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When I think of the great coaches I’ve seen since I’ve been at Syracuse, I always have to start with John Wooden of UCLA because of his 10 national championships.

But if you’re building a Mount Rushmore of great coaches in the modern era, you’d also have to include Bob Knight of Indiana, former North Carolina coach Dean Smith, and, of course, Mike Krzyzewski of Duke. I don’t think anybody can argue with those people.

Mike has won 621 games and three national championships, and taken his team to 10 Final Fours. He’s also won 10 ACC regular-season titles and eight ACC Tournaments.

What he’s done in this era is as close as you can come to what Coach Wooden accomplished. Obviously, I don’t think anybody can duplicate that, but I don’t think he’s very far behind.

Look at the numbers.

It’s very difficult today to get to the Final Four in a 64-team bracket. You have to win four games in a row. In Coach Wooden’s day, you had to win four games to win the national championship.

In today’s world of parity, to be that dominant, to win the league, to win the league tournament, and then do well in the NCAA Tournament is a hard trifecta.

Not many can do that.

When we won the national championship at Syracuse in 2003, we didn’t win the Big East. The same thing when we went to the Final Four in 1996.

I guess, in a way, it’s fortunate for everybody else guys leave early—because Duke probably has been hurt the most by that trend. Otherwise, they might have a couple more banners hanging in Cameron.

I became the head coach at Syracuse in 1976. Mike was at Army at the same time. I didn’t know much about him back then. But I’ve since come to realize Tom Butters, the A.D. who hired him at Duke in 1980, was a very smart guy. He made a smart move and he stuck with it. I know at the beginning Jimmy Valvano was getting all of the credit at N.C. State. He hit the scene right away.

Mike didn’t get off to that kind of start.

What’s interesting about Duke is it took the North Carolina model and became North Carolina. Mike started signing the kind of players—Johnny Dawkins, Danny Ferry, Christian Laettner—that North Carolina used to get, and he built a national power.

That’s not to say North Carolina hasn’t been good, too—because they have—but Duke has become a perennial national contender.

Mike is a lot tougher coach than a lot of people on the outside would know. He’s a guy who’s going to fight you. He puts tough demands on his players. I think he learned that from Knight.

We played Duke twice since I’ve been at Syracuse. We beat them once in Greensboro in the 1989 ACC-Big East Shootout when we had Derrick Coleman and Billy Owens and Christian Laettner and Bobby Hurley were underclassmen. We lost to them in the 1998 NCAA Southeast Regional semifinals.

I don’t like to schedule guys I’m close to. We won’t schedule him.

Mike and I got to know each other in 1990 when he asked me to be his assistant in the World University Games and the World Championships. The whole thing was set up by a mutual friend, P.J. Carlesimo, who was coaching at Seton Hall at the time.

We just hit it off from the beginning. We really intertwined through the years. We go to the Michael Jordan Fantasy Camp in Vegas, and the three of us and our wives spend a lot of time together on the Nike trip every summer.

I usually go to Duke every year for the Jimmy V Golf Classic and the Duke Children’s Hospital Classic.

I haven’t been able to convince Mike to take up golf, yet.

He’s too smart for that.

He’s one of the smartest people in our profession. He embodies the best qualities of coaching. He’s a leader on the court, a leader in the National Association of Basketball Coaches and is always willing to push issues that are good for the game, even if they might not be in the best interest of Duke.

Take recruiting, for instance. He knows we as coaches need more access to players. At Duke, they don’t need access. The fewer times you can go out and see kids is better for them. But he’s always for rules like more phone calls, a longer observation period.

Most coaches don’t think that way.

Mike is constantly in demand—from USA Basketball, the NABC, charities, clinics, fund-raising. Ever since his back problems in 1995 when he missed most of the season, he’s cut back and is focusing most of his energy on Duke and The V Foundation for Cancer Research.

But he’s still willing to step up for a good cause. Just last winter, he and I were asked to serve on the board of the Basketball Partnership to open a dialogue with NCAA executive director Myles Brand. Mike was instrumental in getting the 5/8 rule—which used to limit the amount of players you could bring in in any one-to-three-year period—repealed so coaches have a shot at rebuilding if they lose an unusual amount of underclassmen to the NBA. And he helped change a rule that allows coaches to work out more than one position at a time in the gym.

When Mike speaks, other coaches listen. So do people like Myles Brand. Mike is very good at finding common ground and articulating his position.

He’s become the face of our sport. I think that’s why some people cringed last summer when he was offered all that money to go to the Los Angeles Lakers. I think he could have gone, too, if Shaquille O’Neal and Kobe Bryant were still there and still getting along.

I don’t think money was an issue, although $8 million is a lot of money. But there’s also the idea of the challenge: could I do that?

I would say his interest in the pros is over now, although I don’t buy into the theory college coaches can make the jump to the NBA. Most college coaches who’ve gone to the NBA have gotten horrible teams to coach.

That’s why jobs open. You don’t see college coaches getting a job like the Bulls when a Michael Jordan is there. I think if Mike was coaching in the NBA, he would do well. But he’s done very well in college.

