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FOREWORD
BY JOHN WOODEN




THE PYRAMID OF SUCCESS is the result of my trying to develop something that would make me a better teacher as well as give those under my supervision something to aspire to other than a higher grade in my English class or more points in an athletic contest. In 1934 I coined my own definition of success: “Peace of mind which is a direct result of self-satisfaction in knowing you made the effort to do the best of which you are capable.” However, after a period of time, I came to the conclusion that since a definition is often difficult for a student to comprehend, something visual would be a more effective communication tool. I then came up with the idea of a Pyramid of Success. I spent as much time as possible over the next fourteen years in selecting those personal traits and characteristics that I think are essential in enabling one to reach success according to my definition. After selecting a trait for each block, much time was spent in getting each block strategically placed in the structure.

Whether in the classroom or on the basketball court, the principles contained in the Pyramid were central to
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my teaching process. By simply listing the blocks, you will see how they are all related to successful team play: enthusiasm, cooperation, loyalty, friendship, industriousness, intentness, initiative, alertness, self-control, team spirit, skill, condition, poise, confidence, and competitive greatness. Athletics, when viewed as an integral part of a university’s goal of educating young men and women, must be about more than just winning and losing games. It must be about teaching those traits necessary for succeeding in life.Ultimately, it is the goal of every teacher and coach that their students take the lessons they have learned in the classroom and on the athletic field and apply them in their lives after graduation. Indeed, a teacher can receive no higher compliment than to see former students integrate those lessons into the fabric of their lives. This book, written by one former student, gives me special pleasure because the author not only studied hard but took the concepts and elements of my teachings and added his own experiences to envision the lessons in ways that go beyond the original teachings. There is nothing more satisfying for a teacher than watching his students make his lessons their own.








I

————


LEARNING


GROWING UP as a sports-crazed kid in Westwood, California, I had the chance to watch some of the nation’s most compelling stars and teams compete in my own backyard. The Dodgers with Sandy Koufax and Don Drysdale, and the Lakers with Jerry West and Elgin Baylor were fun to watch as they battled for world championships, but they were not the most successful teams in town. That distinction belonged to a college team just a couple of miles from my house: During the 1960s and 1970s, Coach John Wooden’s UCLA Bruins were the most dominant and successful sports program ever seen.

Coach Wooden’s UCLA basketball teams were a highspeed, classy, Blue-and-Gold winning machine. While it’s hard to imagine that integration was still an issue in college basketball back then, those Bruins were somewhat in the vanguard, with their perfect blend of black and white, urban and rural, big and small. The starters were a black center from Kansas, two white kids from Southern California, a black guard from Philadelphia, and a Jewish forward born in Brooklyn. UCLA won its first NCAAchampionship in 1964, two full years before an all-black Texas Western (now University of Texas El Paso) team beat an all-white University of Kentucky team and hastened the recruitment of black ballplayers at every school in the country. The Bruins played with a consistency and controlled passion that seemed a direct reflection of their coach. The culture of Los Angeles in the 1960s was so self-consciously hip that John Wooden’s provincial Indiana roots made him appear to be from another planet. Unlike the style-conscious L.A. glitterati, he was very secure in who he was and where he came from. In a city where everyone wanted to be cool, this man clearly had no interest in imitating the world of movie deals, cuttingedge fashion, rock music, and air kisses. If Pat Riley was the quintessence of L.A. style as coach of the Lakers in the 1980s, Coach Wooden was its antithesis, bringing to the limelight the solid Midwestern values of substance over Showtime. Even as a young boy I could sense that there was something special about a man like this; John Wooden was “cool” simply because he didn’t try to fit in and conform to the shifting tides of Southern California culture.

This is not to say his teams were boring. The Bruins were built on speed, quickness, a tough man-to-man defense, a withering zone press, and a relentless fast break. Now, there may be some kid in America who grows up dreaming of playing slow-down, highly structured, Princeton-style basketball, but I’ve never met that kid. There was something intoxicating and captivating about the pace and attacking style of the Bruins. Many of their games were close and hard fought, but then the Bruins would generate a blistering run that devastated the opposition,the basketball equivalent of a heavyweight boxer knocking out his opponent. I was already a fan before the Bruins won their first national title in 1963–64, but that season pushed my infatuation to new heights.

