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Introduction


February 9, 1895, Saint Paul, Minnesota. The teams were Hamline University and the Minnesota State School of Agriculture. The game was basketball and it was the first time two college teams squared off on the hardwood. It was history in the making, the start of something that would go on to shape the American athletic world for years to come.


That very first game, reportedly organized by Hamline athletic director Ray Kaighn, was different from the sport we know now. Under the rules set by James Naismith, who invented the sport four years earlier, each team fielded nine players on the court and shot at peach baskets. Minnesota won the game 9–3, not exactly the high-octane, high-energy sport basketball fans have come to know and love.


In those early days of college basketball, most games were scheduled against local YMCA teams, but the game between Hamline and the Minnesota State School of Agriculture marked the first time two collegiate programs had ever faced off. A year later, the University of Iowa and the University of Chicago became the first teams to play with five-man lineups.1


The game has, of course, evolved from there. The peach baskets are gone, the scores are substantially higher, and the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) Tournament, better known as March Madness, has become one of the world’s most exciting sporting events each year. The Tournament is an emotional roller coaster, able to inspire and elate casual and die-hard viewers alike. There have been players and moments, games that took fans’ breath away and seemed to pause time itself, matchups that have cemented themselves in history and, through it all, coaches pacing the sideline and shouting at referees, the spark that makes their teams go.


Every coach brings something to the game. They inspire and frustrate their teams in equal measure, are lauded by fans and jeered by those who are certain they could do a better job. Every single one of their decisions is questioned and highlighted and, more recently, dissected in detail on late-night sports programming and social media. It’s not an easy job—particularly when that job ensures coaches never set a foot on the court or, really, partake in the game at all. But coaches still have as much impact on the game as anyone.


Coaches aren’t taking the final-seconds shots, but they draw up those plays. They aren’t locking in on defense, but they watch hours of film to fine-tune that defensive approach. They study the game and live the game, hold their breath on every buzzer-beater, and scream as loudly as some of the fans when things don’t play out perfectly. Coaches don’t pack their own personal stat sheets, but they help shape the game and, sometimes, have such an impact on the game that their names and successes are synonymous with the sport itself. The ten men featured in this anthology are those types of coaches:


•  John Wooden (University of California, Los Angeles)


•  Phog Allen (University of Kansas)


•  Adolph Rupp (University of Kentucky)


•  Dean Smith (University of North Carolina)


•  Mike Krzyzewski (Duke University and Army West Point)


•  Bobby Knight (Indiana University, Texas Tech, and Army West Point)


•  Jerry Tarkanian (University of Nevada, Las Vegas, and Long Beach State)


•  Jim Boeheim (Syracuse University)


•  Lou Carnesecca (St. John’s University)


•  Jim Calhoun (University of Connecticut)


These ten coaches didn’t just influence the game of college basketball; they changed it, altered the course of it, and made sure that the very first matchup between collegiate teams wasn’t some kind of athletic fluke. They helped bring college basketball to the forefront of the sports world, a game that has occasionally been called madness and deserved the title. These men didn’t all coach at the same time, but there are connections between them, coaching trees and relationships, and, at the very core, a deep-rooted desire to win.


Even in that very first college basketball game, the coaches of those two teams desperately wanted to win. It’s more fun that way. The ten men featured in this anthology went about it differently, each one bringing their own approach and mindset to the hardwood, and their success is unprecedented. They are the best of the best, a marker for other coaches and names even the most casual sports fan is aware of.





1 Courtney Martinez, “The First Intercollegiate Basketball Game Was Played on Feb. 8, 1895,” NCAA (February 2017), https://www.ncaa.com/news/basketball-men/article/2016-02-09/possible-first-intercollegiate-basketball-game-was-played-feb.




CHAPTER ONE


John Wooden


The Wizard of Westwood


“In the end, it’s about the teaching, and what I always loved about coaching was the practices. Not the games, not the tournaments, not the alumni stuff. But teaching the players during practice was what coaching was all about to me.”


—John Wooden


There are great coaches. There are coaches who have won national and conference championships, and mentored some of the most talented players to ever sink a jump shot. There are coaches who have embraced the spotlight and some who have shunned it altogether. And then there is John Wooden.


