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PREAMBLE

Several of the chapters in “One Beautiful Season” are adaptations of ini-
tial drafts published by the author on the midmajority.com website dur-
ing the 2009-10 college basketball season. Segments of this book are 
adapted from the author’s Basketball Times columns between 2008 
through 2010, and contain interviews conducted for ESPN.com between 
2005 and 2008. The italicized text in Chapter 20 (“Valley Stories”) is by 
Doug Elgin, Mike Kern, Joe Mitch and Jackie Watkins of the Missouri 
Valley Conference. Much of the historical information about Indianapo-
lis is taken from “The Encyclopedia of Indianapolis” by David J. Boden-
hamer and Robert Graham Barrows. This book includes a section about 
Dick Bennett’s philosophy, as outlined in his son Tony’s essay in “Court 
Sense: Winning Basketball’s Mental Game” by John Giannini, a Human 
Kinetics publication.

NCAA is a registered trademark of the National Collegiate Athletic 
Association. This book is not endorsed by or affiliated with the NCAA. 
Trade names and trademarks of some entities have been used, and no 
such uses are intended to convey endorsement or other affiliations with 
the book or its author.
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FOREWORD

I came home from this year’s NCAA Tournament with one souvenir. It 
was for a friend who IM’d me while I was sitting in the press room of 
Salt Lake City’s EnergySolutions Arena on March 27, trying to finish a 
story about fifth-seeded Butler reaching the Final Four. He wanted some-
thing Butler. A T-shirt, maybe. His team had long been out of the bracket 
and the Bulldogs were his new team. It would be that way for a lot of 
people in the week to come – not just in Butler’s hometown of India-
napolis, which was hosting the Final Four, but all over the country. The 
Bulldogs were nothing if not adoptable.

There wasn’t time to chase down a shirt in Utah; I was on deadline 
and needed to find a quieter place to write. I’ve never found much com-
fort in press rooms, and impatient arena workers were on the periphery 
of this one, stripping down AV equipment, overwhelming my noise-can-
celing headphones. That’s how I ended up in Butler’s locker room, shortly 
after it had been vacated by the team. It offered silence, solitude, a good 
worktable, and in the sweat-tinged air, residual energy from a celebration 
of the fourth mid-major Final Four bid in the history of college basket-
ball. I hoped that the setting might offer some inspiration.

I wrote the final third of my story there, re-read it, and e-mailed it to 
SI.com’s overnight newsroom in Atlanta. As I was packing up to leave, 
I noticed a rack of NCAA-issued water bottles, emblazoned with that 
ubiquitous VitaminWater logo. They were the only thing the Bulldogs’ 
managers left behind, and they were game-used. Each one had a player’s 
number and initials written on it in black marker. I had found my friend 
a one-of-a-kind piece of Butler memorabilia.

He’d be receiving Gordon Hayward’s Elite Eight water bottle, 
unwashed. I just hoped he’d have the sense of humor to appreciate it.
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A few weeks after the Final Four, after Hayward’s last-second half-
courter missed by inches in the national title game, and his debut hip-
hop track, “Too Big Yo,” had cycled out of fans’ ironic playlists, I shipped 
the bottle in a Priority Mail envelope from a post office in Brooklyn. 
Included in the package was a short note that served as official documen-
tation of the bottle’s provenance, should it ever be called into question. 
That was my final task of the 2009-10 season.

I’ve been on the college basketball beat for six years at Sports Illus-
trated – coincidentally, the same amount of time that your author, Kyle 
Whelliston, has been on the road as the bard of the mid-majors – and 
2009-10 was my strangest campaign, mostly because I had to abandon 
the sport for a month to cover the Winter Olympics in Vancouver. That 
assignment was an extended adrenaline rush. The same kind of adrena-
line usually kicks in for me at the beginning of the NCAA tournament. 
But when I returned to the U.S. with the tourney looming, I was in a state 
of extreme exhaustion and mild panic. I worried that my hoops hiatus 
had kept me from spending enough time around the would-be principal 
figures of the postseason. If I didn’t know them well enough, I wouldn’t 
be able to write about them. I was too detached.

I floated through conference tournament-final visits to Indianapolis 
(for the Horizon League), Richmond, Virginia (CAA), Hamden, Connecti-
cut (NEC), and New York (Big East) like a zombie. A few hours spent wan-
dering around Butler’s hallowed Hinkle Fieldhouse briefly revived me, 
but my synapses were so fried that, even after watching the Bulldogs in 
the flesh on March 9, I had no notion they were capable of a historic run 
into April. I went to New Orleans for the first and second rounds of the 
NCAAs, and stayed out late each night lamenting that the tourney was 
passing me by. BYU and Florida played an epic in Oklahoma City, and 
Northern Iowa upset Kansas there too; Ohio knocked off Georgetown 
in Providence; Cornell pulled off two upsets in Jacksonville. Kentucky 
and Baylor’s emergence from NOLA was a chalky footnote. I flew to Salt 
Lake for the West Regional the next week, wondering if I was heading 
further into exile.

But everything changed in Utah. Butler ousted top-seeded Syracuse 
in the Sweet 16, and Kansas State and Xavier played the game of the year, 
a double-overtime thriller. In the Elite Eight, Butler beat Kansas State and 
became the story of the year, the Indiana kids from the Hoosiers barn 
who improbably reached their hometown Final Four. I snapped out of 
my daze. Suddenly, there was something worth writing.
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The story I finished in Butler’s locker room that night was the first 
file I’d been truly happy with all month. It was about brick walls – how 
coach Brad Stevens had given sophomore point guard Ronald Nored a 
copy of late Carnegie Mellon professor Randy Pausch’s “The Last Lec-
ture” before the tournament; how Nored had chosen a Pausch quote for 
the team’s final huddle before taking the court against K-State, telling 
his teammates that “the brick walls are there to stop the people who 
don’t want it badly enough”; and how they broke through the biggest 
brick walls of all, the exterior of Indy’s Lucas Oil Stadium, to get a shot 
at a national title.

