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To Skeeter Francis, who saw it all—and then some.


Foreword

When one thinks of Wake Forest basketball it is quite easy to conjure up names such as Murray Greason, Bones McKinney, Len Chappell, “Muggsy” Bogues, and Tim Duncan. Around Winston-Salem and the state of North Carolina, the name of Dan Collins is synonymous with Wake Forest basketball.

Since coming to Wake Forest I have come to know of the abiding love Demon Deacons have for their basketball. Graduates of “Old Wake Forest” in Wake County are united in this love with more recent graduates of the picturesque newer campus in Winston-Salem. It is also amazing how many die-hard Wake fans are not graduates, but simply those who appreciate the unique combination found at Wake of strong academics and winning basketball. This marriage of high graduation rates and basketball victories has made the legions of Wake Forest fans justly proud of their school and their team.

I have come to know Dan very well in the three years I have been at Wake Forest. Dan has always proven to be conscientious and professional. Born and raised in ACC basketball country, Dan’s love for the game and appreciation for its history is readily apparent in his writing. Dan also has shown an amazing talent for finding the story “behind” the story.

In the pages of this book Dan Collins brings the rich tradition and love of Wake Forest basketball to life. Dan reveals a history that sees Wake Forest play the first college game in North Carolina. From colorful coaches to championship teams, Dan weaves a tale rich with color and tradition. Demon Deacon fans will love this tribute to Wake Forest basketball as much as they love the university and her team.

—Skip Prosser
Wake Forest Basketball Head Coach
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Prologue

The Newark Airport, gritty and gray as I remembered it from my last time through, some years ago, is practically deserted early Saturday afternoon. As I subject myself to security, slipping off my belt and shoes, digging the coins and keys from my pocket, a sudden realization as warm and healing as a Carolina morning in April all but bowls me over.

“Last time I’ll be doing this ’til football season,” I mention to the visibly bored man passing my belongings beneath the scanner. “I’m heading home.”

For five and half months I followed the bouncing ball, until the ball I was following stopped bouncing around midnight two nights before at the Continental Airlines Arena, about 15 miles north via the New Jersey Turnpike. The headlong pursuit in four-minute media timeout increments ended when the Wake Forest Deacons, the college basketball team I’ve covered now for a dozen years for the hometown newspaper, the Winston-Salem Journal, lost to St. Joseph’s 84-80 in the semifinals of the East Rutherford Regional.

“Wake Forest’s season reached a bitter end at the Sweet 16” I dashed off in the 30 minutes allotted before crushing deadline considerations required my story be in the hands of my editors 500 miles south.

“We had a great team this year,” the Deacons’ freshmen sensation Chris Paul said. “A lot of people talk about us being good next year, but we thought we could make a run deep in the tournament this year.

“So it’s tough to know that the season’s over.”

Paul and his teammates had dreamed of a trip the next weekend to San Antonio and the Final Four, and I had hoped to be along. San Antonio, as I found at the Final Four of 1998, is a great town. Austin, only an hour away, is even better, my favorite town of all not located in North Carolina. Even more compelling, though, was the story I was writing of a young team that grew up right before my eyes over a forced march through the ACC season into the NCAA Tournament.

The Deacons, seeded fourth after finishing the regular season with a 19-9 record, met the NCAA Tournament’s expectations by being one of the final 16 teams still in the hunt for a national crown. Their own sights had been set higher, however, and they fought hard to keep alive their dream of being the first Wake Forest team to reach the Final Four since 1962.

Scoring 12 points in the last 1:14 of their season, they sliced all but two points off an eight-point St. Joseph’s lead. After Justin Gray’s driving basket with 12 seconds left closed the gap to 82-80 they trapped Jameer Nelson, the Hawks’ All-America guard, in the corner, clawing desperately at the ball.

But Nelson managed to heave the ball ahead to Delonte West, his backcourt running mate and West, an 88-percent free throw shooter, dropped in both of his fouls shots with just 6.4 seconds remaining.