Though the players changed through the years, the sense of style and class that came to epitomize UCLA basketball always grew out of the concepts espoused by Coach Wooden. Central to those teachings was his Pyramid of Success, which is familiar to the tens of millions of sports fans who marveled at this remarkable sports dynasty. The Pyramid was Coach Wooden’s attempt to diagram the key ingredients necessary for personal success (see diagram pages 10–11). With a foundation based on qualities like industriousness, friendship, loyalty, cooperation, and enthusiasm, the Pyramid builds to an apex that is capped off with patience and faith. To those who have never met Coach Wooden, it seems almost too corny to be true.

But Coach doesn’t just act square, heissquare. His body may be shrinking with age, but his place in the pantheon of American heroes only grows with each passing year. In a world where everyone else seems desperate for fifteen minutes of fame, Coach somewhat grudgingly accepts celebrity while never seeming quite comfortable in the spotlight’s glare. This is a man who learned many of his early lessons from the stories his father would read to him by the light of a coal oil lamp in their electricity-free farmhouse near Centerton, Indiana. It is no coincidence that the qualities he prescribes in his Pyramid of Success pretty accurately describe Coach himself. He is an American icon who reminds us all that the pursuit of success does not require that you compromise your morals and values.

Fewer than two hundred men have had theopportunityto work extensively with Coach in his favorite classroom, the basketball court. I was fortunate enough to be one of those men. Like all the great pyramids of the world, the Wooden Pyramid is remarkable not only for its strength and symmetry, but also for the secrets hidden on the inside. Pyramids do not readily give up their hidden treasures to those without a sense of adventure and a willingness to travel down dangerous and dimly lit passageways. But with persistence and an inclination to learn from past mistakes, an intrepid explorer can shed light on the treasures within, and it has been my privilege to be one such explorer.

The secrets of the Wooden Pyramid are simple, remarkably easy to follow, and available to anyone wishing to “own” them. These secrets are absolutely guaranteed to make you better at managing any business, team, or organization. They will help you in your home life, in your relationships with people, and in your understanding of all group processes. As one might expect from Coach Wooden, there was never an attempt to conceal these secrets; they were always hidden in plain sight. So in a sense, the odyssey of discovery that I will share with you is sort of embarrassing.

I had been away from basketball and Coach Wooden for nearly twenty-five years before I realized that virtually everything I believed in and used in my professional life was derived from my years of playing a simple game that comes down to throwing a ball through a hoop. I was almost chagrined the day I had the epiphany that sent me running back to see Coach with my great revelation—that every lesson I learned playing basketball had led directly to my success in business. Was I just dense, or wasthis the way Coach planned it all along? To find out, let’s go back to where my journey began.


BASEBALL was my passion until the early 1960s, when John Wooden’s UCLA Bruins became my favorite team. They played a fast, unselfish, and appealing style of basketball, and it was surprisingly easy to get a ticket. Though Coach had been promised an on-campus arena when the school brought him out from Indiana in 1948, that promise remained unfulfilled for nearly twenty years while the Bruins played their home games all over Los Angeles. As long as you were willing to travel to a variety of sites like the Pan Pacific Auditorium, Venice High School, and Santa Monica City College, you could get a great seat to a Bruin home game. John Wooden was a well-respected coach with a consistent winning record and a reputation as a fine teacher of the game—and then in 1964, the Bruins, with no player taller than 6'5″, employed a full-court press on their way to a 30-0 record and their first NCAA championship. Coach Wooden was all of a sudden the sports world’s latest genius . . . and I was totally hooked on basketball.

I spent countless hours in my small backyard, shooting hoops with the Bruin fight song playing over and over in my mind. With the clock ticking down toward zero, I hit millions of game-winning shots while I was still a teenager. Coach Wooden’s Bruins were my heroes, led by their kindly old Coach (pretty scary that I am now the same age he was when he first entered my consciousness). But playing for the Bruins did not seem to be even a remote possibility in my early teens; my sights were set on making the team at University High School, where thecoach was a former Bruin player from the 1950s, Courtney Borio.