I kept covering the Bulldogs until the end. Writing about them 
saved my season, and I know Kyle was simultaneously inspired to post 
some of his best material. Butler was the king of his Mid-Majority, and 
if it was any journalist’s year, it was his. The Hinkle kids’ story gave 
hope to fellow little guys that someday, they too might play into April, 
and it even resonated with the pros: When my return flight landed in 
New York on April 6, the first voicemail on my cell phone was from 
Oklahoma City Thunder general manager Sam Presti. We hadn’t met 
before, but he’d been reading the Butler stories online, and put in a call. 
When we talked, it was clear he felt a sort of kinship with Stevens; they 
were both 33-year-old former Division III players who’d already had 
a stunning amount of success building their respective teams. Hoop-
heads high and low had become fans of the Butler Way.

And what happened with that water bottle? My friend eventually 
found me on IM to say thanks. “Really? You liked it?” I asked. I’d wor-
ried about how it would be received.

He told me he’d given it to his 9-year-old son, who’s entering his 
prime years of sports fandom. “He loves it,” my friend said. “It’s funny 
to see everything through his eyes. He still likes reenacting Hayward’s 
half-court heave.” He told me his son plans to use the bottle in youth 
basketball this winter. Its water-dispensing lifespan will be longer than 
two games in Utah. Its story is incomplete. A remnant of one beautiful 
season will be carried on into the next.

— Luke Winn
 Brooklyn, N.Y.
 Aug. 6, 2010
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INTRODUCTION

The overarching story of basketball is a very American tale. By design, 
it is a game for the strong and eager, befitting a two century-old nation 
that still fancies itself as such. There are certainly more popular sporting 
pastimes in the United States, but none is more quintessentially and 
unmistakably ours. It’s a purely American invention, date-stamped 1891, 
with only two imported elements: Canadian-born inventor James Nai-
smith, and the game’s original projectile: an “association football” from 
an overseas sport. 

The game quickly moved beyond the gymnasium walls at the School 
for Christian Workers in Springfield, Massachusetts, and worked itself 
into America’s fabric. Just ten years after Naismith first nailed a peach 
basket to a high wall, intercollegiate basketball games were being played 
as far west as Utah. Three decades after that, national championships for 
top four-year colleges were established. First came the National Invita-
tion Tournament in New York City. Then, in 1939, the event that would 
soon become known as the National Collegiate Athletic Association 
men’s basketball championship.

The game could not be contained by college. Over the years, it was 
honed and perfected on New York asphalt and Indiana flatlands and on 
air-conditioned California courts. Basketball became a professional pur-
suit in the 1940s, but did not evolve into a multibillion-dollar industry 
for another 40 years. The game of ball and hoop made its way around the 
globe. The game’s founding country did become a bit lackadaisical with 
its greatest organic sporting invention, and its soul did manage to escape 
past the border for a short time. 

In the high-stakes international championships of the 2000s, basket-
ball was surrendered to soccer nations like Spain and Argentina. It was 
eventually reclaimed by its original owners at the 2008 Beijing Olympics. 
Everything tends to return home. Basketball belongs to the United States 
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as much as hockey belongs to Canada, as much as South Korea owns tae 
kwon do. 

Basketball’s true home and birthplace is American higher education. 
If the game truly belongs to anyone, it belongs to the young adults for 
whom it was originally designed. That’s why no American basketball 
title is more widely coveted than college basketball’s true and undisputed 
National Championship, fought over in an annual final game played on a 
Monday night, at the start of every spring. The NCAA National Champi-
onship game is played before tens of thousands of fans in giant football 
stadiums. Every year, it entertains millions of viewers at home. The win-
ning team is showered by great blasts of colored confetti and balloons. 
It’s a title every sports fan in America is cognizant of, due to the massive 
volume of national media coverage. 

Even those who don’t care much for sports are drawn into the spec-
tacle, by way of intricate gambling contests that have sprung up over the 
last three decades. “Bracket pools” challenge participants to predict the 
exact series of winners across the progressive six-round, 65-team, single-
elimination NCAA Tournament. It’s a mathematical problem with over 
nine quintillion possibilities, a crossword puzzle crossed with Sudoku 
crossed with connect-the-dots. “Bracketology” is now a cottage industry, 
and “March Madness” is a two-word phrase that explains itself perfectly. 
Independent estimates state that 40 to 55 million people filled out brack-
ets in 2010. That’s roughly one in five American adults. The National 
Basketball Association playoffs, on the other hand, have failed to realize 
this kind of massive cross-cultural appeal.

The origins of Bracketology do not and could not predate March 1979, 
generally regarded as the exact month that Madness began. This was a 
much more austere period in American basketball history, an era that 
now seems much farther past than only three decades. NBA free agency 
received live prime-time coverage in 2010, but the 1979 NBA Finals 
games between the Seattle SuperSonics and Washington Bullets were 
broadcast on tape delay, late at night. Back then, the NCAA Tournament 
had just expanded from 32 to 40 teams, from five rounds to five and a 
half. While gamblers exchanged money against the result of the 1979 
National Championship, as they had for generations, no fans filled out 
prognosto-brackets beforehand.