To say that John Wooden was successful would be a disservice to the word. He was more than that. He was more than the plays he drew up or even the championships he won. Of course, the former UCLA coach won plenty of championships; ten in twelve years, in fact, a mark that still remains one of the most dominant performances by any team in any sport at any time.


Of those ten national championships he won with the UCLA Bruins, seven came in consecutive seasons from 1967 to 1973, and his teams made nine straight Final Four appearances. Wooden also won eighty-eight consecutive games during the 1971, 1972, and 1973 seasons and recorded four perfect records (1964, 1967, 1972, and 1973) as well as eight undefeated conference seasons in the Pac-8. He won just over eighty percent of the games his teams played in over forty years of competition. Wooden was a basketball coach of the highest order. He led his teams to the kind of success that in today’s world of one-and-done stars most coaches can only dream about achieving.


Wooden is college basketball. The John R. Wooden award is presented annually to the most outstanding men’s and women’s college basketball players, and while Wooden hasn’t patrolled a sideline in decades, the weight his name carries remains the same. Wooden’s legacy and his impact on the sport as a whole are undeniable. He is still regarded as the marker that all other coaches measure themselves against. His accolades are touted throughout the season, highlighted every time the UCLA men’s basketball team takes the court because, even after all these years, it’s difficult to disassociate Wooden from the program. Wooden’s legacy, however, does not merely lie in his victories or his winning percentage.


It’s bigger than banners or championship rings or even records that, very likely, will never be broken. Wooden’s impact is on the profession itself, a style of coaching that was bigger than directing players or running drills at practice.


Wooden never considered himself simply a coach. He was a teacher and a leader. To understand that kind of coaching mindset, it’s important to understand where Wooden came from and, especially, whom he learned everything from.


Small-Town Start


The second son of Hugh Joshua and Roxie Anna Wooden, the eventual Hall of Famer was born in Hall, Indiana, on October 14, 1910. The Wooden family welcomed two more sons in the next four years, moving from small town to small town across the state before finally settling in Martinsville, Indiana. The town boasted a population of fewer than 5,000 people. Wooden’s father worked at the local sanitarium to support his family.2


It was in Martinsville that everything changed for Wooden. There he met his future wife Nellie, and he started playing basketball. Wooden thrived on the hardwood, learned the ins and outs of the game, and thrilled at the energy from the crowd. It was never big because Martinsville was never big, but the enthusiasm and the sounds were, according to Wooden, more than “anything he experienced at the college level as a coach.”3


It didn’t take long for Wooden to settle into a leadership role with his high school squad. He was named team captain in 1928 but suffered one of the most crushing blows of his early career when his final-second shot attempt in the Indiana state high school championship missed the hoop. Rival school Muncie went on to win the game 13–12, and Wooden never forgot that moment. It was a feeling he despised and one that helped shape his winning mentality for the next fifty years.


Wooden didn’t like to lose. He detested the feeling, hated the jeers and the disappointment that came when the final buzzer sounded and his team wasn’t on top. Losing didn’t often happen for Wooden; he recorded just one such season as a coach when his Dayton Green Devils, a Dayton, Kentucky, high school team, finished 6–11 in 1932, but even the thought of coming up short in the biggest moment was enough to shake him to his core.


Losing did not make sense to John Wooden. It did, however, make sense to his father.


A Father’s Advice


Hugh Joshua Wooden grew up poor, without indoor plumbing or electricity. He grew up working, taking odd jobs to help his family and, as far as Wooden knew, never complaining once. That was life, and Joshua Wooden was ready and willing to work.


Wooden described his father’s work ethic in 2006, telling The Los Angeles Times: “My dad was a gentle man. I never heard him use a word of profanity. I never heard him say an ill word about anybody else. He tried to teach us the farm, and he read scriptures and poetry to us every night by coal lamp.”4


Joshua Wooden was a simple man. He had simple ideals and believed simple truths, and he was determined to pass them on to his children, including the son who would eventually go on to change the game of basketball.


The story goes like this: When Wooden graduated from eighth grade in 1924, his father handed him a two-dollar bill and a card. On one side of the card, he’d written a poem by Henry Van Dyke, and on the other side of the card, he’d written a list of seven things that, supposedly, had defined his life and would eventually shape Wooden’s entire career, both on and off the court.