We’ve already discovered how hard it is to recruit against Duke. They play in a great league, have a great school, and are fortunate enough to have good weather. And they have Mike, who was inducted into the Hall of Fame in 2001.

Mike is 58 now. If his back holds up, I can see him coaching at least until he’s 65, maybe longer. Duke is always going to win. The program is now at a point where, at worst, they will do what they did in 2005—get to the Sweet 16. And if they ever put in a 20-year-old age restriction for players entering the NBA, that’s going to help Duke big time, big time.

Most coaches should be against that rule. The way it is right now, there’s at least some parity. If players must go to school for two years or even three, no one will ever beat Duke. They’ll be in the Final Four every year.

— JIM BOEHEIM, 2005

Head Coach, Syracuse University
Naismith Hall of Fame Inductee, 2005


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

There are two people who deserve enormous credit for their help in this book: my wife, Joan Williamson, who is by far the best writer/editor I’ve worked with at any level and who spent countless hours on the manuscript; and Al Featherston, who, in my mind, is one of the leading authorities ever on the ACC, corrected my mistakes and offered his knowledge and invaluable perspective to this project.

I’d also like to thanks publishers Peter L. Bannon and Joseph J. Bannon Sr., senior editor Susan M. Moyer, and acquisitions editor John Humenik for promoting this idea and developmental editor Gina Sabbia, photo editor Erin Linden-Levy, art director Jeff Higgerson, interior layout designer Kathryn Holleman, dust jacket designer Heidi Norsen, copy editor Elisa Bock Laird, Dustin Hubbart for imaging, and media and promotions managers Jonathan Patterson, Randy Fouts, and Maurey Williamson for carrying it out.

This book would not have been possible without longtime friends and colleagues DickVitale and John Feinstein and 23 others—Johnny Dawkins, Jay Bilas, Mark Alarie, David Henderson,Tommy Amaker, Danny Ferry, Billy King, Christian Laettner, Grant Hill, Bobby Hurley, Chris Collins, Steve Wojciechowski, Elton Brand, Shane Battier, Jason Williams, J.J. Redick, Bob Harris, Tom Butters, Dave Gavitt, Pam Valvano Strasser, Mike Brey, Bobby Cremins, and Howard Garfinkel—who were gracious enough to share memories of their experiences at Duke and a man and his family they deeply respect.

In addition, I’d like to mention Mike Cragg, Jon Jackson, Bill Brill, Frank Dascenzo, Brian Morrison, Barb Dery, David Teel, Amy Yokola, Lennox Rawlings, Bill Cole, Ron Morris, Rob Daniels, Steve Kirschner, CaultonTudor, Mike Sobb, Johnny Moore, John Roth, Luci Chavis, A.J. Carr, Bryan Strickland, Matt Pligza, Eddie Landreth, Steve Phillips, Dan Collins, Barry Svrluga, Ken Tysiac, Brett Friedlander, Bob Sutton, Neil Amato, Ron Green, Sr. and Jr., Larry Keech, Ed Hardin, Taylor Zarzour, Art Chansky, Dave Droschak, Dean Buchan, Annabelle Vaughan, Tim Peeler, Chip Alexander, and Barry Jacobs—members of the media and university staffs on Tobacco Road whose work reflects their genuine passion for Atlantic Coast Conference basketball; Leon Carter, Adam Berkowitz, Jim Rich, Teri Thompson, Delores Thompson, Roger Rubin, Bill Price, Mike O’Keefe, Will Pakuta, Kristie Ackert, Julian Garcia and Wayne Coffey of the New York Daily News; and friends like Bob Ryan, Brian McIntyre, Mike Flynn, Pat Plunkett, Tom Knochalski, Ronnie Norpel, Mark Blaudschun, Steve Richardson, Malcom Moran, Chris Dufresne, Joe Mitch, Tony Barnhardt, Tom Liucci, Joe Mitch, Ronnie Naclerio, Steve Wieberg, Lesley Visser, Mike Sheridan, Dan Wetzel, John Akers, Mark Whicker, Robyn and Phillip Norwood,Vahe Gregorian, Jim O’Connell, Marty Cohen, Clark Francis, Sam Albano, Gene Whelan, Allen Rubin, Pat Forde, Joe Biddle, Rick Bozich,Andy Katz, Joe Timony, Joe Cassidy, Nick Blatchford, Chris Matesic and Saul Rafel-Frankel of New Heights, Jerry McLaughlin, Rick Troncelliti, Frank Morgan, Frank and Alma Bonini, Bill Jackson, Mark and Nancy Radomile and their children Alexis, Danielle, and James, Steve and Anthony Radomile, David M. Razor, M.D., Nanci Donald, Don Hazelton, Scott Mason, Dr. Joseph Lamb, Eric, Theresa, Abigail, and Chloe Menear, Liz and Joe Capra and Scott, and Suzanne, Hayden, Madison, Delaney, and Griffen Schenker.

—DICK WEISS

TO COACH MIKE KRZYZEWSKI


EDITOR' S NOTE: Except for those quotes that appear in the Epilogue, written by Jim Sumner to bring the book up to date, the quotes and interviews that appear throughout the interior of the book were collected by Dick Weiss and remain unchanged from the book's first release in 2005. While every effort has been made to contextualize the information to offer a fresh perspective, we have strived to keep the players' words intact.
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THE A.D.