The two men who would later be credited with reviving the pro 
league, Earvin “Magic” Johnson and Larry Bird (along with their Michi-
gan State and Indiana State teammates), faced off in the title tilt in Salt 



O N E  B E A U T I F U L  S E A S O N   x v i i

Lake City. The contest, won by Johnson’s Spartans in commanding fash-
ion, captured the national imagination in a way no basketball game had 
ever before. Here were two transcendent players and personalities, one 
black and one white, one playing for a nationally-known Big Ten power-
house and the other starring for a small state university from the minor 
Missouri Valley Conference. The broadcast received a 24.1 Nielsen rating 
and a 38 percent audience share, still the highest U.S. television metrics 
ever measured for a college basketball game. There have been millions 
of words, thousands of feet of tape and film, and a shelf full of books 
published about the impact of that single game. All of its storylines have 
been examined and dissected countless times. 

Over the summer of 1979, Bird and Magic transformed from NCAA 
collegians to NBA rookies. American audiences followed their inter-
twined story. As the 1980s went on, interest and ratings in the pro league 
soared, and money circulated freely. There were sponsorships, multimil-
lion-dollar salaries, mega-gonzo endorsement contracts, multibillion-
dollar TV carriage deals. Along the way, by no fault of either player, the 
NBA as a whole became a mirror for America’s more selfish and crass 
tendencies. It was a backdrop for gluttony and gigantism. The suddenly 
cash-flush league was overrun by corporate interests. Star players, like 
North Carolina Tar Heel-turned-Chicago Bull Michael Jordan, became 
CEO’s themselves.

The NCAA, technically a non-profit entity, took the opportunity to 
leverage the men’s basketball National Championship into something 
bigger. It became a Big Dance, an annual three-week basketball party. In 
the 1970s, Tournament expansion was handled carefully and slowly. As 
the NBA’s popularity exploded in the 1980s, the collegiate form of bas-
ketball experienced a parallel surge, especially in size. The bracket grew 
from 40 to 48, to 52 and then to 53, and finally to 64. In the seven years 
between 1979 and 1985, the event doubled in size. 

That fateful 1979 NCAA Tournament was the first to be “seeded.” 
Indiana State was a No. 1 seed in the Midwest region, while Michigan 
State was a No. 2 seed in the oddly named Mideast. In the new era, these 
attached numbers took on mythic numerological significance. With a 
64-team event split into four regions, a “No. 16 facing a No. 1” became 
cultural shorthand for an impossible task.

Other numbers became loaded with meaning too. Every March, at 
least one No. 12 always seems to beat a No. 5, an occurrence so com-
mon that few bracket-fillers ever pick all four No. 5 seeds to advance to 
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the second of six rounds. For any poor No. 15’s, there is always a small 
glimmer of hope. They can draw inspiration from previous conquerors 
of long odds and No. 2 seeds: the 1991 Richmond Spiders, Steve Nash’s 
Santa Clara team two years later. The shocking Coppin State Eagles in 
1997 emerged from the tiny Mid-Eastern Athletic Conference to dump 
second-seeded South Carolina, a school from the mighty Southeastern 
Conference. 

But those were exceptions. Schools from the smaller 24 Division I 
leagues don’t have the benefit of money-churning football programs, 
and lack the financial resources to recruit blue-chip basketball players. 
They often came into the NCAA Tournament with double-digit seeds 
and single-digit percentage chances. Most were tossed out by a high seed 
by the second round, if not immediately. Schools without big-time foot-
ball, or regular national TV exposure during the basketball season, still 
rarely advance as far as the event’s “Sweet” round of Sixteen. Since the 
departure of Larry Bird, no team from the Missouri Valley Conference 
has received a No. 1 seed. Indiana State, for its part, did not return to the 
NCAA Tournament until 2000, and did so as a No. 12. The Sycamores 
lost by 16 points to the University of Texas.

The schools granted the best seeds and most favorable paths to the 
National Championship, as well as most of the 34 non-champion “at-
large” bids, are nearly always representatives from a very select few 
conferences: the Big East, Big Ten, Southeastern Conference, Pac-10, the 
Atlantic Coast Conference, and Texas’ Big 12. These are leagues full of 
traditional college powers, nationally-known quantities, repeat National 
Champions. Newer football-centric leagues like the Mountain West and 
Conference USA are able to leverage gridiron dollars into basketball suc-
cess, too. 

As college basketball moved into the big 1980s and bigger 1990s, a 
program’s level of success was all too often dictated by its level of finance. 
The 1988 Final Four was comprised of Oklahoma, Duke, Arizona and 
eventual champion Kansas, each a power conference school that spent 
millions on sports. The same year, grumpy piano man Randy Newman 
enjoyed a radio hit with a song whose chorus repeated, “It’s money that 
matters in the U.S.A.”

But these socioeconomics had an unintended effect. America’s spiri-
tual and irrational connection to the NCAA Tournament became deeper. 
The United States, after all, was a country founded in the 1770s by 
loosely organized and underfunded upstarts, who successfully fought 
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off the British Empire with handmade cannonballs and muskets – a real-
life No. 16 over a No. 1. 

The term “underdog” did not appear in print before a thoughtful Civil 
War-era poem that read, in part, “I shall always go for the weaker dog, for 
the under dog in the fight.” Despite key errors in reasoning, there was a 
rebellious romance in the Confederacy’s underdog attempt to split away 
from the Union. Underneath all the empire-building and global power-
wielding that followed, America has always been an underdog-loving 
country. That streak will never leave the national DNA.