The list read:


1.  Be true to yourself.


2.  Help others.


3.  Make each day your masterpiece.


4.  Drink deeply from good books, especially the Bible.


5.  Make friendship a fine art.


6.  Build a shelter against a rainy day.


7.  Pray for guidance, and count and give thanks for your blessings every day.


The moment changed Wooden’s life, and while he never enjoyed losing, his father’s list helped him understand and appreciate the lessons that losing provided. Everything was a challenge. Everything was an opportunity to better himself, the people around him, and, as Wooden rose through the coaching ranks over the course of his life, the players who depended on him every time the whistle blew. Wooden described the moment in his autobiography, My Personal Best: Life Lessons from an All-American Journey: “I turned the little white card over and saw that Dad had also written down the creed he so often shared with my brothers and me: seven simple rules to follow in life,” he wrote. “As I began to read it, he said, ‘Johnny, try and live up to these and you’ll do all right.’”5


The Seven Point Creed was featured in Guideposts, a monthly religious magazine with more than one million readers in 1967. At the time, the list was published as an excerpt under the title “The Creed I Try to Live By.”


It didn’t take long for the message, and Wooden’s father, to become as much a part of the coach’s story as anything else. Wooden discussed the card and the moment hundreds of times throughout his career, referring to it as the “Seven Point Creed.” Joshua Wooden grew into an almost mythical figure, a man wise beyond his years who believed every word he said and wanted to keep his son on the best path. He was a homegrown figure, if not a little old-fashioned, and a reminder of a more optimistic mindset.


“He was a tremendous influence on me, more so than anyone else,” Wooden told The Los Angeles Times.


The Pyramid


The Seven Point Creed took on a life of its own throughout Wooden’s coaching career, documented in published works and articles, and served as the basis for Wooden’s personal philosophy, the Pyramid of Success.


The pyramid, as the name implies, is a set of rules that, if followed, will lead a person to success. It starts off with broad, general ideas for what makes a good person, which include industriousness and enthusiasm, the two cornerstones of the pyramid; as well as friendship, loyalty, and cooperation. A person then works their way up, bolstered by their faith and patience, reaching a different plateau and, along the way, learning different values. The second level of the pyramid includes self-control, alertness, initiative, and intentness, while the third focuses on condition, skill, and team spirit. The fourth adds poise and confidence before an individual reaches the apex and achieves “competitive greatness.”


According to Wooden in his book Wooden on Leadership, competitive greatness was “having a real love for the hard battle knowing it offers the opportunity to be at your best when your best is required…” Wooden believed a true leader must be a vocal, commanding presence who could inspire those around him with only a few words. The test of a leader was their ability to embrace challenges and rise above them while maintaining a focus on the ultimate goal. Wooden didn’t believe leadership automatically led to success, but true leaders persevered through obstacles and continued to put forth their best effort no matter what. That, he believed, would make all the difference.


Wooden’s competitive drive was evident every time he stepped onto the court. It grew out of his childhood and the ideals his father set forth, evolving at Martinsville High School and coaching jobs across the country. He found success by approaching the game differently, highlighting the rule of threes: Wooden’s game was based on playing with a forward, guard, and center, all of them working together to drive, pass, and shoot the ball. He also highlighted conditioning, skill, and teamwork.6


UCLA’s play style was revolutionary at the time of Wooden’s coaching, focused on ball movement and quick passes that kept opposing defenses from settling into any specific scheme. Wooden preached conditioning to his players. He cared about what his players could control, not what they walked into the gym with. Wooden couldn’t make his teams taller, but he could get them to work, and his practices were notorious for running his players ragged.


It was that physicality, however, that led Wooden to trust his players implicitly once they took the court. He couldn’t actually play the game, but Wooden’s up-tempo style of coaching gave his players the chance to make their own decisions. UCLA rarely ran set plays. The Bruins moved too quickly for that and the team’s collective basketball IQ didn’t require it. They knew how to pass, so they knew how to get the ball to the hoop and, more importantly, get it through the hoop.


Wooden’s coaching style with UCLA didn’t undergo many changes during his career, but the Pyramid of Success did not happen overnight, and it saw a handful of changes over the years. It began when he was a student and player at Purdue, while he was studying the pyramids of Giza. Wooden realized that the pyramids needed a strong base and sturdy supporting cornerstones to stand tall. His philosophy included different blocks to represent the ideals he deemed crucial to obtaining success.