TOM BUTTERS

Duke 1976-1998
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In the alternative history of Duke basketball, it would be Bobby Knight who’s celebrating a quarter-century as head coach.

In 1980, Duke University was heading back to the NCAA Tournament. Under coach Bill Foster, the school had been to the 1978 NCAA championship game, losing to Jackie Givens and Kentucky. Foster had just won the ACC Tournament against Maryland and was one of four ACC teams going to the Big Dance.

That was the good news.

The bad news was that, at the same time, Bill Foster announced he was going to South Carolina.

And Duke needed a replacement.

Tom Butters, the athletic director, knew about coaches. He was a former pitcher for the Pittsburgh Pirates who came to Duke in 1968 as the school’s baseball coach before moving into administration.

Butters called Bobby Knight and asked him if he would be interested in the job.

Knight had already refused an offer to coach Maryland, but Butters was a man who always aimed high. A former baseball coach, he had been athletic director since 1977. Later, he would go after Bill Walsh to replace Steve Spurrier as Duke’s football coach.

Walsh, too, declined.

Butters had been friends with Knight for years and thought the Indiana coach was as bright as any man he knew. Also, Butters remembers, he wanted a great defensive coach. Knight’s response was, “Tom,” he said before and he named three or four Durham sports writers, “I’d be throwing them out the second-story window within a week, and I don’t think you need that.”

Agreed. On to Plan B.

So Butters and Steve Vacendak, who had played basketball at Duke and was about to become the associate athletic director there, discussed the situation.

“Well,” said Butters, “I have to hire a basketball coach.”

Then he mentioned a few names he had been considering.

Vacendak replied, “I know you well enough to know that you think everything is won on defense.”

“I do.”

“Let me throw a name out to you,” and he gave Butters Krzyzewski’s name.

“We talked a little about him,” Butters recalled. “Then I called Bobby Knight about him. Bobby was very interested in some of his protégés, and he had mentioned Dave Bliss and Bob Weltlich to me as possible candidates for the job.

“I asked him, ‘Well, what about a guy by the name of Krzyzewski?’

“Knight’s comment was, ‘If you like me as a basketball coach, there’s a man who has all my good qualities and none of my bad ones.’

“‘Hmm, that’s kind of interesting,’ I thought.”

Butters called Krzyzewski and interviewed him.

Butters’s first impressions of Krzyzewski were, “He was about 33 years old or thereabouts; he was 9-17; and Army basketball was not the ACC. And I knew that.

“So I sent him home.

“But I couldn’t get him out of my mind.”

Meanwhile, Krzyzewski had turned down the Iowa State job on the advice of Colonel Tom Rogers, and against the advice of Bobby Knight, who thought that the Midwestern school would be a good fit for the Chicago native.

Krzyzewski had played under Knight at the United States Military Academy and served five years in the military after graduation, achieving the rank of captain. For the last three years of his military service, he had coached at the U.S. Military Academy Prep at Fort Belvoir, Virginia. He then had joined Knight’s staff at Indiana as an assistant. He had returned to West Point as head basketball coach and stayed there for five years.

Although he had guided Army to an appearance at the NIT in 1978, the program was drifting. He was ready for a change and was willing to take a chance on Duke.

But was Butters willing to take a chance on him?

Duke was playing in the Mideastern Regionals against Kentucky in Lexington. The Blue Devils had won that ball game, and then Purdue beat them 68-60 in the regional finals.

Prior to flying out there, Butters called Krzyzewski again, and asked him, “Can you get to Lexington? I want to talk to you again.”

“He kind of chuckled,” said Butters, and told me, ‘Look, we’ve just had 13 inches of snow; but I’ll try to get there.’

“So he came to Lexington and I interviewed him that week for, gosh, five or six hours.

“And I sent him home.”

Again.

Butters just could not pull the trigger.

At this time, besides Mike Krzyzewski, the other candidates on Duke’s short list were Bob Weltlich of Mississippi (another former assistant of Knight’s); Paul Webb of Old Dominion; and Bob Wenzel (who had been an assistant under Bill Foster).

The following week, Butters called Krzyzewski again, and said, “Look, I’m bringing in four guys, and I’m going to bring you in last. And I want you to bring Mickie, because I don’t think you hire a man; I think you hire a family.”

He was interested in meeting her as well as in interviewing him.

The interview committee was composed of Tom Butters, chancellor Ken Pye, and vice president Chuck Huestis. They interviewed all four coaches in Durham. As he had been told, Krzyzewski was the last to meet with them. At the conclusion of that interview, the committee told Butters, “These are four good quality coaches. You name any one of them, and he has our support.”

After going over the qualifications of all of the candidates, Butters turned to Vacendak and said, “I know you’re not on the payroll yet, but get to the airport. Don’t let him go.”

“I’ll do that. Who is it?”

“Krzyzewski.”

“My God, you’re not going to interview him again?”

“No, I’m going to hire him.”