My high school years were improbably happy ones, as I made the basketball team as a sophomore, and then made All-League as a junior. Needless to say, in that time I attended every single Bruin home game, and was a regular from the minute Pauley Pavilion opened in 1966. While most of my high school classmates spent their summers lounging at the nearby beaches, mine were spent in the hot and decrepit gym at Uni High. Those long days of endless games were true athletic bliss. The best were when we would have five or six hours of tough, competitive games in the gym, followed by a more formal, officiated evening game against a local high school. I lived, ate, and slept basketball. A burning desire to improve combined with an insatiable love of the game made the hard work seem like play. The hours of practice paid off, and I developed into a gifted high school player.

My senior year in high school far exceeded my wildest hopes. I averaged over 27 points, 12 assists, and 5 rebounds a game, as our team went undefeated in our league and almost won the City title. I was named to the All-City team and was the top player in our league. Coach Courtney Borio had played, sparingly, at UCLA in the early 1950s. It was clear he held Coach Wooden in the highest regard; though he never overtly tried to influence me, I could tell that he really hoped I would try to make my mark at UCLA. Two of my former high school teammates, John Ecker and Bill Seibert, were already enrolled at UCLA with basketball scholarships, so I had built-in buddies in the program. Dozens of colleges came after me, but they were all a blur when it became clear that ascholarship at UCLA was in the cards. The first time I went to campus to meet Coach Wooden after practice, I could barely speak I was in such awe. He seemed so humble and gentle, sort of like the kindly grandfather who drove the wagon in the old Pepperidge Farm commercials. Sitting at training table between Coach Wooden and Kareem Abdul-Jabbar (who was still using the name Lew Alcindor at this point) was so thrilling I felt like I was living a dream.

I now understand that this dreamlike state set in motion by the recruiting process is probably at the root of much of the pain and disappointment that young ballplayers experience when their dreams of starring in college never come to pass. Most young men I knew in the 1960s had fathers who were obsessed with work. Women’s liberation was still a nascent concept, and in most families it was the mother’s job to raise the kids. Some kids I knew had fathers who were workaholics, some were alcoholics, but not many of them were All-American fathers. My dad was no exception. But most college basketball coaches fit the mold of the father every kid wished he had (Bobby Knight is an obvious exception here), so if my own father was largely absent . . . big deal. I could always find that gentle, strong, nurturing father when I picked the college coach I was going to play for. All of this played itself out subconsciously when I was a teenager. There was nothing wrong with wanting a warm, caring, masculine father—but in retrospect, I see that it’s a mistake to think that the place to find him was on the basketball court.

Unlike most of the coaches I spoke to in the recruiting process, Coach Wooden made no promises beyond anopportunity to play and access to a great education. He didn’t tell me how much the Bruins needed me, nor did he guarantee me playing time. It was clear from my earliest contacts with Coach Wooden that he was different from his peers; he seemed not only more secure (a few national titles under your belt will do that), but also more centered as a person. He clearly wanted me to come to UCLA, but there was absolutely no sense that heneededme to attend. It wasn’t just me: It didn’t matter if you were Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, Bill Walton, or Andy Hill, the feeling you got from John Wooden in the recruiting process was that he would be “pleased” if you came, but he would lose no sleep it you went somewhere else. To this day, Coach brags that he never contacted an out-of-state ballplayer unless they wrote to him first, which is hard to imagine given today’s frenzied recruiting. But I didn’t need anyone to beg me to play for the Bruins; it was my most outlandish hope to get the chance to wear the Blue and Gold, and I wasn’t about to let the opportunity slip through my fingers just because playing time might be hard to come by. Better to pursue a dream and fail than to have never tried. Or so I thought. After briefly flirting with the idea of going to Stanford, I found the lure of playing for John Wooden in Pauley Pavilion far too powerful, and I committed to attending UCLA. I knew it was a big decision, but at seventeen years old, it was hard to imagine how this decision would impact my life—in good ways and bad—for decades to come.

John Wooden seemed to be the perfect fit for the father figure I so strongly craved. My own father’s alcoholism made family life pretty unpleasant; this friendly, teetotaling churchgoer from Indiana seemed the polaropposite of my biological father in every way imaginable. My contact with my father was pretty infrequent, so it seemed logical to hope that I could fill the void with someone who would be a daily presence. After all, players spent hours every day with their coach. Needless to say, while I was looking for a nurturing and kindly father, Coach Wooden was simply looking for his next great guard. He already had a son and a daughter, and lots of grandchildren, and this father figure fantasy was strictly a one-way affair.