Wooden tested several different versions of the pyramid over the years, looking to find the perfect combination of ideals. The only elements that were kept from the original draft were the cornerstones of industriousness and enthusiasm, as well as the use of faith and patience to move up the pyramid. Wooden’s effect on college basketball continued even after his coaching career ended, thanks in large part to his philosophies. He wrote books, toured the country, and spoke publicly about the positive impact of the pyramid.


To this day, other big names in athletics continue to credit Wooden’s philosophy for their own success, including his former player and current ESPN broadcaster Bill Walton, former New York Yankees manager Joe Torre, and the legendary Dick Vitale. The Wooden Effect (#thewoodeneffect) even made its way to Twitter in November 2016 as thousands of people, both in the sports world and out of it, detailed the way the former coach influenced their lives.


Wooden, at his core, wanted to be the best, and part of that determination was born because he wanted to live up to the marker his father set for him. He wanted to make his parents proud. He wanted to make his hometown proud. It worked. He did just that and, even now, continues to be one of the most inspirational names in any sport, at any level. It was also based, at least, partially, on a lie.


A Chance Finding


Paul Putz wasn’t looking for information about John Wooden. A PhD candidate at Baylor University, Putz’s dissertation focuses on the blending of athletics and religion, detailing the cross-section of the two and how, more often than not, the lines between what most would consider vastly different things tend to blur together. He’d heard of Wooden, of course, particularly during his own high school basketball career when his coach would reference stories of the legendary Hall of Famer before games or during practices. It was that familiarity, however, that led Putz to find something he never expected to find.


Putz was flipping through issues of The American Magazine, a publication that, at its height in the 1920s and ’30s, was read by nearly two million people across the country. He was reading what he thought was a run-of-the-mill issue when he came across a January 1931 article titled “Help Yourself to Happiness,” based on an interview with John H. Clarke, a former Supreme Court Justice who resigned from his position in 1922. Originally not thinking much of the story, Putz traced over words and paragraphs, then realized something. The words sounded very familiar. In fact, they were almost identical to John Wooden’s Seven Point Creed, the same mantra Putz’s high school basketball coach had quoted more than once.


Clarke’s advice for happiness was an almost word for word copy of Wooden’s famous creed, with one glaring difference. The list published in The American Magazine was only six points, condensed by writer Merle Crowell, who introduced them as “a few simple rules…that any one of us can follow with profit.” It was a jarring discovery for Putz who, like most sports fans, believed that Wooden’s Seven Point Creed was created and passed on to him by his father, Joshua.


“I considered Wooden sort of a hero of mine,” Putz said. “I was familiar with [the Creed] and then I saw this [article]. And when I looked at it and read it, I noticed right away that it was basically the exact same list that I had learned for John Wooden’s Seven Point Creed.”


Clarke was just one of the many men profiled in The American Magazine over the course of its publication. He was, at the time, a picture of success, the kind of man whom the general populace would look to and seek to emulate. In fact, The American Magazine regularly prided itself on its ability to highlight “traditional nineteenth-century values alongside the more modern precepts of teamwork, cooperation, and open-mindedness.” This was not a periodical that focused on material gain, but rather social and ethical constructs, homespun values that resonated with Middle America and a society that was hoping to find a light at the end of the tunnel during the Great Depression.7


The six-point list inspired by Clarke and detailed by Crowell wasn’t groundbreaking advice. It was simple words and simple thoughts meant for an audience seeking entertainment and guidance when the rest of the world appeared to be falling apart around them. At the time, the United States was facing an unemployment rate of 15.9 percent, the drought in the South continued and, just a few weeks after Clarke’s advice was published, food riots broke out as people desperately tried to keep their families fed.8


Clarke’s advice was easy. It was uplifting. It was hopeful. Work hard and good things will happen. But its existence means that Wooden’s father was not the folk hero he’s grown into over the last few decades. He was, much like the rest of the country, a man who read a magazine and saw a list he agreed with. But the question remains, when did that list become Wooden’s Seven Point Creed, and how did the legend grow into something high school basketball players still learn about to this day?


“It’s all incredibly interesting,” Putz said. “Somewhere along the line, something got translated and copied, and it’s grown into this thing that is only associated with Wooden.”