Butters said, “When Mike came back with Steve, he was kind of bewildered, and I told him, ‘I’ve come to the conclusion that you’re the right man at the right time for this university. Will you accept this job?’”

And with that invitation, Krzyzewski said yes.

Then Butters added, “Well, wait a minute; we haven’t talked about salary.”

And Krzyzewski replied, “You’ll be fair.”

He asked if Duke could wait before it announced his hiring so he could get back to West Point, speak to his players, and talk to the administration.

On May 4, 1980, Duke held a press conference to introduce its new basketball coach at the Duke News Bureau Building. According to Butters, “Of course, nobody knew. The morning paper had said there was going to be a press conference at 6 p.m. and that the new coach’s name begins with W because I’d interviewed Paul Webb of Old Dominion—a great coach who already had 600 wins but was a little old at the time—and Bobby Weltlich and Bob Wenzel.”

Three coaches whose last names began with W.

“So we walked in to the press conference,” Butters continued. “Mike walked out and I said, ‘I’d like to introduce the new basketball coach at Duke University—Mike Krzyzewski.’”

Krzyzewski walked out and joked, “The papers said the name of the new coach would start with a ‘W’ . . . so maybe you should call me, ‘Coach Who.’”

“And the media went nuts. They couldn’t pronounce his name. They had never heard of him. They were all lined up, packed in there; and everybody was dumbfounded.

“I remember Mike tried to help them out: ‘That’s Krzyzewski—K-r-z-y-ze-w-s-k-i. And if you think that’s bad, you should have heard it before I changed it. For those of you who can’t pronounce it, you can just call me Coach K.’”

And that was the beginning.

Krzyzewski inherited a program whose cupboard wasn’t completely bare. Kenny Dennard, Gene Banks, and Vince Taylor were coming back from the NCAA Tournament team. His first year as coach, Duke won 17 games and played in the NIT. Duke opened with a victory over North Carolina A&T in the first round, but Banks broke his wrist and did not play the rest of the tournament. The Blue Devils upset Alabama in the second round but lost to Purdue in the third round 81-69.

The following two seasons were thin. His overall record was 21-34, and Duke went 7-21 in the ACC.

According to Butters, “The first year, Mike didn’t really have a chance to do any recruiting for Duke, though he did get Doug McNeely out of Texas.”

It seems he was always coming in second with every kid he wanted. But he wasn’t coaching the horseshoes team, so that didn’t count.

Then, for the 1982-1983 season, he recruited a class with Johnny Dawkins, Jay Bilas, Mark Alarie, and David Henderson; and, for Butters, at least—and at last—“the handwriting was kind of on the wall.”

But it was written in invisible ink that first year when Duke had an 11-17 season. In 1984, things started to percolate.

As Butters recalls it, “We got off to a fairly quick start. We started with eight straight wins and 14 of the first 15; then we lost four straight league games.”

Then people started howling; the wolves were out.

But Butters had a plan: “I always met with my coaches in my office because 1) I thought they were more comfortable there; and 2) I could control the length of the meetings.

“Carolina beat us at home. Five days later, on January 26, I called his office shortly after 8 a.m. His secretary answered, and I asked if Mike was in yet.

“She said he hadn’t arrived yet.

“So I said, ‘When he does, send him over to my office.’

“A half-hour later, there was this knock on the door. He came in and sat down. I told him, ‘We’ve got a public who doesn’t know how good you are. We’ve got press who are too stupid to tell them how good you are. And the biggest problem right now is I’m not sure you know how good you are.’

“With that, I opened up my desk and tossed a new five-year contract to him.

“He sat there, and he had tears in his eyes. This was a constant flow—one tear after the next—for several seconds. Then I recall him saying, ‘Tom, you don’t need to do this.’

“I said, ‘Mike, on the contrary, I not only have to do it. I need to do it right now. You make the announcement today. I’m not making it. You tell them you’ve been extended five more years and let’s let the people know.’

“And I don’t know if it’s worth publicizing, but I got a couple of death threats afterwards.

“And that’s not customary.”

Duke lost to N.C. State that night 79-76 at Cameron.

But the Blue Devils went on to win 24 games that season. Then they lost to Maryland in the ACC Tournament finals and to the University of Washington 80-70 in the second round of the NCAA Tournament at Pullman, Washington, after receiving a first-round bye as a No. 3 seed.

But the handwriting was on the wall.

Two years later, Duke won 17 in a row, losing back to back to Carolina and Georgia Tech. Then they won 20 more and got to the NCAA Tournament finals.

Butters noted, “It’s interesting. I don’t know how many letters I got during Mike’s first three or four years, but I got an equal number after that 1986 season and, interestingly, they were from the same people.

“But the contents of the letters were different.”

Butters stepped up again in 1990 when the Boston Celtics came calling, trying to lure Krzyzewski to the NBA.

“I told Mike a lot of things. First of all, I admitted to him that I was worried. And I was worried because Boston, at that time, was not just the NBA; it was a step above the NBA. And we also had a mutual friend who was the president—Dave Gavitt. He’s one of my dearest friends and I believe one of the brightest people in my business that I ever had the pleasure of working with.