Two centuries into the country’s existence, life in the United States 
had settled down enough to allow for internal conflicts to be waged in 
sporting contests, not on battlefields. North and South, brother and 
brother, could work out differences on the gridiron or on the hardwood. 
Sporting romantics over the years allowed Seabiscuit the racing horse 
into their hearts, and then the Brooklyn Dodger “bums,” and later Joe 
Namath and the New York Jets from the rag-tag AFL. When Indiana 
State played David to Michigan State’s Goliath, the weaker dog in the 
fight added a key layer of intrigue, and tapped into an ongoing narra-
tive. Millions of casual fans tuned in to see if Bird could do it. National 
sportswriters’ assignments were made all the easier. 

None of this historical psychology came up during the NCAA’s expan-
sion roundtable discussions. But the super-sized Tournament inherited 
a built-in allure from the 1979 title game. Anonymous and clever chal-
lengers battle with powerful entities that expect to win and claim “right-
ful places.” It’s still a key reason why March Madness holds America’s 
full attention for the entirety of its three weeks, why people call in sick 
to watch the 1/16 and 2/15 games on the first Thursday and Friday. It’s 
why folks don’t simply tune in at the end to see the champions crowned 
underneath the confetti cannons. The NCAA Tournament taps into a 
most American storyline, one that hearkens back to the nation’s very 
birth. 

Every year, that story plays out again, on the modern wooden plat-
form of an essentially American game.

The NCAA Tournament moves quickly. Most of those double-digit 
seeds are gone as quickly as they arrive, banished from the Big Dance 
after a hard fall on the first twirl. There are only four days between 
Selection Sunday and first round Thursday. There’s little time to con-
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sider backstory, origin, or research how a team could compile a gaudy 
27-6 record on the way to the Ohio Valley Conference championship. It’s 
easier than it used to be, with ESPN and the internet, but most of Division 
I remains mysterious and hidden.

All March Madness fans, filling out their brackets on a Wednesday 
afternoon, have found themselves curious, even if just for a second. 
What’s the story behind this No. 13 seed, this No. 15? Where are these 
places, and why haven’t I ever heard of them before? Who are these play-
ers, these coaches? 

Where do they all come from, anyway?
Within the United States’ 3 million square miles, there are 250 col-

leges and universities in the 24 smallest Division I conferences. The ones 
that ascend to the bracket to compete for the National Championship 
every year are the 24 champions from these 24 leagues. An extra few 
sneak through sometimes, by capturing the attention and approval of the 
NCAA’s selection committee gatekeepers, but most come in the hard way.

There are those few who did attend schools like Coppin State or Rich-
mond or Santa Clara, or any of the other universities that don’t impress 
prospective employers from beyond a day’s drive from campus. A break-
through performance at the NCAA Tournament can be a source of real 
pride, even a tattoo on one’s very existence. Now they all know exactly 
where I come from. Loyalty to a hometown or city is fleeting and inter-
changeable, but college is a stamp of identity.

For others, though, there has to be a defined moment of discovery. 
The door opens, the veil falls away, and there’s a sprawling and chaotic 
and teeming sub-world all laid out. Hundreds of schools, thousands of 
games, endless wins and losses, too much to process. 

John Feinstein, the Washington Post writer, described his own 
moment of discovery in the introduction to his book about the Patriot 
League, “The Last Amateurs.” It was the 1995 NCAA 1/16 game between 
Colgate and Kansas. Two hours of watching the Red Raiders play their 
final game of the season, and phoomph! Down the rabbit hole he went. A 
season later, he’d written an anthropological book about the conference. 
Soon he’d become a color commentator on the Patriot League’s regional 
TV broadcasts, and then he was casting a token No. 25 vote for a small-
conference team in the writers’ poll every week. 

More often, though, the door opens and closes. When I attended the 
University of Oregon in the mid-1990s, my Pac-10 friends and I were 
blissfully ignorant of the lower leagues. The teams that populated the 
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lower crust of the bracket each year had to be either invented or imagi-
nary. Or, just hired actors. One time, my friend Gregory, a U of O archi-
tecture student, told me about a weekend up north.

“My girlfriend couldn’t get me tickets to the Blazer game, it was sold 
out,” he said. “We went to a U of P game instead.”

I needed help with the acronym. I’d never heard of the University of 
Portland. “There’s college basketball up in Portland?”

“They were playing some school from eastern Washington. Slagga 
Wagga or something.”

Within a couple of years, nobody was getting the name wrong any-
more. Gonzaga came out of the eastern Washington flatlands and the 
West Coast Conference to slay giants at the NCAA Tournament. There 
was a 1999 run to the Elite Eight as a No. 10 seed. A decade and ten 
additional NCAA victories later, Mark Few’s “Zags” were the standard by 
which all outsider Division I schools were judged. The Gonzaga Bulldogs, 
fearless and resilient and mysterious, attracted a nationwide fan base of 
underdog-loving basketball purists.

By 1999, I was on the East Coast, having moved to Philadelphia to 
attend Drexel University. The Dragons were in the America East Confer-
ence then. The team would disappear for long stretches to play big-time 
opponents during November and December, for reasons I didn’t quite 
understand and nobody else could explain. The January and February 
games were against universities like Hofstra and Hartford and Northeast-
ern, not local schools like Penn or Temple or Saint Joseph’s. Small-college 
basketball was confusing. 

My moment finally came in the early 2000s. After enough America 
East curiosity led to research, I was captivated by the grand puzzle of it 
all. So much so that I expanded out to the Atlantic 10 and Metro Atlantic 
Athletic Conference tournaments, which were held in or near Philadel-
phia every March. 

The events had built-in allure: the champions went to the NCAA 
tournament, the Big Dance, to get their seeds and try to win six. By the 
2003-04 season, I was traveling farther afield, taking day trips to New 
Jersey and New York and Washington, DC, just to watch small-college 
basketball. I saw 83 games in person that year.