In the 1968–69 season, freshmen could not play on the varsity, so I was paired in the backcourt on our freshman team with Henry Bibby (now the very bald head coach at USC). The freshman coach was Gary Cunningham, a former Bruin star who is now athletic director at the University of California at Santa Barbara. The drills we ran and the philosophies employed were identical to those of the varsity. The emphasis on fundamentals was amazing. I averaged almost 20 points and 8 assists, and I shared with Henry the Seymour Armond Award given to the most valuable freshman player. I got to see my name on a trophy that included legendary Bruin players, like Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, Mike Warren, and Gail Goodrich, who were my heroes growing up; I was certain that my own legend was just beginning. Pauley Pavilion at UCLA was still pretty new, but championship banners hung from every corner; now it was going to be my turn to help hang more of those banners from the rafters. For a nineteen-year-old kid from Westwood, life doesn’t get much better than this.

My freshman year went so well that they even asked me to help recruit an incoming player, a junior in highschool who had a brother who was a great football player. The recruit was a shy, sixteen-year-old stuttering giant named Bill Walton. Bill was so shy that he had trouble making eye contact, and had so much difficulty speaking that his words tumbled out softly in an unintelligible mumble. We had a great dinner (after I convinced young Bill that he really could order a steak instead of hamburger), and a fun night at a Laker game. I may have only participated in recruiting one player, but he turned out to be one of the great players of all time.

With fall fast approaching, I was going to have the opportunity to make my childhood wishes come true. Of course, with the graduation of the great Kareem Abdul-Jabbar along with a host of other star players, no one was predicting another national championship for UCLA. Kareem had led the Bruins to three straight titles and an astonishing record of 88-2. The expectation around the country was that the Bruins’ domination of college basketball was about to end; it was going to be a chance for all the schools that had lost to UCLA in the past few years to even the score. The stakes were high, and the anticipation intense, but finally formal varsity basketball practice was going to begin. Thirty years have passed, but I still get butterflies in my stomach just thinking about it.

As a sophomore at UCLA in 1969, I didn’t waste much time before putting Coach and myself at loggerheads. In fact, I probably set some sort of record with how quickly I managed to anger him. Sometimes historical events and personal aspirations can crash together in ways that almost seem predestined; October 15, 1969, was to be one such day. It was not only my very first day of official varsity basketball practice; it was also the day of the first nationalstudent moratorium to protest the war in Vietnam. It seemed pretty obvious to me that as concerned student-athletes, we should stand side by side with other students in protesting the war. In those days, it was tough to findanyoneon a university campus who supported our country’s policies in the war. Being young, self-righteous, and exceedingly cocky, I felt little hesitation in moving forward with my “brilliant” plan: I went to my two closest friends on the basketball team, John Ecker and Terry Schofield, and asked them to come with me to see Coach Wooden so we could ask him to call off practice in support of the Vietnam moratorium. Terry was smart enough to know that this was a colossally dumb idea, and he turned me down on the spot. In fact, Terry thought I was completely out of my mind. Turns out, he was right. John, after much coaxing, agreed to come along.

Further indication of my own naïveté is that I thought it wasan added bonusthat our first day of practice was also national media day. Hundreds of reporters from around the country would attend practice, take pictures, and ask questions; they were all anxious to cover what everyone presumed would be the Bruins’ demise now that we had lost Kareem Abdul-Jabbar to the professional ranks. Everyone was pretty tired of the Bruins’ dynasty, and watching it fall was worth plenty of coverage. Being the kind of know-it-all that only a nineteen-year-old can be, I thought this was a perfect opportunity to use the media to make the world aware how concerned student-athletes felt about the war in Southeast Asia. I was filled with moral certitude and self-righteousness as John Ecker and I went to see Coach Wooden. Surely he would be impressed by our strong feelings and offer his support.Coach’s door was always open, and a couple of hours before practice was scheduled to start, John and I walked in to see him. John Ecker was at least smart enough to let me do the talking, and I laid out my idea with great enthusiasm.