So St. Joseph’s sent Wake Forest home, with an admonition for any team that happens to end up across an NCAA Tournament bracket from the Deacons in seasons to come. Even after the decision of freshman Todd Hendley to transfer to UNC Wilmington, 11 of the 12 players on scholarship were eligible to return for the 2004-05 season. Paul, who was everything he was expected to be as a freshman, and more, appeared to be just the player to lead the Deacons to the Promised Land.

“Anybody that doesn’t think that team is going to contend for the national championship as long as Chris Paul is in school, you’ve lost your mind,” was the unsolicited opinion of Phil Martelli, St. Joseph’s city-wise coach. “That team will be right in the mix next year and the year after, as long as that kid stays in school.”

Coach Skip Prosser of the Deacons bore up under the disappointment as best he could. Prosser, as those who know him best will attest, takes losing hard.

Sitting on the podium, addressing the media still hanging around for the latest of the late games, he was able to look past the disappointment of the moment into a bright future.

“We’re trying to do something at Wake Forest,” Prosser said. “As Churchill would say, it’s not the end; the end is just the beginning. In terms of scholarship players, we have all these kids back.

“We’re just looking forward to getting to the point where we have a hard-core veteran leadership-type group, and we’re getting there.”

As I look up from my laptop, 38 hours later, I notice that Gate 37 of the Newark Airport has gotten busier. An agent picks up a microphone to announce that Flight 1203 to Charlotte International is getting ready to board.

I’m heading home.

—Dan Collins


Chapter 1

The Pre-ACC Years

In the Beginning

A man from Indiana named Everett Case was credited for bringing big-time basketball to North Carolina when he was hired to coach at N.C. State in the halcyon days just after World War II.

There was another man from Indiana, however, who actually brought the game itself to Wake Forest four decades earlier.

Richard Crozier, born in Evansville, migrated south to Wake County, North Carolina in the spring of 1904 to coach the Wake Forest baseball team. A year later, having been named director of the campus gymnasium, Crozier introduced basketball to the student body. A year after that, in 1906, he held tryouts for Wake Forest’s first intercollegiate team.

The game was in its infancy, having been invented only 15 years earlier by James Naismith at what today is called Springfield College in Springfield, Massachusetts.

The seven players chosen for Wake Forest’s first team were V.F. (Vanderbilt) Crouch, team captain, O.W. (Oscar) Ward, Kyle Elliott, T.H. Beverly, Earl Gore, B.F. Keith and J.B. (James) Turner. Crouch and Ward were listed as forwards, Elliott, at a towering 6-5, was the center, and Beverly and Gore started in the backcourt. Keith and Turner were reserves.

In an interview with Tom Bost printed by the Raleigh News and Observer on March 2, 1952, Crozier explained that the game of basketball was still a few decades away from the slam dunks, drop steps and cross-over dribbles of today.

“Basketball in those days was a very rough and strenuous game,” Crozier said. “Few fouls were called, 10 or 12 being about the average called on one team the whole game. Close guarding was allowed and you had to pass or shoot at the goal very quickly, else the guard was all over you tussling for possession of the ball. That made the defense more effective, and incidentally cut down scoring—goals were just harder to get. If the same style of defense was allowed today, I believe it would cut down the scoring quite a lot. However, I would say that while there was not more scoring in the old game, believe me when I say, there was plenty of action.”

Crozier’s team specialized in the passing game and the fast break. Drawing on his earlier experiences, he taught the baseball pass.

“Every man on the squad could rifle the ball full length of the floor with the same accuracy that a catcher in baseball throws to second base,” Crozier said. “My theory was ‘Why make a half-dozen or more passes to get the ball down the floor when two or three would do the work and quicker?”’

Crozier apparently knew his stuff. In 12 seasons as Wake Forest’s head coach, his teams won 95 games and lost 46 and never suffered a losing season.