The more I saw, the more I wanted to know. In March of 2004, I took 
a week off from work and did a circuit of six conference tournaments, 
from Albany to Richmond to Dayton to Indianapolis and back again. 

In November of that year, I started a website called The Mid-Majority. 
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The schools in college basketball’s lower leagues make up two-thirds of 
Division I, and there are more of them than there are of the power confer-
ence schools. I did a self-funded circuit of exactly 100 games, beginning 
with a Drexel exhibition and ending with Vermont’s NCAA Tournament 
second-round loss to Michigan State. It was a great journey, and I wrote 
about the whole thing. People seemed to like it, even some folks in the 
media world. After the 2004-05 season was over, I received offers to write 
for large sports websites. I picked ESPN.com because more people had 
heard of it, and it was an opportunity to bring the small-time basketball 
story to a wider audience. That lasted for four years, but I kept up The 
Mid-Majority the whole time, and I kept attending hundreds of games. 

TMM’s readers have kept my project alive with ongoing support and 
financial contributions. If not for them, their belief and generosity, you 
would be holding somebody else’s book in your hands right now. More 
likely, you would be doing something other than reading.

For the past six winters, I’ve traveled from sea to sea and from bor-
der to border, trying to capture and chronicle the experience of college 
basketball’s others. I want to learn as much as I can about this shifting, 
changing, always-evolving little world within a sports world within a 
real world. 

I’ve spent these years studying the rhythms of the season. It always 
begins with the non-conference games of November and December. 
Then, on to the regular season rivalries of January and February. Judg-
ment is swift and sudden in March at the conference tournaments. Then, 
for the fortunate few survivors, there are opportunities to make history 
at the Big Dance. 

It’s impossible to ignore the game’s imperfections, and there is greed 
and corruption and chaos in every corner. With something as coveted 
and cherished as the National Championship, it’s perfectly understand-
able that some would feel the urge to cut corners and cheat. But the 
underlying structure of each annual campaign is beautiful and orderly 
enough to eclipse all of that. No American competition is closer to the Old 
Towne Team concept: beat all local comers, then try to take it national. 

Division I college basketball is unique in its oversight and structural 
organization. Each of the 334 programs that make up Division I, from 
Duke to Drake to Delaware State, begins each season with a clear path 
towards winning it all. No other season begins with so many hundreds 
of aspirant teams, and none so efficiently generates conference champi-
ons, Tournament hopefuls, Four Finalists and a single winner. There is 
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absolutely nothing like March, as much as some try to make it like other 
things. 

They come from Eastern burgs and Midwestern college towns, 
Southern whistle-stops and Pacific cities. They come from everywhere 
in between, trying to win until their season ends with a loss. All of these 
teams are hiding in plain sight, in city arenas, off poorly marked inter-
state exits, in out-of-the-way gyms, just beyond the bracket. You have 
to discover this, experience it first hand, have your moment. I highly 
recommend that you do. 

This book is a document of my 15,000 mile journey through this 
parallel basketball America during the 2009-10 season, from November 
to April. It began at a historic old fieldhouse in Indianapolis, and ended 
just six miles away at its oversized facsimile. 

The season was a particularly beautiful one. It was a year when the 
weaker dogs in the fight rose up. In 2009-10, power could be overcome 
with pluck. Superior resources could not guarantee success. Unpro-
nounceable names prevailed against ones known in every household. 

And the seemingly impossible and previously unthinkable happened, 
because one of those outsiders came just one shot away from the grand 
prize.





PART ONE
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CIRCLE CIT Y

I threw back the blinds. Behind a south-facing window at the Crowne 
Plaza Indianapolis Airport was the city against a dark, dusty chalkboard 
sky. A sparse, jagged comb of skyscrapers sputtered and twinkled in 
the night’s final moments of darkness. And just off to the right was the 
city’s newest and most curious skyline feature, a lone rectangular block 
shadow against the horizon. A red light blinked slowly at an upper cor-
ner, warning overhead aircraft of its existence. The eventual morning 
sun would reveal the structure as an enormous brick barn.

In 1910, Indianapolis was the closest metropolitan area to the mean 
center of the United States’ population. Thanks to an insatiable appetite 
for wide-open spaces, that invisible dot moved swiftly westward during 
the 20th Century, slipped through St. Louis’ Gateway Arch sometime 
during the 1980s, and currently sits somewhere in southern Missouri. St. 
Louis might have an abstract span and an mighty roaring river, but St. 
Louis is a gateway, an American boundary line, a metaphorical passage 
to the wild west. 

Indianapolis, on the other hand, still maintains a middle sort of feel-
ing, an illusory dead-centeredness. Indianapolis’ major landmark is a 
double arch, a giant concrete conjoined circle that rings the city. It’s an 
interstate highway loop, asphalt spokes shooting off in all directions, 
west and north and south and back to the east. You can get anywhere 
and everywhere.

Over the years, Indianapolis loaded itself down with centrifugal allu-
sions: the Circle City, the Crossroads of America. It has other nicknames, 
too, like the Amateur Sports Capital of the World. That’s less celebratory 
self-opinion than actual fact. Indianapolis is the location of headquarters 
buildings for both the Amateur Athletics Union (“sports for all, forever”) 
and the National Collegiate Athletic Association. 
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In the city center, somewhere in amongst those skyscrapers, stands 
a Westin luxury hotel, where the ten members of the NCAA men’s bas-
ketball selection committee meet every March, always on the 15th floor. 
That’s where they hash over results from 5,000 games played over four 
and a half months, where they utilize tools like the Ratings Percentage 
Index and complicated, multicolored “team sheets.” It’s where after five 
days, they finally come to a consensus about which teams are worthy of 
which seeds. 

