. My sophomore year, I played with Greg Flaker and Mike Griffin, who were seniors. We won 21 games and went to the NIT.”

  Stewart also quickly understood the potential of his young players.

  “I would say when Brown and Eberhard arrived is when we started gaining some notoriety,” he said. “In fact, if Bob Allen had not gotten hurt in his senior year of 1972, that might have been our best team.”

  The teams of the mid-1970s continued to build on the foundation that Eberhard and Brown had laid.

  “After we went to the Elite Eight in 1976, everyone became our rival,” Stewart said. “You get everybody’s best game, and you don’t sneak up on anybody. Back in the early ’70s, Kansas and Kansas State were dominating the league, with Colorado having some good seasons. Then we got involved.”

  ******

  Conference games between Mizzou and K-State at the Hearnes Center and Ahearn Fieldhouse were one part basketball and one part chess match. Stewart and Wildcat coach Jack Hartman shared an intense rivalry and a deep friendship.

  “I think they also were good friends, ultimately, but you would never know it,” said former player Kim Anderson. “K-State always had a tradition of waiting until the visiting team went out on the floor before they went out, like 30 minutes before the game. As soon as we went out, then they would come out.

  “In the 1976 or 1977 season, coach said, ‘We ain’t doing that tonight.’ I can remember sitting in Ahearn Fieldhouse until like five minutes before the game started. Neither team would go out on the floor, and finally they broke down and went. Coach Stewart would do anything to get the edge.”

  As it turns out, the two coaches could hardly have been more evenly matched.

  “Jack and I played each other 45 times,” Stewart said. “Going into the last game, we were tied at 22-22. I tell everybody I don’t know who won that final game and that it doesn’t matter. But I do know who won—Missouri. I think we won as many games at his place as at ours, and he won as many games at our place as at his. We had some tremendous ballgames.”

  ******

  Who can forget the sounds of Kansas fans at Allen Fieldhouse chanting “Sit down, Norm?” Although Stewart enjoyed few things more than beating his archival Jayhawks, he also respects the Kansas program.

  “When we first came in, they were so strong,” he said. “Ted Owens had such outstanding teams. The first time we played them, we went over there and won a game with two free throws after the horn went off. We were down by one, got fouled with a one-and-one, made them both, and we won the game. That made it interesting from that point on.

  “Kansas always has had great teams, good traditions and great coaches. I always wanted to do a little bit better job of getting our fans to understand the game so they could appreciate such things as the officiating, the teams and the other coaches. You have to be sportsmanlike with the competition, and overall, KU has done a good job of that. They have had their moments when things have happened, and so have we. But it has been a good rivalry.”

  ******

  If Brown and Eberhard were the foundation of the program’s success, the arrival of Steve Stipanovich and Jon Sundvold in the late 1970s was the next great coup. The plans for recruiting the highly touted center from St. Louis and guard from Blue Springs, Missouri, were as worthy of Norman Schwartzkopf as Norm Stewart.

  “We sat down in our staff meeting and developed a plan to recruit both of the players,” Stewart said. “We had been in association with Stipanovich, because we previously had Jim Kennedy and Mark Dressler from his high school. His coach, Rich Grawer, was a great friend and one of the best high school coaches ever in this state.

  “We set up a book and included every angle. We followed a plan and inserted things as we went along. It was a very well-planned recruiting effort, and it involved marketing, public relations and everybody from politics through education.”

  The success of the plan carried the Tigers to greater national prominence and an unprecedented four consecutive conference championships during the Stipanovich-Sundvold era.

  “Obviously, it was successful, and they gave a lot of people a lot of great basketball and great times,” Stewart said. “They were great guys, and they still are. The university is proud of them, and they are proud of the university.”

  ******

  Fans who remember Stewart pacing the Tiger sidelines may have trouble envisioning him cutting loose and having a good time. But not Jim Kennedy, who played for the Tigers from 1974 to 1977.

  “The most enjoyable times we had were away from the game,” Kennedy said. “The beginning of our junior year, Norm decided to take the guys on a float trip. A lot of the guys from the city had never been on water, and half of them couldn’t swim. I remember our trip down to southern Missouri, sitting in the front seat of Norm’s Cadillac and him pulling out a big cowboy hat, putting on country and western music and singing along to the radio.

  “The experience we had as a team on that float trip was one of the more special moments we had as a group, to see him away from the game. We got a lot of good laughs out of that trip.”

  ******

  Few people are closer to Norm Stewart than Kim Anderson, who played for him from 1974 to 1977 and later coached under him. Even longtime fans don’t fully understand Stewart and what he has meant to the state, the university and his players, said Anderson, now the head coach at Central Missouri State University.

  “I don’t think people really know him,” he said. “He obviously was good at coaching the Xs and the Os, but the thing he taught me and a lot of guys is how to survive, more off the court than on. My father was a great influence on me, and coach is a great influence.”

  “Coach Stewart had a method to the madness. I’ve often thought, after I’ve coached with him, wouldn’t it be neat to coach with him first, then go play with him? Then you would have a great understanding of what he was doing. He had high expectations. There were a lot of things he taught you that didn’t have anything to do with basketball. I can remember him getting on my rear because I didn’t shave, or I might show up looking like a bum one day. Surprisingly, now that I am coaching, that all carried over. I do the same things with my guys now.

  “I think about playing for him, and it was tough. But you know, it made us tough, and there was no situation we weren’t prepared for. I don’t know if it’s that way with today’s kids. Some of them have never been pushed. That’s something I appreciated, that he pushed me. He pushed me in basketball, he pushed me in class, he pushed me off the court. A lot of that has to do with my own upbringing, but he reinforced that.

  “Did I love him every day? No. But I respected him, and that continues today. He came to four of my games this year. He didn’t have to do that. If you’re loyal to him, he’s going to be loyal to you and do anything he can to help you. But if you are not, then get ready for a battle.”

  The competitive fire is always burning, Anderson said. “The persona of Coach Stewart is misleading sometimes,” he said. “He is really competitive. If you get on an airplane and play cards with him, you’d better bring your ‘A’ game. If you’re his partner, you’d better be on your ‘A’ game, too. He’s always on his ‘A’ game. If you go out to the golf course, you’d better be ready on that No. 1 tee box. He always finds a way to win, and that’s something he taught us.

  “Yeah, he taught me all the basketball stuff—but he did so much for his players that he never really got recognized for. The guys who hung with him, to a man, will say the same thing.”

  Guys like Al Eberhard, for one.

  “You were just so disciplined mentally,” he said. “It came from how tough Coach Stewart was, both mentally and how tough he played. That philosophy certainly came across, and it made us better players and better people.”

  ******

  Stewart, for his part, has no regrets about his rich legacy at Mizzou.
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