Parental Control


The first time Wooden spoke about the Seven Point Creed was for a 1956 article in The Los Angeles Times. He was quoted saying that he told his players at UCLA about his father’s advice and “an adopted creed, which I have always carried in my wallet,” and that he used the words to help focus on character and strong life values. At that time, Wooden listed the same six points that appeared in The American Magazine twenty-five years before. He didn’t mention the seventh point, nor did he add “especially the Bible” after the fourth point. Wooden also never mentioned that his father was the one to come up with the life-changing advice.


Joshua Wooden did not write his son’s Seven Point Creed, nor did he come up with the six pieces of advice detailed in a popular periodical. It’s also safe to assume that Joshua Wooden did not, as the story now goes, give his son the advice when he graduated from middle school. The list was published in 1931, while Wooden was enrolled at Purdue University. But it clearly resonated with Joshua, and Putz believes that Wooden kept the card in his wallet throughout his coaching career.


Wooden respected his father. He trusted his father and valued the same values his father did, and widely discussed the impact his father had on his life and his career, but Joshua Wooden was not a great mind nor remotely philosophical. He was a man who wanted to help his son, who read something, believed it, and thought it may be useful. So he copied it. That doesn’t mean, however, that he did it with anything except the best intentions.


“I don’t think there’s anything…devious about what he did, at all,” Putz said. “Wooden would talk about his father often and in other stories, he often talked about the wisdom he received from his father.”


Even if the specifics of the story have grown hazy over the years, Wooden’s father wasn’t doing anything out of the ordinary for a man of his time. Clarke’s list was meant to be seen and meant to influence. It was, in all likelihood, even meant to be copied, the advice applied practically to everyday life in an America that was desperately looking for something to believe in. Joshua Wooden believed in the list and, as of 1956, so did John Wooden. There was nothing backhanded about any of it, but at some point, Clarke’s list became Wooden’s Seven Point Creed, and the legendary coach’s story started changing a bit.


Getting the Details Right


Wooden’s depiction of his father began to change around 1966 when the creed was discussed in an article for the book Courage to Conquer: America’s Athletes Speak Their Faith. That book didn’t reach a large audience, and the crossover between those readers and people who may have seen Clarke’s list in The American Magazine were few and far between, but there was certainly an interest regarding Wooden’s father and the advice he passed on. The coach spoke about his father with pride, referred to him in his autobiography and, in 1968, a revised version of the creed was syndicated and sent to newspapers across the United States as part of a “Lenten Guideposts” series. Wooden’s Seven Point Creed had suddenly reached a national audience, and it wasn’t the same set of rules he’d detailed in The Los Angeles Times. This version included the story that Wooden received the list from his father when he graduated middle school, and that Joshua had come up with the ideals himself, naming it “Seven Things to Do.” The revised creed also added the seventh point, which included a focus on religion that Judge Clarke did not allude to in The American Magazine.


It was after that publication that Wooden’s mythos started to take off, and, again, the state of the country at the time may have played a large part in the public’s initial response. The United States was at war in 1968, fighting in Vietnam while protests raged across college campuses and cities. At the same time, the Civil Rights Movement was in full swing, with students speaking out against racism, sexual and societal traditions, and most authority figures. Whether it was intentional or not, Wooden, in the midst of his legendary national championship run, became a symbol of Middle America, a success story borne from the purest of ideals. People began to flock to that.


“I think there is something about him that people connect to,” Putz said. “I think, sort of the cult surrounding Wooden since he retired, is driven by this deeply held belief in the mythology. They’re the kids of small-town America. The idea that anyone can be successful in life if they practice and follow these basic, common rules for life.”


Wooden’s homespun wisdom, and the ideal of his father as an everyman who worked as hard as he could and did his best to provide for his children, grew throughout the late ’60s and even into the early ’70s. Putz suggests that it was likely a direct response to the culture and climate of the era, an homage to simpler times, in the same way that Clarke’s original list was in the 1930s. But it also may not have been Wooden’s idea to spin the narrative in that direction.


“The idea that this all originated from the common man, folky Midwesterner, that really gets played up in the ’60s,” Putz said. “That might have been the Guideposts editors who thought it would resonate with Middle Americans who were pining for the nostalgia and simpler times.”