Ever since the Tournament expanded to six full rounds in 1985, 
they’ve always managed to produce a neat, efficient six-round bracket, 
seeds 1 through 16 all in orderly rows. Every March, on a Sunday eve-
ning, they’ve revealed that structure to a national television audience. 
There may always be disagreements about the exact ordering, but not 
once in a quarter-century has the committee been stumped by the odd 
architectural challenge.

During three weeks of college basketball’s March Madness, the selec-
tion committee’s chosen 65 teams meet at predetermined far-flung sites 
all across the United States. Then they proceed to summarily eliminate 
each other, one game after another. 

But this time, the Final Four would come back to Indianapolis, back 
to the bracket’s blueprinted origins. The final three games would be held 
right down Capitol Avenue from that Westin, there in that giant structure 
to the right of the skyline. Lucas Oil Stadium was the predetermined site 
of the 2010 NCAA Final Four.

But all of that was still months away. This was Saturday, November 
14, 2009, just before daybreak, and this was the first weekend of the 
college basketball campaign. Each of the 334 eligible Division I teams, 
organized in 32 conferences, still felt and still believed they had some 
kind of realistic shot at that prized National Championship. 

For the 247 teams in Division I’s 24 smaller conferences, the road to 
Indianapolis and National Championship glory was as simple as any 
map. It was as straightforward as any four-step process. A.) Win as many 
early season non-conference games as possible in November and Decem-
ber (and try to beat a brand-name team if at all possible). B.) Win lots of 
games in league play during January and February, to obtain the best 
and most favorable seed in the conference tournament. C.) Win the con-
ference tournament and the NCAA Tournament bid that comes with it. 
Finally, win six simple games on March’s Big Bracket: first round, second 
round, Sweet Sixteen, Elite Eight, Final Four and title game. 
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It was that simple. Just keep winning.
In the meantime, though, there would be defeats, losing streaks, vic-

tories stolen by bad calls, season-ending injuries, player defections, and 
academic ineligibility. Over the first few months of the season, there 
would be hundreds of quiet realizations by coaches that their teams 
just weren’t good enough to go all the way, or even halfway. Hopefully a 
17-win season will be good enough to keep my job, some would lament. 

There were no broken hearts yet, though. Everybody had a clear and 
hopeful path to Lucas Oil Stadium. The future was wide open for every-
body.

Indianapolis has a history of forward thinking and innovative bril-
liance. Race car driver Carl Graham Fisher had the idea to pave the India-
napolis Motor Speedway with bricks. He also opened the nation’s first 
automobile dealership, and mass-produced the acetylene headlights that 
enabled night driving back in the early 1900s. A lot of things have been 
the “best thing since sliced bread,” but Indianapolis was where sliced 
bread was invented. In 1925, the local Continental Baking Company 
instituted a high volume slicing blade system at their primary factory, 
and Wonder bread was born.

Indiana gained a national reputation as a white bread kind of place 
(the state’s status as a Ku Klux Klan stronghold in the 1920s didn’t help), 
but Indianapolis was the site of one of the great forgotten speeches of the 
civil rights movement. On April 4, 1968, the day Martin Luther King, Jr. 
was assassinated, Democratic presidential candidate Robert F. Kennedy 
was campaigning in advance of Indiana’s May primary. That evening, as 
tensions simmered, RFK spoke downtown before a mixed-race crowd, 
in a city whose African-American population had grown by 50 percent 
during the 1960s. 

“For those of you who are black and are... filled with hatred and mis-
trust of the injustice of such an act, against all white people, I would 
only say that I can also feel in my own heart the same kind of feeling,” 
he said before invoking the assassination of his brother four and a half 
years before. “I had a member of my family killed, but he was killed by 
a white man.”

“We can do well in this country,” Kennedy continued. “We will have 
difficult times... The vast majority of white people and the vast majority 
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of black people in this country want to live together, want to improve 
the quality of our life, and want justice for all human beings that abide 
in our land.”

That night, every American city with a sizable black population 
erupted in fiery violence. Each, that is, except Indianapolis.

Indiana’s two-generation transformation from an isolationist, highly 
segregated state was aided by its favorite adopted sport: basketball. Wil-
liam Garrett became the first black player in the Big Ten in 1947, when he 
took the floor for the Big Ten’s Indiana Hoosiers. That same year, Indiana 
State head coach John Wooden refused an invitation to the National Asso-
ciation of Intercollegiate Basketball tournament for small-college teams. 
It was a protest of the NAIB’s policy of disallowing African-American 
players. The NAIB discarded the no-blacks rule the following year, and 
Wooden and star player Clarence Walker took the Sycamores all the way 
to the 1948 NAIB title game. 

The NIT and NCAA wouldn’t integrate until 1950, when the City Col-
lege of New York won with a diversified roster, so Walker became the 
first African-American to play in a national college basketball postseason 
event.

Indiana’s love of the game, its “Hoosier Hoops Hysteria,” far predated 
the rise of college ball. The state’s early adoption of the sport came at the 
high school level. Statewide open boys’ titles were contested as early as 
1911, a mere 20 years following the game’s invention. James Naismith 
himself, after attending the 1925 state final, declared Indiana the “center 
of the sport.” 

So it was a profound moment in state history when in 1955, Crispus 
Attucks and Roosevelt High faced off for the state title. These were two 
of the only three all-black high schools among the 752 in the state of 
Indiana at the time. Local entry Crispus Attucks, led by future Hall of 
Famer Oscar Robertson, beat Roosevelt from upstate Gary, 97-74. Cris-
pus Attucks became the first all-black school in America to win an open 
basketball championship.