Shrouded in Time

It has been firmly established that Wake Forest first played intercollegiate basketball in 1906. It has been established that the first team, known quite appropriately as the Baptists, won three games and lost three. And it has also been established that the Baptists played the first game of intercollegiate basketball ever in the state of North Carolina.
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The Baptists of 1906, Wake Forest’s first basketball team. (Courtesy of Wake Forest Media Relations)

But lost in the fog of time are who exactly the Deacons played the first game against, and whether they won or lost.

Certain historical accounts recorded that Wake Forest played the first game against Guilford on February 6, 1906 on the first leg of a four-game road trip against the Quakers, the Charlotte YMCA, the Spartanburg YMCA and Wofford College. If so, then the Baptists lost their first game to the Quakers by a score of 26-19.

But Crozier remembered it differently. In a letter to Marvin “Skeeter” Francis, Wake Forest’s sports information director, Crozier wrote that the Baptists actually played their first game against Trinity, a school now known as Duke.

Crozier’s letter, dated June 18, 1961, was written from his home in Greenville, South Carolina.

“I introduced basketball at Wake Forest in 1906,” Crozier wrote. “We played the first intercollegiate game ever to be played in North Carolina against Trinity.”

If Crozier’s memory served him well, the Baptists won their first game, beating Trinity 15-5 in Wake Forest’s only home game of the season. They swept the series against Trinity, winning 24-10 in Durham.

The best evidence that Crozier’s recollection was off comes from the Wake Forest Weekly, the campus newspaper, which reported that the Baptists played at Trinity on March 2, and at home against Trinity on March 14. But to further shroud the issue, the Wake Forest Weekly referred to the game at Trinity as the second intercollegiate game played in the state of North Carolina.

If Wake Forest made a four-game road trip earlier, then the Baptists would have presumably played two previous games in North Carolina, at Guilford and at Charlotte. That is, unless they played the Charlotte YMCA in a tournament held in the state of South Carolina.

What seems clear is that the game made an immediate splash at Wake Forest, as the account from the Wake Forest Weekly of the Baptists’ 15-5 victory over Trinity revealed.

“In a hotly contested game Wake Forest again defeated Trinity,” the author wrote. “The game was pulled off in the gymnasium at Wake Forest, and was seen by a large crowd of spectators, who were kept at the highest pitch of excitement by playing on both sides.”

Something to Brag About

From the earliest days college hoops were played in North Carolina, Wake Forest took immense pride in its basketball team. The 1907 squad, the second the college ever fielded, established early bragging rights with 4-0 record. The Baptists outscored their opponents that season 110-24, and held two opponents without a field goal.

One of the victims, it should be noted, was a high school team from Littleton. The older, more physically mature college athletes drubbed the school kids 53-6. But hey, competition was hard to find in those days.

The 1906 edition of The Howler, the Wake Forest yearbook, supplied no written account of the school’s first basketball team, but did provide a picture of Crozier and his team, which won three games and lost three.

By 1907, however, the sport had become enough of a buzz on campus that The Howler waxed poetic over the masterwork of its basketball team.

“This year marks the closing of our second season of intercollegiate basket-ball,” began the text. “To say that we had a good team is putting it mildly; to say that we had the best team in the state is more nearly the truth, though that is perhaps not enough.

“From a good team last year, the first put out by Wake Forest, we have developed an aggregation that is easily the best team in the state.”

The nucleus of the team was four returnees from the year before, captain Vanderbilt Couch, center Kyle Elliott (a 6-5 giant who towered over his times), and guards T.H. Beverly and James Turner. It should come as no surprise that Couch, Beverly and Turner also played baseball at Wake Forest, given that Crozier also coached the Baptist nine.

Beverly, the text reveals, was the first swingman to play for Wake Forest, the forerunner to the likes of Marc Blucas, Josh Howard and Trent Strickland.

“Beverly alternated between forward and guard,” The Howler proclaimed, “doing fine work in both places.”