“He is a brilliant man. He has the ability not only to tell you something; but he also has that inimitable ability to listen to what you have to say. Well, Mike knew him and thought highly of him as well. So when Dave called me before he called Mike—which was not necessary but was certainly proper—I was worried.

“I really believed that Mike—for the reasons I mentioned—would seriously consider it. And it was going to be extremely lucrative.

“I recall saying to him something to the effect—and I’m paraphrasing myself here—‘You know, Mike, if you want to deal with 27-, 28-, 29-year-old guys who are making a lot of money, then I’ll drive you to Boston. But if you want to do what you do and touch the lives of 17-, 18-, 20-year-old men, then my suggestion is you get back to work.’

“And he called later that night and said, ‘Coach, I’m back to work.’”

And what work he’s done.

Two national championships, back to back, in 1991 and 1992; and a third in 2001.

And suddenly everybody could spell d-y-n-a-s-t-y.

But success has a price, and Coach K—as the media had long ago started to refer to him—was paying for his with his health.

In the summer of 1994, Krzyzewski suffered what he thought was a pulled hamstring. For three months, he put up with the pain. Finally, his wife, Mickie, persuaded him to go to his doctor because pulled hamstrings usually don’t last that long.

He was diagnosed with a spinal disc problem. However, he didn’t slow down his pace. But while on a recruiting trip to Kansas City, the disc ruptured.

The pain was obvious. At his annual October 15 press conference, he couldn’t sit in a chair and had to lean on a stool while he spoke to the media. Several days later, he underwent surgery to repair a severely herniated disc.

Within 10 days, he was back at practice. Even though his doctors had recommended that he come back on a limited basis and use a special chair, it was business as usual for Coach K.

But the problem didn’t go away. In fact, it was exacerbated by a trip to Hawaii for the Rainbow Classic. Krzyzewski was in such pain that he spent much of the long flight back lying in the aisle.

A crisis was looming.

Krzyzewski coached two more games that season. Duke defeated South Carolina State and lost to Clemson at home.

The date was January 4, 1995—a day that would live in infamy with Duke fans. That was the last game he coached that season. Two days later, Duke was scheduled to travel to Atlanta for a game with Georgia Tech.

Krzyzewski was insistent on going. But a higher power prevailed. Wife Mickie put down her foot, threatening to leave him if Krzyzewski didn’t see a doctor. She scheduled an appointment with Dr. John Feagin at Duke Sports Medicine for 2:30 p.m., the day they were to leave. It was the time Duke normally starts practice. She enlisted Butters as an ally.

Dr. Feagin told Krzyzewski he had to be admitted to the hospital for a series of tests. Butters remembered that time: “I visited him in the hospital. I think he was scared. He had just lost a close friend, Jimmy Valvano, to cancer. And Jimmy’s problems had started with a backache. I know Mickie was concerned.”

Krzyzewski underwent two days of tests. The doctors ruled out cancer, but said he was trying to do too much, too soon. He was just being Coach K. They issued him a mandatory leave for the rest of the season.

Krzyzewski was concerned about Duke.

He went to see Butters and told him he was willing to resign if Butters thought that would be best for the program.

Finally, here was an offer Butters could refuse.

Butters said that he wouldn’t hear of it. “You’re my coach,” he told him.

Duke was 9-3 when Krzyzewski left. He missed 19 games. Duke was 4-15 during his absence. He finally came back in April and hasn’t slowed down in the decade since his return.

Butters retired in 1998. He summed up his feelings for the man in whom he had such faith and trust and who has been so loyal to the school over the past 25 years: “I think he’s done so much more than just coach. He’s an educator, a teacher who believes in people. He wants people to believe in themselves as he’s learned to believe in himself.

“I think that his legacy will be substantially greater than the fact that he won 721 games. He touches the lives of so many people at Duke—players, colleagues, faculty, doctors, the community. There isn’t any facet of our university that he hasn’t had a substantial impact upon.

“His legacy for me is how many people he touched so positively.

“He will never be as good a basketball coach as he is a human being, and I think he’s as good a coach as anyone I’ve ever known.”

And about that hire he made over a quarter-century ago?

“I couldn’t be more pleased for his success. I’d love to take credit for that, but all I did was tell Steve to stop him from getting on the plane. And I remember years when there were a lot of people around here who didn’t agree with that decision. But, you know, I thought it was going to work out. It didn’t take courage; it took ability to see in a man something that perhaps he didn’t even see in himself.”

On November 14, 2001, Mike Krzyzewski signed a lifetime contract with Duke University.

After all, loyalty is a two-way street: true blue in both directions.
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THE WRITER

JOHN FEINSTEIN

Duke Class of 1977
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Danny Feinstein became a basketball fan during his childhood. Not too surprising, considering the fact that his father, John, is the author of A Season on the Brink andA March to Madness, two bestsellers on college hoops.

According to Feinstein, “Danny has watched Duke on TV, and I take him to a lot of games. He kept saying, ‘I want to go to a game at Duke,’ so I took him down last year. We went down, we went to the game, and Danny loved it—Cameron and all that.

“After the game, we went into the press room. I took Danny over to the side of the room to keep him out of the way of the guys who were working.