It was also the first winning school (black, white or anything else) 
that came from the state’s capital city. Though no local Indianapolis high 
school had won state in the 44 years before Crispus Attucks, the Indiana 
High School Athletic Association had been holding its championships at 
510 West 49th Street since 1928. That’s the exact mailing address of But-
ler University’s fieldhouse. At 15,000 seats, it was the largest gymnasium 
in the United States for its first 22 years of existence. 
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It’s a closed half-cylinder with a high curved roof and girder-lined 
brick siding, slightly resembling an over-baked, squished loaf of sliced 
Wonder Bread. It’s one of the places where the young game of basketball 
bloomed into full adulthood. During the 1928-29 season, the first full 
season in their new million-dollar fieldhouse, Butler University and head 
coach Paul D. “Tony” Hinkle won 17 of 19 games. The team was declared 
national collegiate champions by the Veteran Athletes of Philadelphia. 
There was no true national oversight entity, no NCAA, to tell them they 
weren’t the best in the land. 

And there was no possible way to win such a title on the floor. The 
first national tournaments were still a decade away. But no other college 
team really had a valid championship claim. Despite losing at home to 
Notre Dame, and later at the University of Chicago, the Bulldogs swept 
all local small-college comers. The most impressive display of talent and 
skill was a 56-10 pounding of Evansville. Early in the season, the team 
dedicated the Fieldhouse with a 28-27 win over Purdue. 

Butler was a Big Ten killer, even back then.
That first campaign set the tone for Butler Fieldhouse as a place for 

big dreams. Over the years, anything seemed possible there. Underdogs 
and favorites, city teams and country teams, black and white, all had an 
equal and fighting chance. There was the 1954 state high school final, 
when Milan (student population: 161) toppled four-time champion Mun-
cie Central. It was a story pressed to celluloid 32 years later as the movie 
“Hoosiers.” 

In 1955, Crispus Attucks and Oscar Robertson made basketball his-
tory, proving beyond any reasonable doubt that African-Americans 
belonged on the same basketball court as whites. This was 11 years before 
the five black starters of Texas Western overcame all-white Kentucky, the 
inspiration for “Glory Road.” 

Much later, at the 1987 Pan American Games, it was where the Brazil-
ian men’s volleyball team completed a stunning 3-hour, 20 minute five-
set victory over a U.S. team that held both the Olympic and World Cup 
titles. It was one of the greatest matches in that sport’s history. But by 
then, the building was not Butler Fieldhouse anymore. It was “The Hink.”

Coach Hinkle led the Butler men’s basketball team to 560 total wins 
over 41 seasons, and the school rewarded him by naming the fieldhouse 
after him in 1966. He kept coaching at Hinkle Fieldhouse for four more 
years after that, until his mandatory retirement at the age of 70. John 
Wooden, who went on from Indiana State to win ten NCAA National 
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Championships at UCLA, called Hinkle the greatest coach who ever 
lived. Wooden, a soft-spoken and philosophical man if there ever was 
one, was never one for hyperbole.

It was Hinkle’s innovations, his constant push to make the game bet-
ter for everybody, that made him a national Hall of Fame legend. He spent 
years perfecting the “Hinkle System,” one of the first uptempo styles of 
play. Fast running and team synchronization helped scores evolve from 
the 28-27 finals of yesteryear to the triple-digit totals of today. 

And in nearly every basketball game played anywhere since the 
1950s, there’s a little bit of Tony Hinkle. It was his idea to paint the brown 
leather ball orange, to help players and spectators see it better. (In the 
1970s, the red, white and blue ball of the American Basketball Associa-
tion would take this visibility idea one odd step further.)

Hinkle’s house would come to be accepted as an architectural clas-
sic. An early and defunct NBA team called the Indianapolis Olympians 
played their games on Butler’s campus in the 1940s, but after Bird and 
Magic happened, America’s pro league had far outgrown old-school. In 
1999, the city opened a new downtown arena for its ABA-turned-NBA 
team, the Indiana Pacers, at a cost of $183 million. 

The design cues were unmistakable. There was a high curved roof 
and girder-lined brick siding. This was a new and modernized Hinkle, 
so much so that half of the name slipped through, even after the city 
auctioned off the naming rights. Conseco Fieldhouse.

Over the years, Indianapolis fell in love with other sports too. In 1982, 
the city built a giant domed stadium in the hopes of luring an NFL foot-
ball team. In the early morning of March 28, 1983, the Baltimore Colts 
loaded up 15 Mayflower moving vans and headed for Indiana’s capital 
city. The Hoosier Dome, later known as the RCA Dome once the naming 
rights were sold, lasted just a quarter-century before the city imploded it. 
The giant, hastily built white muffin was the site of 24 seasons’ worth of 
Colts home games. Four NCAA Final Fours (1991, 1997, 2000, and 2006) 
were held there too. But by 2005, the dome was far too outdated, and so 
ground was broken on a new, $720 million multipurpose facility.

This new building was gigantic: 30 stories tall. It rose and loomed 
against the city skyline during its construction, surrounded by giant, 
rotating cranes. When Lucas Oil Stadium opened in 2008, the new 
home of the Colts had 1.8 million square feet of space, 70,000 seats, 
75,000 miles of internal cabling (enough to circle the earth three times), 
a retractable roof and retractable windows. It was new and striking, yet 
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had immediately recognizable elements.
High curved windows, girder-lined brick siding. It was a gigantic 

fieldhouse for football.
Within seven miles, arranged in ascending size from south to north, 

Indianapolis had a trio of marushka Hinkles.