The passage ended with an example of early 20th Century trash-talking.

“Mr. Crozier has made an enviable reputation as a coach,” The Howler proclaimed. “He issued a challenge to any team in the South, which none of them saw fit to accept, however.”

“Basketball is Our Game”

When Skip Prosser became head coach at Wake Forest before the 2001-02 season, he immediately began a campaign to liven the atmosphere at the Deacons’ home games.

“I was told before I took this job,” Prosser said many times, “that Wake Forest is not a hard place to play.”

Though he wouldn’t be expected to know it, Prosser was only attempting to rekindle the passion and excitement that has surrounded Wake Forest basketball since the earliest days.

From 1896 through 1907, Wake Forest did not field a football team.

In March of 1907, a reporter for the student newspaper, the Wake Forest Student, wrote, “Basketball is our game—our substitute for football.”

Two years later, after the Baptists finished 6-1, a student didn’t even attempt to mask his enthusiasm.

“First the team is invincible,” read a letter to the newspaper. “We have never lost a game on our floor and this year’s team is better than any we fans boast in the history over basket-ball at Wake Forest.”

By 1910, The Howler described the hoops fever that inflicted the school.

“No department of college athletics receives more hearty support at WF than basketball,” proclaimed the yearbook. “The gymnasium is crowded at every game, with plenty of enthusiasm on the side line and a winning team on the floor.”

By 1913, according to the Raleigh News and Observer, the sport was such a sensation that a home game against Emory and Henry drew 500 spectators.

Nine Years in Decline

By the time Wall Street crashed in 1929, Wake Forest was already one year into an equally sudden, if not as universally calamitous and devastating, decline in fortunes that would sink the once-proud basketball program into a deep nine-year depression.

The Deacons of 1927, under first-year coach James Baldwin, won 22 and lost only three while sporting an 11-1 record against in-state rivals. They won two games against rival N.C. State, including a 20-18 victory witnessed by the largest crowd ever assembled to date at the Wake Forest gymnasium.

A high-powered offensive juggernaut, they featured the top three scorers in the state of North Carolina. Al Dowtin scored 271 points, Ralph James scored 240 and Fred “Cowboy” Emmerson scored 187.

“The big thing on offense was fake, dribble and shoot,” James recalled. “But the game was defense. You were permitted to play strong defense and the players who went for the basket were considered on their own.”

The 1928 season began well enough, when Wake Forest beat the Raleigh YMCA 45-29. Then back-to-back losses to the Red Terrors of N.C. State triggered an eight-game losing streak that sent the Deacons spiraling to a 6-14 record.

Not until 1937 did Wake Forest manage another winning season. During those nine years of destitution, the Deacons were coached by five different men, Baldwin, Pat Miller, R.S. Hayes, Emmerson and Murray Greason. They won 50 games and lost 92.

Three developments pulled the Deacons from the doldrums.

In 1934 Wake Forest hired Greason, who, despite three losing seasons, proved to be as adept a coach as he was a star athlete a decade earlier.

Construction of Gore Gym began in 1933 and the facility, named for alumnus and benefactor Claude Gore, opened in the spring of 1935. With a capacity of 2,200, it was considered a showplace for its time.

And in 1936 Wake Forest joined the Southern Conference.

Thus there was great excitement in the air when the 1937 Deacons roared out to a 6-1 start, weathered back-to-back losses to N.C. State and George Washington and won five of their last six to finish 15-6.

At Wake Forest, it could be said that happy days were clearly here again. The Deacons, after slipping to 7-12 in 1938, won the Southern Conference regular-season championships in 1939 and finished 18-6 overall.

“It Was Wild”

To know what Gore Gym was like, you really had to be there. And from the time Gore opened during the spring of 1935 until Wake Forest moved to Winston-Salem in the summer of 1956, few people were there more often than Murray Greason, Jr.

“It was a wonderful place,” Greason said.