“Mike came in, looked around the room, saw me, and said, ‘Hey, Danny, how are you doing?’

“Danny looked at me and said, ‘Dad, Dad, that’s Coach K.’

“‘Yeah, yeah, Danny.’

“‘But Dad, that’s Coach K.’

“When the press conference was over, we went into the back, to Mike’s office. Danny was still so excited—he kept saying, ‘Coach K. You’re Coach K.’—because he’d seen him on television so many times.

“And Mike said to him, ‘Danny, do you want to know why I’m important?’

“Danny said, ‘Yeah. You’re important because you’re Coach K.’

“Mike said, ‘No. I’m important because your dad and I have been friends for a long, long time. That’s what makes me important.’

“That’s a cool thing to say to a kid, trying to teach him a lesson in the same moment.

“Then he said to me, ‘John, I can see you all the time. Give me a few minutes with Danny.’ He knew I wanted to say hi to people. So he and Danny chatted by themselves for about 15 minutes, just talking hoops.

“And when I came back, Mike asked, ‘How did you get such a smart kid?’”

(Note to reader: John’s wife, Mary, can take some credit for that.)

“A few days later,” Feinstein recalled, “when Danny and I were talking about it, his exact line to me was, ‘Dad, I don’t think I’m ever going to get this smile off my face.’

“About two days later—now, remember this was in the middle of the season—we got a letter at home, hand-addressed to Danny Feinstein. We opened it up and it’s a handwritten note from Mike—not something he dictated to Gerry Brown, Mike’s administrative assistant—a handwritten note from Mike.

“It read: ‘Dear Danny, Thanks so much for coming down to the game. It was great having you here. I really enjoyed talking hoops with you. Come back any time, even if you have to bring your dad with you.’”

That’s why Feinstein’s answer to the perennial, “What’s Mike Krzyzewski really like?” is “He’s a better person than he is a basketball coach.”

“Obviously, that says a hell of a lot. If he has a weakness as a coach, it’s that, as a person, he can’t say no to people. He doesn’t ever want to let anybody down. He’s like the clearinghouse for every coach who gets fired. He’s always the guy they call: “‘Can you make a call? Can you do this? Can you do that?’”

He can and he will, according to Feinstein.

“The other night, when I was down there, Calvin Hill was there. And Mike was standing there, kind of going through Grant’s progression this [2005] season, from week to week: how last week he started doing this, and he’s doing that; and in the last 10 days his game has gotten to a new level. I’m thinking, ‘Where does he find the time?’”

John Feinstein, who grew up in New York City, graduated from Duke University in 1977. He worked at The Washington Post as a political writer before he became a sportswriter for the same paper.

He remembers when he first saw Krzyzewski.

“I first met Mike in New York when I was a senior in college. Duke was playing in Madison Square Garden against Connecticut. The day before the game, I flew up with Tate Armstrong and Bill Foster to attend the old New York Basketball Writers lunch at Mama Leone’s. The featured speakers were Bill Foster, Lou Carnesecca, Dee Rowe, and Jim Valvano.

“And I was sitting at a table with Foster, Valvano, and Tom Penders—who had straight hair and was coaching at Columbia—and this coach from Army, Mike Krzyzewski. I remembered seeing him play in the NIT because I grew up there. And I remembered the game his senior year when he shut John Roche down—held him to six points. Army beat South Carolina in the quarterfinals.

“So I was talking about that game, and he looked at me and said, ‘How can you possibly remember that game? My mom doesn’t remember that game.’

“I said I’d seen all the NIT games. So we sort of hit it off.

“The other thing I remember about that lunch was that Foster made me do my Dean Smith imitation. And he and Penders both thought that I was pretty cool.”

But was Krzyzewski cool enough to be the new Duke coach?

Feinstein remembered, “That was the first time I met him. So, when he got the Duke job, I was disappointed. I’ll be honest. I wanted Bob Wenzel to get it, because Wenzel is my friend. And I loved Foster and I wanted what Foster built to continue.

“But when they named Krzyzewski, I was like, ‘Yeah. I know that guy. He’s a good guy.’

“And I was telling people, ‘That guy is a good guy.’

“And they were saying, ‘He’s the ***** coach at Army. He went 9-17.’

“‘Yeah, but he’s a good guy.’

“So when we met again, he remembered the lunch and everything, so we got it right from the start.”

They hit it off so well that Feinstein started calling Krzyzewski by a nickname, “The Captain.”

“Keith Drum, who was working for the Durham Herald at the time before he went to work as a scout for the Sacramento Kings, and I just started calling him that because we were kind of perturbed by the fact that all the TV guys called Knight ‘The General.’ Of course, in real life, Knight was a private in the Army. But Mike really was a captain in the Army. So we said, ‘Well, we ought to call Mike “The Captain.”’ And we just started calling him by his rank.”

On one memorable occasion, Drum and Feinstein found themselves in the unlikely role of the cavalry, riding to the rescue.

“I’ve written about the famous Denny’s night—after the 109-66 loss to Virginia in Atlanta,” Feinstein said. “It was actually Bobby Dwyer who came back to the arena to get Keith Drum and me. Duke had played the 7 p.m. game, and Maryland played Georgia Tech in the last game.