After a brief speech outlining my objections to the war, I offered a suggestion that Coach Wooden call off practice in support of the student moratorium. I thought the speech went pretty well, and I fully expected to get Coach’s support; at the very least, I expected some sort of sympathy-tinged regret that expressed his agreement with our ideals while rejecting my plan. After all, he had listened attentively. But the response was far short of what I had hoped for. Coach simply said, “Andy,youdon’t have to come to practice . . . you don’teverhave to come to practice. But there is no way that I am calling off practice for this moratorium.” He then went on to pretty well blister John and me for our political beliefs, leaving us to decide what we wanted to do.

I was stunned and saddened by his reaction. At last, I had met someone at UCLA who supported our country’s position in Vietnam. What an uncomfortable revelation! Here I had spent my whole life dreaming of playing for John Wooden’s Bruins, and on my very first day of practice I had completely ticked him off. Not a great career move to say the least. John and I struggled with the choice between acting forcefully on our principles or pursuing our lifelong dream. A difficult choice for any man . . . and we were just a couple of college boys. But were we willing to place our political convictions above our basketball careers? Each option had a personal cost.

Of course, John and I swallowed our political prideand showed up to practice with the rest of the squad. I had worked hard for years to be in a position to compete for a spot on the UCLA basketball team. Yet as I walked out on the floor for my first practice, instead of goose bumps and an adrenaline high, I had the somber feeling that I had wimped out on something far more important than basketball. Our pride and sense of personal integrity had been deeply wounded by choosing our personal dreams over our principles. Guys our age were fighting and dying halfway around the globe, while we were safe and sound, going to school for free with an athletic scholarship and protected by our student draft deferments. Probably not the best state of mind for a young man facing the greatest physical challenge of his lifetime, but once practice started it was all behind us. To his credit, Wooden never brought the topic up again, unlike some coaches who probably would have needled me mercilessly for my preposterous request. And to my credit, I decided to keep my political views out of the basketball arena—at least for a while.

Preseason practice at UCLA was physically demanding and extremely competitive. From day one, Henry Bibby was simply fantastic, and it soon became clear that he was going to be a major contributor. Whether I was going to get much playing time was much murkier; Coach usually only played seven guys, and by the time our six-week preseason had concluded, even ignoring my political run-in with Coach, my chances of making the rotation seemed pretty shaky. Then, ever so briefly, the picture took a drastic and surprising turn for the better. Our first game at Pauley Pavilion was an intrasquad game, and I was the star of the night. Coach Wooden was quoted inthe newspaper saying that against certain defenses I might actually be the team’s top guard. I could hardly believe this was happening. There was my name in the headline of theLos Angeles Times,while the now defunctHerald-Examinercalled me a potential “right-handed Gail Goodrich.” (Goodrich had been an All-American at UCLA and was an NBA All-Star.) Walking to class up Bruin Walk, I was warmly greeted by football players, pretty girls, and professors of unknown subjects. How was I to know that I was already in my fifteenth minute of fame?

On the strength of my performance in that intrasquad game, I got a few opportunities early in my sophomore year to get into games before the outcome was decided. But I never really got comfortable, always felt nervous, and once conference play started my playing time was limited to garbage time at the end of blowout wins.Having been a star in high school and in my freshman year at UCLA, I found sitting and watching a tough adjustment to make. But great high school or freshman players don’t always make great college varsity players. Fortunately, we were winning, and somehow winning makes it hard to complain. It was also fun to be a part of a squad as it builds up confidence; we literally found ourselves laughing toward the end of games as we wondered what unexpected event would lead to the next Bruin win. Keep in mind that, post-Abdul-Jabbar, we werenotsupposed to win every game, so it was really fun to surprise the country, who hoped that the Bruins would finally fall off the championship throne.