Putz adds that despite the nostalgia associated with him, the legend of Wooden always begins with his coaching tenure. At the time when the creed was published in 1968, Wooden was winning basketball games, garnering headlines, and sparking an interest in college basketball that had never been seen before. He was a celebrity in his own right, a name that people knew whether they understood or were even interested in the game. Wooden won in a way that may never be duplicated, but after he walked away from the game, it was his belief system that was most inspiring to people. No one was ever going to be a coach like Wooden, but, maybe, if they followed his rules for life—the Seven Point Creed or the Pyramid of Success—they’d be able to find success in their own field. That’s the draw of Wooden today. It’s why so many people still regard him as one of the most prominent names in any field, at any level, and why he continues to be discussed even years after he left UCLA. He’s a goal as much as a person, a standard by which to measure oneself and one’s own work ethic.


Wooden’s success has always been marketable, first when he was a coach and filling seats at basketball games, but then in print. There have been dozens of stories and books detailing every aspect of his life. That, of course, includes the creed and the ever-growing legacy of Joshua Wooden. The facts have changed, but the message has mostly stayed the same, and it’s a message that resonates just as strongly now as it did in the Great Depression and the 1960s.


Keeping the Legacy Alive


Pat Williams wrote a book about Wooden in 2011, Coach Wooden: The 7 Principles That Shaped His Life and Will Change Yours, and in it he asked some of the coach’s former players what they


remembered most about the Seven Point Creed. Most of them didn’t remember the specifics. They said they didn’t speak much about it while they were playing, and while Wooden’s advice was certainly important throughout their lives, those seven bullet points didn’t have any seriously lasting impact on the way they presented themselves to the rest of the world. The same can’t be said, however, for the hundreds of thousands of people who still revere Wooden.


The basketball world regards him as one of the best to ever play or coach, but there’s also a group, one that Putz refers to as “the cult of Wooden,” who view his messages off the court as even more important. They aren’t athletes. They’re businessmen and associates, professionals, and the furthest thing from Middle America as anyone could imagine. It’s almost ironic, after the transition the creed went through, but the message first published for Middle America in The American Magazine still rings true for these career-oriented people nearly eighty years later.


“The people who love Wooden now, they’re extremely successful and clearly in tune with modern capitalism,” Putz said. “They also, I think, find in Wooden a way to justify their own success or connect their success in modern life with the values they lived with as kids. It’s an essence of America they imagine themselves to be connected to.”


Wooden’s impact on the American culture, not just basketball, is obvious. He believed in things and helped spark that same belief in generations, even after his retirement and death. Wooden’s old-fashioned convictions are comforting. They’re a reminder of a simpler time and an easy way of life, the certainty that hard work leads to positive outcomes simply because that’s the way the universe should respond.


But Wooden was more than that. His success on the basketball court cannot be overstated. Wooden won more awards and more honors than there is room for in any book. He was enshrined in nearly a dozen different Halls of Fame at a variety of levels and, in 2006, on his ninety-sixth birthday, a post office in Reseda, California, was renamed the Coach John Wooden Post Office. That is the kind of influence he had. His impact on the game and the names we now consider legendary is apparent every time a new college basketball season starts. Kareem Abdul-Jabbar’s legacy began at UCLA, working with Wooden and forming a relationship he chronicled in his book Coach Wooden and Me: Our 50-Year Friendship On and Off the Court. Bill Walton, now known for his enthusiastic commentary during college basketball season, also played under Wooden before being selected first overall in the 1974 NBA Draft. Meanwhile, Walton’s son, Luke, is now the head coach of the Los Angeles Lakers.


Wooden’s legacy is apparent on other NBA teams as well, including the Golden State Warriors. Bob Meyers, the Warriors’ general manager, played at UCLA in the late ’90s, long after Wooden coached, but said he was still inspired by the coach. He told CBS Sports his favorite Wooden quote has resonated with him throughout Golden State’s run, saying, “‘It’s amazing what you can accomplish when no one cares who gets the credit.’ And I think that epitomizes our group.”9


When Wooden passed away in 2010, many of his former players were unable to bring themselves to speak publicly, too overcome with emotion at the loss of a man who helped shape their lives on and off the court. He instructed his players on how to carry themselves long after the game ended, and while some couldn’t quote the Seven Point Creed or the Pyramid of Success, the memories of those lessons lingered decades after they were first spoken.