“Bobby came back and said, ‘You guys have got to come back to the hotel.’

“We’re like, ‘Yeah, sure. What’s up?’

“‘Well, Mickie’s in the room, crying, saying that they’re going to get fired. Mike has to have somebody to talk to. He’s climbing the walls.’

“So Keith and I drove out there; they were staying somewhere out in the ’burbs. I remember it was a horrible, rainy night. We grabbed Mike and said, ‘Come on. Let’s get something to eat.’ Bobby and his fiancée, now wife, Patty, went with us. Tommy Mickle, the former Duke sports information director who was the associate commissioner of the ACC and Johnny Moore, the Duke assistant SID, went too.

“We went to Denny’s and sat down. It was late. It was one, two in the morning. They served us water. Johnny Moore holds up his glass and says, ‘Here’s to forgetting tonight.’

“And Mike just holds up his glass, and he says, ‘Here’s to never ***** forgetting tonight.’

“I will never forget that.

“What I also remember is when they won in 2001 in Minneapolis when they beat Arizona, I was out on the floor afterward. I congratulated him, and he put his arm around me and whispered in my ear, ‘We’ve come a long way from the ***** Denny’s; haven’t we?’”

They had.

Feinstein’s career was about to take off, too.

“Mike played a big role in the start of my book-writing career, but it’s not as big a role as Knight and others would have you believe, because what happened was when I came up with the idea for Season on the Brink , I was invited by Knight to go to this dinner that he used to put together at the Final Four every year with his coaches and staff.

“So that night, after the dinner, I said to Knight, ‘Hey, have you got a few minutes to talk?’

“And he said, ‘Sure. Come on back to my room.’

“This was in Lexington, in 1985. He and Mike were driving back to Bloomington for a clinic the next day, so Mike needed to come back to talk to him, too. So Mike and I and Knight and Pete Newell went back to Knight’s room because he and Newell were rooming together.

“I told Knight what I wanted to do, and he said, ‘Yeah. Sure. Fine. If you can get a publisher, great, go on ahead.’”

The longest journey begins with a single step.

Feinstein remembers that, “Mike and I walked out a couple of minutes later. As we got into the hall, he looked at me and said, ‘Are you out of your ***** mind?’

“‘Why?’ I asked.

“‘You’re volunteering to spend a year with him? What, are you crazy?’

“‘Why? You spent four years with him.’

“‘I didn’t have any choice.’

“‘Ah, you know,’ I said, ‘it can’t be that bad.’

“And he said, ‘No, no. It CAN be that bad.’

“And I remember I called Mike later—after one of Knight’s really bad tirades—and said, ‘Okay, now I know what you were talking about.’”

All that was still in the future.

But what happened the next day, according to Feinstein, was, “When they were driving from Lexington to Bloomington, Knight said to Mike, ‘Hey, you trust John; don’t you?’ And Mike said, ‘Yes, I trust John implicitly.’

“And so that confirmed for Knight, I guess, in his mind that it was okay.

“But the way Knight has turned the story around is that Mike somehow intervened on my behalf and said, ‘This guy is a good guy, and you ought to give him access.’

“But that’s not how it happened. I had a relationship with Knight that led to my being invited to that dinner. And that caused me to come up with the idea for the book. And I never asked Mike for help with that.

“When Knight asked the next day in the car, ‘What do you think?’ Mike said, ‘Yeah, I trust John absolutely.’

“So, of course, when the book came out, Knight called Krzyzewski and cursed him out and acted like it was Mike’s fault because he, Knight, had ultimately made the decision to give me the access.”

While Coach Knight has never been known for his even temper or his patience, Feinstein credits Krzyzewski’s success at Duke, in part, to that virtue as exhibited by Duke’s former A.D., Tom Butters.

“I felt Mike would make it if Tom Butters had the patience that Tom Butters did have. I disagree with Tom Butters on 10 or 20 million things, but he deserves credit A) for hiring Mike when he was a coach with a 9-17 record and was at Army, and B) for giving him a contract extension to get on track.

“But I believe Mike had what it took to be a great coach because he was smart. Add to that his work ethic and his ability with people, which you can see right away.

“Like any coach, he needed to get the right breaks. And that first year of recruiting, when he lost all of those kids, had to be so discouraging for him. But again, as I’ve written, I’ve never met anybody who learned from his failures better than Mike Krzyzewski.

“It goes back to West Point. Mike said that at West Point, they set you up to fail, because if you can’t deal with failure on a battlefield, then people die. So they want to find out before you’re on a battlefield how you deal with failure. They want you to find out why people are dying. That’s why they have the beast barracks. That’s why they harass you constantly. That’s why they put you in situations that are virtually impossible to get out of.

“The story that Mike always tells about it is that when you’re a plebe at West Point and an upperclassman addresses you, you have three answers: ‘Yes, sir.’ ‘No, sir,’ and ‘No excuse, sir.’

“As a plebe, he was walking to class one morning with a buddy. They step off a curb, and the guy splashes mud onto Mike’s boots. They go about five more steps and, sure enough, they encounter an upperclassman, who starts screaming at him for having mud on his boots.