One game I remember vividly from that year was a close one that was decided by John Ecker, who was used regularly but sparingly as our seventh man. It was early inour conference season, and we were playing Oregon State at home. This was a game that everyone expected us to win easily, but the Beavers were a pesky group, and we actually trailed 71–70 late in the game. With the clock running down and the Bruins working for a final shot, a double foul was called out on the floor and Sidney Wicks, our All American starting forward, fouled out with 16 seconds left in the game. Oregon State called a quick timeout. The capacity crowd in Pauley Pavilion was in a frenzied state of anxiety. To put this situation in perspective, since moving into Pauley Pavilion five seasons earlier, UCLA had compiled a home record of 60-1. These fans just were not used to being on the short end of the score. The Bruins came over to the sidelines, and our coaches put their heads together in conference. The sense I had on the bench is that no one much wanted to enter a game with this little time remaining. We’d all been sitting for a long time, and had cold legs, so we avoided eye contact with Coach and prayed we wouldn’t get put in the game.

As Coach surveyed his bench, his two top subs and my best friends on the team, John Ecker and Terry Schofield, looked at each other and simultaneously exclaimed, “I hope it’s you!” The horn to start the action sounded, and amazingly Coach Wooden had forgotten to putanyoneinto the game. As the remaining four Bruins walked out on the floor, Coach falsely assumed that the player he put into the game had to jump for possession (which was actually not the case), and at the last instant he put in the taller Ecker. John ran on the floor, got the tap over to Curtis Rowe and curled into the lane. Steve Patterson had the ball at the high post, spotted Ecker, and delivered a perfectpass to John. John faked his man right, turned left, and hit a short jump-hook for a 72–71 win! Just like in practice. Man, that place exploded. Sidney Wicks ran on the floor and picked John up and held him there, suspended in time and the joy of the last-second victory.

What made this moment stay so clear in my memory is what happened the next day: I had stopped in at the “hero’s” house to go out and celebrate, and just as I stepped in John’s front door, the phone rang. It was my dad calling to congratulate John, a sweet gesture that seemed so out of character we were both amazed.Neither one of us had a dad who did much in the way of encouraging us in any way. John’s father had disappeared from his life when he was a youngster, and my alcoholic and emotionally abusive dad was just not the sort of guy to spontaneously do something nice. He had never called John before . . . and never called him again after that. I’m not sure he ever congratulatedmefor anything. But it was a memorable moment in a strange, awful, and wonderful sophomore season, and a somehow bitter underscore that made us both aware of how little our fathers had to do with our lives.

The season was not totally without adversity, and toward the end of the 1969–70 schedule we actually lost a couple of games. In one game, at Oregon, there were over four thousand students who couldn’t get in to watch the game who watched on closed circuit TV in a campus auditorium. The Oregon team was hot all night, and they beat us handily. Players met in groups late into the night, getting buried feelings off our chests and resolving to work closer as a team. Then, a few games later, our crosstown rivals USC came in to Pauley Pavilion and beatus by a point. Those losses actually did bring us closer as a team, and probably helped when NCAA tournament time came around. By season’s end, our talented team was 28-2, culminating in a dramatic win in the national championship game over Artis Gilmore’s Jacksonville team.

Despite the team’s success, my sophomore year was an unhappy, disillusioning time. Coach Wooden paid little attention to the reserves in practice, and even less attention to our psychological needs off the floor. We were fodder for the starters; if I made a great play in practice, Coach would focus his attention on how the first-team player could have “permitted” something like this to happen. It was fun to win a national championship, but not as much fun as most people would think. When you’ve been a star player your whole life, suddenly sitting on the bench and watching the action is pretty painful. Far from the spotlight you had in high school, you suffer as your family and friends on the East Coast complain that they had to stay up watching TV until one in the morning before you got into the game. You come off the bench cold, and by the time you’re warm you are headed for the showers. While most of my parents’ friends were amazed that a little guy like me was even close to playing for the vaunted Bruins, it was hard for me to feel that way; I badly wanted to play, and youth clouded my ability to judge my own talent. When you feel overlooked and unappreciated it can be pretty depressing. And when the person overlooking you is someone you idolize, like John Wooden, the lack of attention can be devastating. Surprisingly, I found out years later that even some of the star players felt that Coach gave them less positive attention than theycraved. But stars had adoring fans and newspaper headlines to stroke their egos, while the benchwarmers were left to fend for themselves.