Gore Gym was one year old when Greason was born not many miles away. Greason’s father, Murray Greason, had been head basketball coach at Wake Forest for two seasons.

So the setting of Greason’s childhood was, for the most part, Wake Forest’s 2,200-seat basketball arena.

“It was wild,” Greason Jr. said of Gore. “You take the wildest thing you could see when everybody is revved up at Joel Coliseum, and you compress it into this little box.

“There was always a contest between the volunteer fire chief and people who wanted to get in there, because there was a limit that they tried to enforce. But I am satisfied that on a number of occasions that limit got violated.”

Gore Gym was indeed a gym. The Deacons practiced there, so there were no permanent seats. Bleachers were hauled in from the football stadium for home games.

The court measured only 90 feet end to end, instead of the standard 94 feet. The benches were along the baseline, and visiting players invariably found themselves sitting directly in front of members of the Wake Forest football team.

“There were about six risers of bleachers and the football team would customarily get there early enough to sit right behind the benches and harass them,” Greason, Jr. said. “There were stories about guys having the hair on their legs pulled when they were trying to take the ball out of bounds.”

Jackie Murdock, a star guard from 1955 through 1957, recalled having to stand between the legs of his English professor, Dr. Ed Wilson, to throw the ball inbounds. The faculty customarily sat on the front row.

“I said, if we win this game, I won’t be in class tomorrow,” Murdock said. “And all the faculty laughed at him.

“The next morning he came into class, and the first thing he did was look over there and see if I was there.

“I was there.”

Fans passed through a lobby on their way into the arena. On each side were offices of Wake Forest coaches and athletic officials.

“When the games were there, they’d throw up a table and had that popcorn machine going full blast,” Francis recalled. “So many people who were there would talk about how the odor of the popcorn drifted through the gym.”

Then there were nights when the smell of popcorn mingled with that of gunpowder.

“At one time when I was little, they signaled the end of the half and the end of the game by shooting off a starter’s pistol borrowed from the track team,” Greason, Jr. said. “And the smoke from that thing would then kind of permeate the atmosphere, and you would smell gunpowder for a minute or two.”

Wake Forest’s First Superstar

The biggest man on the Wake Forest campus in the 1930s stood 5-11, was president of the student body, married a professor’s daughter and, because he had not received a scholarship, worked his way through school by waiting tables.

Incidentally, he also played forward for the Wake Forest basketball team, and played it well enough to lead the Southern Conference in scoring three straight years.

There was always more to Jim Waller than met the eye.

Harry Rabenhorst, an early football star and member of the Wake Forest Hall of Fame, was dispatched to Nashville, Tennessee in the mid-30s to watch Waller play high school basketball. Judging Waller to be too short for the college game, Rabenhorst recommended that Wake Forest not recruit him.

Undaunted, Waller enrolled at Wake Forest anyway and set about becoming the school’s first real basketball superstar.

Though a half-foot shorter than many of his defenders, the left-handed Waller had an uncanny ability to get his trick hook shot off in traffic. Years later he explained his technique to a reporter for the Winston-Salem Journal.

“I’d set up three feet away, with the basket to my left,” Waller said. “I’d get the ball, fake right, get the defensive man on my hip and then roll across the lane and hook.”

His wife, Jan, said Waller was also an early master of working the officials.

“He had a way of moving his hips to foul people,” she recalled. “Then he would hold up his hands to show he hadn’t done anything.”

Bones McKinney, later head coach at Wake Forest, confirmed Waller’s ability to get the calls.

“Waller was the first man in this area to draw fouls with the pull-up shot,” McKinney said, describing a two-handed underhand sweep. “He’d just bring his arms up until he hit the defensive man’s arms.”

Waller admitted his tactics were not always popular with opponents.

“The other teams’ coaches always tried to get me called for charging,” Waller said.

The Deacons, after struggling in the early 1930s, developed into a Southern Conference power once Waller arrived. They finished 15-6 in 1937, Waller’s sophomore year, slumped to 7-12 in 1938, and then won the Southern Conference regular-season title with a 15-3 conference record in 1939.