“And the only answer he was allowed was, ‘No excuse, sir.’

“He couldn’t say, ‘I shined my boots. My buddy splashed mud. It just happened. I’m late for class.’

“And Mike said, ‘The point is there was no excuse. I either should have been more alert about the mud as we stepped off the curb so I didn’t get splattered or the minute I got splattered, I should have turned around and sprinted back to the barracks and gotten a new pair of shoes or something. But there was no excuse. And you learn in life that ultimately your failures are your failures.’”

A creed he follows to this day.

“You’ve been around him,” Feinstein said to another member of the media. “Have you ever heard him make an excuse after a loss? No. He just doesn’t do it. He gives credit to the other team. He’ll take blame for himself. He doesn’t put down his own players. You’ve never heard him say, ‘It was a good play. We just didn’t execute.’ And he never will.”

While excuses are not acceptable, humor is.

Take the story about Mark Acres, a six-foot-10 kid from Oklahoma, who was one of the top prospects in the country in 1981.

“When Mike made the home visit,” Feinstein related, “he noticed the mother hadn’t said a word.

“‘Mrs. Acres,’ Mike said, ‘is there anything at all you’d like to know about Duke, about our program, about why I think our school would be a great place for your son?’

“And the mother says, ‘No. I don’t really need to ask you anything. The only thing that’s important is that Mark goes some place where he can be close to God.’

“Mike knew at that point the kid wasn’t coming. So he tried to inject some humor; ‘Mrs. Acres, you know if Mark comes to Duke, God will be coaching eight miles down the road in Chapel Hill, so you might want to give us some serious thought.’”

Acres went to Oral Roberts.

“There are times when you just have to laugh,” Feinstein concluded. “Acres was a hell of a player and he really could have helped them.

“We were on the phone after the visit and I asked him how it went with Acres.

“He said, ‘We’re definitely not getting him.’

“‘Why not?’

“And then he told me the story.

“‘If there was any chance at all, it went out the window when I said that.’”

Krzyzewski was frustrated when he was losing recruits, especially in the early days.

“Why don’t they understand that Duke is a better place for them; I’m a better coach for them?” he would ask.

Maybe it didn’t look that way to the outside world.

“They’d had that terrible year when they lost to Maryland. I still remember this. It was 1982 and they played Maryland at home on a Saturday night.

“It was the same day that Carolina played Virginia in one of their classic Ralph Sampson versus James Worthy games in Chapel Hill, and Carolina came from way behind to win.

“Then, at night, I had to cover Maryland at Duke. Maryland won the game 40-36. Duke got 12 points from Vince Taylor and Tom Emma and 10 from Chip Engelland.

“That was it. Three guys scored. I still remember Mike looking directly across at me and just shaking his head. ‘Can you believe this shit?’”

But things were about to get better for the program.

That year, Duke ended up getting Johnny Dawkins, Mark Alarie, David Henderson, Jay Bilas, and Weldon Williams, who was supposed to be a big deal.

Feinstein was pleased about at least one member of this class: “Johnny was huge because they had to beat Notre Dame and Digger for Johnny.

“I remember, that was back in the days where there was no limit on how many times you could see a kid. They must have seen him play every game from his sophomore year.”

Feinstein was no slouch in that department, either.

As he remembers that time, “Bobby Dwyer saw every game. I would go, too, even though I was out of sports. I was covering politics then. But I’d go with Bobby—because I had no social life, of course—to watch Dawkins play a little bit.

“So one night, I walked into wherever they were playing, and I saw Lefty Driesell from Maryland in the lobby. And he’s got Dawkins’s dad backed up against the wall; and he’s talking and waving his arms. Clear as can be: illegal contact.

“So I walk over to where he can see me and I’m like, ‘Lefty, what are you doing?’

“And he comes over to me and says, ‘What’s up, Feinstein? You got a scoop?’

“So, I go, ‘Lefty, that’s an illegal contact. You were talking to Mr. Dawkins.’

“And he said, ‘I didn’t know that. I figured he was just a fan. We were just talking about what a great player Johnny is.’”

And so he proved to be.

The class of 1986 is credited with laying the foundation for Duke’s success, but other teams contributed to the growth of the program.

And early on.

Feinstein thinks, “The 1987 season was as important—if not more so—than the 1986 season. 1986 was a senior year. Amaker was the only starter back in 1987.

“Everybody thought, ‘Okay, Duke had that big run. They had that one big class. They finished 37-3, came up just short in the championship game. And now they’re sliding.’

“Mike kept it together the next year with Amaker, with Ferry starting to come on. Billy King was a junior, although he was starting for just the first time. He had Phil Henderson flunk out of school after the first semester.

“And he kept it together, won 24 games, and had a chance to beat Indiana in the Sweet 16. It was a two-point game with a minute and a half to go. I think Steve Alford made a couple of big-time plays and won the game for them.

“But that team kept it going. And since there was no slippage, there was no going back to the NIT or being mediocre. They finished third in the conference; and I think that was just huge for them.

“Then the next year, they started their Final Four run, where they went to five in a row. That was amazing, especially in this day and age.”

For Duke, the fourth time was a charm.
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