“He rarely talked about basketball, but generally about life,” Walton said in a release from UCLA after Wooden’s death. “He never talked about strategy, statistics, or plays, but rather about people and character. Coach Wooden never tired of telling us that once you become a good person, then you have a chance of becoming a good basketball player.”10


Wooden’s nostalgic way of looking at the world may not be entirely accurate, and his father’s advice may not have been much more than a magazine clipping. Joshua Wooden was only a father trying to do his best, the card may or may not have stayed in Wooden’s wallet for his entire coaching career, and the reasons why any of it changed may never be truly known or understood. It really doesn’t matter. Wooden’s victories and his approach to the world as a whole are what have stood the test of time.


Wooden never wanted his career to be just about basketball, and it’s not. It’s about work and responsibility and, at its core, being good. The values are still there, just as relevant as ever no matter the journey they took to get to this point. Should that journey change the way we look at Wooden? Maybe. Maybe not. This was a man who inspired players and fans alike, whose philosophies are still driving trends on social media, and no matter what, those national championship banners at UCLA are going to remain a marker of the lasting influence Wooden will have.


It was never about wins or losses, but they’re still pretty darn impressive.


[image: Image]


Breaking Down the Pyramid


The story behind Wooden’s Seven Point Creed has become a convoluted one over the years, but the origins of his Pyramid of Success have been well-documented since he first started detailing its specifics. Wooden initially toyed with the idea of the pyramid while he was still playing college basketball at Purdue University. The then-teenaged Wooden had watched his parents work as hard as possible to take care of their family, taking odd jobs and putting their, quite literal, blood, sweat, and tears into the work. It was a mindset that influenced Wooden throughout his own career, and one that he realized required a certain personal fortitude.


Wooden’s pyramid went through a handful of revisions throughout his years in college and even through his early coaching positions, but the general idea of it was always the same. Work hard, respect others, and then, for good measure, work a little harder again. The pyramid itself isn’t easy to ascend. It begins with vague ideas about what makes a person good and the sort of ideals that help a person find happiness, generic beliefs that range from loyalty to friendship and cooperation. Wooden was always focused on individual success, but he was a coach and he understood better than anyone the importance of teamwork and understanding. The first level of the pyramid shows that. No one is an island and, according to Wooden, finding and building those bonds with whatever type of team may be around you is crucial to jumpstarting any sort of victory.


After understanding the first five blocks of the pyramid, an individual was able to move to the next level, buoyed by the use of faith and patience. Wooden honored those values, perhaps, more than anything else, and frequently spoke about his own belief system throughout the course of his career.


The use of faith and a belief in a power bigger than the self was critical in achieving any kind of success in Wooden’s eyes. His pyramid never required a specific religion or a specific god, but understanding that there was more to the world than simply physical achievements remained at the crux of Wooden’s teachings.


He was a devout Christian, reportedly read the Bible daily, and frequently said he hoped his faith helped inspired others. Wooden even went so far as to say in Wooden: A Lifetime of Observations and Reflections On and Off the Court that if he were to ever face religious persecution, he hoped there was simply “enough evidence to convict” him. Wooden also said that despite the numerous honors he racked up throughout his career, being named “Outstanding Basketball Coach of the US” in 1969 by the Christian Church in America was the most important.11


Each level of the pyramid continued to focus on different aspects of a person’s self-worth, relying on the ever-growing faith and patience to hone each skill. It’s interesting to point out, however, that things like skill and confidence don’t appear on the pyramid until the upper levels. Natural skill wasn’t important to Wooden. He appreciated it, of course, loved when a player could sink a basket with ease or settle into a defensive scheme without much prompting from the sidelines, but it wasn’t the key to success. Wooden’s pyramid, instead, focused on hard work and a determination to be better every single day.


“If you make the effort to do the best of which you’re capable, try to improve the situation that exists for you, I think that’s success,” Wooden said during a 2009 TED Talk.


The apex of Wooden’s pyramid is competitive greatness, an ideal that at first glance is more than a little confusing because none of Wooden’s pyramid is explicitly about winning. This is not a basketball play. It’s not the blueprint for a buzzer-beater shot. It’s far bigger than that. Wooden defined competitive greatness as “be at your best when your best is needed. Enjoyment of a difficult challenge.”