Wake Forest, 18-6 overall, was upset by Clemson in the first round of the Southern Conference Tournament played at Raleigh Auditorium. The Deacons were unexpectedly invited anyway to play in the first NCAA Tournament, losing to Ohio State 64-52 in Waller’s final game.

College basketball underwent radical rule changes during Waller’s career, eliminating the center jump after each basket and changing from a leather basketball to one made of rubber. Waller said his game suffered with the change of equipment.

“The leather ball was deader,” he said. “When you laid it up, it would roll around the rim and drop in. The new ball bounced off quicker.”

Waller graduated from law school at Wake Forest and became police chief in Winston-Salem in 1950, six years before his alma mater relocated there. In 1962, after the Deacons beat Villanova in the regional final in College Park, Maryland, to reach the Final Four for the first time in history, a throng of fans met the team at Smith Reynolds Airport in Winston-Salem and caravanned back to campus.

Leading the escort was Jim Waller, the chief of police. Waller died in 1969 of cancer, at age 51.

The First Big Dance

There are ACC teams with better and more glorified records in NCAA Tournament play than Wake Forest.

The Deacons, however, can always say they were there first.

The season was 1939, a decade and a half before the inception of the ACC. It was many seasons before the term March Madness was coined, but by the second week of March in northern Wake County the Deacons were simply mad.

Seeded first in the Southern Conference Tournament with a 15-3 regular-season record, the Deacons were upended by Clemson 30-28 in the first round. Among the 3,941 on hand at Raleigh Auditorium for the upset was Ned Irish, who had arrived poised to invite the Deacons to a national tournament he had originated the season before called the National Invitational Tournament.
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The 1939 team featured two firsts for the school: a basketball star in Jim Waller (No. 20), and a trip to the NCAA Tournament. (Courtesy of Wake Forest Media Relations)

Having lost both the game and the invitation, Greason returned to Wake Forest and put the equipment and uniforms away. But the season received a commutation two days later, on Saturday, March 11, when Greason received a call from Coach Harold Olsen of Ohio State.

Olsen invited Greason and Wake Forest to compete in a tournament he was helping to organize called the NCAA Tournament. There was to be an eight-team field comprised of teams not invited to Irish’s NIT.

Greason reassembled the team, the Deacons practiced on Monday and left via train Tuesday for Philadelphia and the Eastern Regional. The 12 players on board for the historic trip were captain Waller, Rex Carter, Smith Young, Vincent Convery, Stanley Apple, H.O. Barnes, Boyd Owen, Pete Nelson, Charles Yirinec, Bill Sweel, Dave Fuller, and Pete Davis.

The opponent was Olsen’s Ohio State Buckeyes, who had finished the regular season 14-6. The destination was Philadelphia’s Palestra. The sendoff, according to Young, was provided by the entire 600-strong Wake Forest student body, one member of which had optimistically written “Wake Forest 100, Ohio State 50” on the side of the train.

In the first game of the regional semifinals, played in front of around 3,500 fans scattered throughout the 10,000-seat Palestra, Villanova beat Brown 42-30. The second game began well enough for the Deacons, who led 29-23 at halftime. Then Waller, the team’s senior star and leading scorer, fouled out with seven minutes remaining and the Buckeyes rallied to a 64-52 victory.

Owen led Wake Forest with 19 points and Waller scored 14. The Deacons’ nemesis that day was guard Dick Baker, who set a Palestra record with 25 points as the Buckeyes scored more than 50 points for only the fifth time of the season.

Baker, as it turned out, should have saved some energy for the national championship. After the Buckeyes beat Villanova 53-36 to advance to the title game against Oregon—played March 27 before around 5,000 spectators at Northwestern’s Patton Gym in Evanston, Illinois—Baker was held scoreless as the Ducks rolled to a 46-33 victory and the first championship of the NCAA Tournament.