The annual Bruin basketball banquet that year was a festive affair attended by thousands of rabid fans. Sports fans always like it when their team wins, but they go absolutely wild when their underdog squad goes all the way, so this championship was especially sweet for the Bruin basketball faithful. The banquet hall was overflowing with passionate fans and good cheer for most of the evening. But events took a dramatic and unexpected turn. In addition to the usual awards and highlight films, each of the graduating players was given the opportunity to make a speech. One of those players, Bill Seibert, my teammate at University High School, blistered Coach Wooden in his speech. He talked about what he perceived to be the unfair treatment of the reserves on the team, and was highly critical of Coach. Bill and some other reserves had been suspended for a pillow fight, while a few of the starters had been caught doing far worse with minimal consequences. Needless to say, the crowd at the Beverly Hilton Hotel did not come to hear something like this; Bill’s speech was about as popular as if he’d ripped the Pope from his balcony in the Vatican. Scattered boos were heard throughout the banquet hall.

Just below the dais where we were seated, Seibert’s family sat at their front-row table in astonishment. As Bill went on and the crowd grew more uncomfortable, Bill’s father hollered at Bill to sit down, and his mother quietly cried. It was a totally surreal scene. But when Bill finished his speech, the entire team, including starting players Sidney Wicks, Curtis Rowe, Steve Patterson, John Vallely,and Henry Bibby, rose and gave him an ovation. In a day and age when the common rallying cry at universities across the country was “power to the people,” Bill had taken his brief moment in the spotlight to question a man who seemed beyond reproach. Though many on the team disagreed with Bill’s timing and choice of venue, we all admired his courage. And on a purely personal level, I must admit I was silently relieved that for a change someone else was opening his big mouth besides me. What had to be said was being said, but this time I managed to stay out of Coach Wooden’s line of fire . . . or so I thought.

The following Monday, I got a message as I was leaving my Political Science class that Coach Wooden wanted to see me in his office. That was pretty unusual, and I had no idea what he needed to speak to me about. When I arrived, Coach Wooden, along with his assistants Denny Crum and Gary Cunningham, were gathered on one side of the office. Much to my astonishment, Coach told me that if I agreed with Bill Seibert, I should leave school. They would be happy to make some calls to help me transfer. I was stunned. Later that day, I found out that they had the same meeting with my two closest pals on the team, John Ecker and Terry Schofield. All three of us turned them down on their invitation to leave, but we were all badly shaken. We may have wished we were playing more, but none of us had any interest in playing anywhere but UCLA. (Ironically, Coach Wooden actually got Bill Seibert a job after he left UCLA. More than a few of us thought it was somewhat amusing that the job Coach found for Bill was in Tasmania, the remote but beautiful island off the southern coast of Australia. If you wantedto put a guy “out to pasture” and still look like a nice guy, getting him a job in Tasmania would be the perfect solution. Coach Wooden could teach Tony Soprano a thing or two about how to gracefully eliminate a problem.)

The fact that John, Terry, and I had somehow been singled out by our coaches and asked to leave really riled up our teammates. It was incredibly gratifying that everyone got behind us; we actually had discussions about renting a room off campus at a local hotel and inviting Coach to come over for a meeting with the team to discuss our concerns about his heavy-handed tactics. But Coach got wind of our plan, and co-opted it by arranging for a meeting in the athletic director’s office. The players never got the opportunity to meet and plan a strategy, and we all went to the meeting with no sense of the agenda or what was going to be discussed. Somehow, a rumor had started that we were going to confront Coach with an extensive list of demands; in truth, there was no list. Another rumor popped up that Coach would resign before he capitulated to our demands; the truth was, we had no demands, just some concerns we wanted to put on the table. But the air of tension and distrust was thick as the meeting was called to order.

Coach opened the meeting by saying that he had heard that there were some rumblings, and he wanted everything out on the table. Then he opened the floor and asked for comments. Once again, I was dumb enough to jump in and have my say. I talked about how miserable it felt to be singled out, that it would be nice if every once in a while he would positively acknowledge that a second-stringer did something right instead of ignoring everything we did. I also added that he needed to know that weall thought he was a tremendous coach. A couple of other guys added some brief comments, and then an awkward silence came over the room. We had just won the national championship, and here we were, a bunch of whining, complaining kids. The athletic director, J.D. Morgan, was clearly peeved at us. In hindsight, I don’t blame him. No one knew what direction the meeting was going to take next. What was J.D. going to do? What was Coach going to say? You could have cut the tension with a knife.
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