Wooden didn’t care if anyone won, whether it was at basketball or a job promotion or getting through dinner without setting the smoke alarm off. He wanted to win, that much is obvious in his basketball career, but if Wooden had never won the championships, never hung the banners or been enshrined in the Naismith Memorial Basketball Hall of Fame, he still would have been content with his career as long as one thing was true—he tried. Competitive greatness does not require a 100 percent win rate. That’s unreasonable. It does require an attempt. You’ve got to turn the oven on to make the dinner, or lace up your sneakers and, at least, stand on the basketball court. There has to be a goal and it has to be worked for. If there’s an attempt—a real, honest attempt and a work ethic—then, as far as Wooden was concerned, the person was successful.12


The Pyramid of Success is far from perfect. It’s not an exact set of rules for every person in every situation, but the message behind it has resonated with generations long after Wooden walked away from college basketball in 1975. This is his legacy.


“My players will tell you that I never mentioned winning,” Wooden said in 2009. “I just wanted them to be able to hold their head up after a game. That’s what really matters.”


Wooden coached college basketball for twenty-nine years. He spent twenty-seven of those years at UCLA. He died in 2010. But Wooden’s approach to life and his determination, even obsession, with being the best version of himself no matter the circumstances continues to be the driving force behind his reputation. He toured the country long after he stopped coaching, discussing the levels of the pyramid and the meaning behind each one. Wooden inspired the people who listened to him and continues to do the same for the people who learn about him and the pyramid, as hopeful as ever that hard work will lead to greatness.
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Wooden’s Best Games


The First Championship


When UCLA hired John Wooden in 1948, the idea of a national title run was almost laughable. The players, pieces, and culture for that kind of success simply didn’t exist. Wooden, naturally, balked at that idea. It took some time, but the Bruins captured a national championship in the 1963–64 season, defeating Duke in historic fashion.


It was UCLA’s first title appearance and the squad’s recently acquired fast-paced approach to the game that helped notch a 98–83 victory over the Blue Devils. The Bruins had to play quickly—they didn’t boast a single player over six foot five.


Some of the names from UCLA’s first championship roster still hold weight in the college basketball world and, interestingly enough, the business world. Jack Hirsch, who only agreed to attend UCLA if his father quit smoking, left basketball after graduating, joining both of his family’s businesses: bowling alleys and pornography. Buzzy Harrison walked away from the game despite a fantastic jump shot and became a doctor twice over, earning degrees in divinity and medicine. Walt Hazzard was the top pick in the 1964 NBA Draft, and while he never became a star at the pro level, he never left the game either and returned to coach at UCLA in 1984. Keith Erickson, whom Wooden regarded as one of the best athletes he ever coached, went to the 1964 Olympics as a volleyball player before competing in the NBA for a decade.13


The Last Championship


The cliché is a cliché for a reason—save the best for last. Wooden won his tenth and final championship in 1975, leading UCLA to a victory over Kentucky, but it was the game before, a dramatic OT showing against Louisville, that brought more drama than any screenwriter in Los Angeles could dream of.


Louisville star Terry Howard hadn’t missed a free throw in his twenty-eight attempts all season, but with a 74–73 lead over the Bruins and twenty seconds left in OT, his attempt rang off the front end of the hoop. It was the loudest sound in the arena, at least until UCLA hauled in the rebound, got the ball across half-court, and called timeout with thirteen seconds left on the clock.


Wooden drew up the play. His players believed it would win them the game. Andre McCarter caught the inbound, passed it to Marques Johnson who, in turn, saw Richard Washington cutting toward the block. He passed the ball and an entire arena held its breath. Washington turned, hit the eight-foot jumper, and gave the Bruins a lead they’d never surrender, keeping the season alive and adding one more notch on Wooden’s ever-growing legacy.


Wooden captured his tenth national title two days later on March 31, 1975, but the emotions from the Final Four and the legendary coach’s announcement that he was retiring afterward set the win over Louisville apart from all the others. It was special. It was the end. And it was just as sweet as it had always been.14





2 “The Journey,” John Wooden, Accessed November 2018, http://www.coachwooden.com/the-journey.


3 “The Journey.”


4 Sam Farmer, “It’s No Surprise Where the Legendary UCLA Coach Picked Up His Wholesome Values,” Los Angeles Times, (June 2006), http://articles.latimes.com/2006/jun/18/sports/sp-wooden18.
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