To have become such a national spectacle, the NCAA Tournament got off to an inauspicious start. During the game, Oregon’s 5-8 guard Bobby Anet crashed into a courtside table and broke the tournament’s championship trophy. When all the bills were paid the tournament lost $2,531, the one and only time the event ever failed to turn a profit.

“I’m Dickie Hemric”

Greason was such an avid hunter that as an assistant football coach on Jim Weaver’s staff in the 1930s and 1940s, he would wear his hunting garb to practices.

When asked why, he responded, “So Weaver won’t know which days I really go hunting.”

As Wake Forest’s basketball coach, Greason was known to combine his pursuits by hunting power forwards as well as deer and quail. On one excursion about two hours west of Wake Forest, he was riding through Yadkin County when he decided to check out a promising 6-6 high school senior from Jonesville named Dickie Hemric.

Greason pulled up to the Jonesville Grocery Store, where he asked the tall strapping young man behind the counter for directions to Jonesville High School.

“Why are you going there?” the young man asked.

“Because I want to see a basketball player named Dickie Hemric,” Greason answered.

“Well you don’t need directions,” the young man said. “I’m Dickie Hemric.”

Hemric did cast his lot with Wake Forest, but not before he tried out for a scholarship at N.C. State. Case, who built his legend on his keen eye for talent, proved on this occasion not to be as good a hunter as Greason.

Talk about one that got away. Hemric, by the time he graduated from Wake Forest in 1955, owned NCAA records for most career points (2,587), most career free-throw attempts (1,359), most career free throws made (905) and most free throws made in a season (302).

Better Than Anybody Could Have Dreamed

Like Tim Duncan around four decades later, Dickie Hemric flew to college basketball stardom under the radar of most recruiting experts. Because of Hemric’s small-town background, and lack of imposing high school competition, there were those who wondered just how good he would be playing with the big boys of the Southern Conference.

Hemric, if the truth be told, also had his doubts. And because of them, he heavily considered attending Appalachian State.
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Dickie Hemric ended his Wake Forest career in 1955 with his name tattooed atop several NCAA scoring lists, including career points. (Courtesy of Wake Forest Media Relations)

“My first choice was Appalachian,” Hemric said. “I had a lot of friends there, and I just felt the caliber of play in the old Southern Conference was a little beyond me. I was a junior before I played an appreciable amount of high school ball.”

Once Hemric arrived on campus, planning to play both football and basketball, Greason was excited by what he saw. But Greason wasn’t so excited that he immediately began touting Hemric for All-America honors. In Wake Forest’s first two games of the 1951-52 season, against Hanes Hosiery and the Enka Rayonites, Hemric didn’t start.

He broke into the lineup in the third game, at Tennessee, where the Deacons were pounded by the Volunteeers 77-53. But he handled himself well enough as a freshman to average 22.4 points and 18.6 rebounds and be named to All-Southern Conference first team.

Many have attributed Hemric’s development as Wake Forest’s first All-American to Greason’s decision to hire McKinney as an assistant coach before the 1953 season. Greason had heard that McKinney, a former star at the University of North Carolina who played several seasons of professional basketball, was attending the Baptist Seminary on the Wake Forest campus.

McKinney, needing the $50 a week Wake Forest was paying for an assistant coach to help feed his four kids, accepted the position and went about teaching Hemric the finer points of post play.

“Dickie learned more in a month than any man I ever saw,” McKinney said. “I don’t know of any man who ever progressed as quickly as he did. When he came he did not have a hook and could not shoot a foul shot.”

Taught by McKinney to shoot a hook with either hand, and pivot off either foot on inside moves to the basket, Hemric averaged 24.9 points as a sophomore, 24.3 as a junior and 27.6 as a senior.

And the better the competition, the better Hemric usually played. Three stars of the day were Cliff Hagan of Kentucky, Tom Gola of LaSalle and Jim Tucker of Duquesne.
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