When day broke over Indianapolis on November 14, Lucas Oil Sta-
dium was being prepared for a football game. The Colts were to play 
their division rivals, the New England Patriots, on Sunday night. The 
game would be on national television, and the city was buzzing with 
anticipation. Quarterback Peyton Manning and the home team had won 
their first eight regular season games, and football fans were thinking 
Super Bowl. The Indianapolis Star newspaper previewed all the angles, 
preparing the locals for a big football weekend. There was college action 
too. At high noon, in-state Big Ten school Purdue hosted Michigan State 
on ESPN.

Indianapolis, like most American cities, was spending its November 
contemplating the pigskin, not the sheep’s bladder. For the moment, 
three-point field goals were kicked, not heaved. One hundred and forty-
two days later, college basketball’s National Championship would be 
awarded at Lucas Oil Stadium, but few in the city were thinking about 
hoops at all on November 14. In the original Hinkle on the north side of 
town, 6,713 fans gathered for Butler’s 2009-10 season opener. The crowd 
covered just under two-thirds of the building’s post-renovation seating 
bowl.

On an unseasonably sunny afternoon, the Bulldogs played a non-
conference tilt against Davidson College, from the Southern Conference. 
This was a mandated return game tied to ESPN’s BracketBusters event for 
outsider colleges. Nine months earlier, in February, Butler had played a 
nationally televised contest at Davidson’s John M. Belk Arena, just north 
of Charlotte. It was a convincing 12-point win for Butler, a 23rd victory of 
the 2008-09 season against just four losses. It signaled that the Bulldogs 
were a team with the capability of striking deep into the 2009 NCAA 
Tournament.

The game also served as something of a guard change. 
Davidson had been as close to a household name as there was in the 

small-conference ranks. Every basketball fan in the land knew who the 
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Wildcats were. They took a No. 10 seed into the 2008 NCAA Tournament, 
engineered two come-from-behind wins over Gonzaga and Georgetown 
in the first two rounds, then destroyed Wisconsin of the Big Ten. The 
Badgers fell in the Sweet Sixteen round after a 17-point second half run-
away blowout. Davidson was on to the Elite Eight. 

Davidson’s star sophomore shooting guard Stephen Curry, the son 
of NBA three-point specialist Dell, became a national superstar in seven 
short days. Nobody was pronouncing his name “STEE-ven” anymore. 
He preferred “STEFF-in,” and his sweet shot guaranteed that was what 
people would call him from then on.

Curry scored 103 points in those three first games, most on impos-
sible, perfectly-arced jump shots. The sporting nation came to know him 
as the antithesis of the ego-driven wannabe CEO prototype star of the 
previous 20 years. Here was a humble and well-centered young man 
from a solid family. Casual fans and NBA stars alike found it impossible 
to root against him. LeBron James sat at courtside during the Wisconsin 
game, oohing and aahing at Stephen’s shotmaking. 

The good guy facade was cracked just for a second, when high defini-
tion television close-ups showed that he had written “I can do anything” 
on his sneaker. Easy there, ego. But it turned out that it was the first part 
of Philippians 4:13, and “...through Christ who strengthens me” didn’t 
quite fit on the shoe.

In the end, Davidson’s 2008 story ended in heartbreak on a temporary 
court at Detroit’s NFL football stadium. Locked in a tight battle with the 
University of Kansas in the Midwest regional final, with a trip to the 
Final Four in San Antonio on the line, the Wildcats found themselves 
down by two points late in the game. Kansas had kept the Davidson star 
in check all afternoon. Curry had managed to tally 25 points, but he was 
shooting erratically. He was 4-for-16 from beyond the three-point line, 
well below his average.

With 16.8 seconds to go, with a chance to either force overtime or win, 
with Final Four destiny in their collective grasp, the Wildcats made their 
way up the floor. Curry was swarmed by Kansas defenders. He shoveled 
the ball off to senior point guard Jason Richards as time slipped away. 
Richards heaved a shot, but it banged abruptly off the backboard. 

Kansas won the game 59-57, and went on to win the National Cham-
pionship eight days later. Once again, the big guys won it all. There was 
brief chatter in the media that Curry would leave college early, and enter 
the NBA Draft that summer. But before he even left the Ford Field locker 
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room that day, he declared his clear intention to return as a junior.
Davidson’s 2008-09 season, played under increased media scrutiny 

and marked with numerous national TV appearances, became a diffi-
cult honeymoon. In addition to the graduation loss of Richards, which 
pushed Curry more towards point guard duties, the team had also gradu-
ated several key members of the frontcourt. Davidson’s big men, gener-
ally overlooked and unappreciated during the run, had kept the Wildcats 
from being overwhelmed by the size of major-conference opponents. 
They had help clear the way for Curry to shoot the ball.

Without solid rebounding or well-balanced scoring, the 6-foot-3 
Curry carried the full weight of the squad upon his slight shoulders. For 
his team to win, he had to do it all, and occasionally could. But Curry suf-
fered through injuries and cold spells, and Davidson could not manage a 
return trip to the Elite Eight, much less the NCAA Tournament.

That late February game against Butler served as a convenient two-
hour microcosm of Stephen Curry’s junior-season frustrations. The Bull-
dogs charged out to an early lead. Fighting a sprained ankle, Davidson’s 
star went colder than he had been against Kansas. He missed his first 
eight shots, and when his teammates wouldn’t and couldn’t pick up the 
scoring slack, No. 30 in white kept on shooting. It was a valiant yet failed 
effort to break out of his slump. His limited mobility led to seven turn-
overs against an aggressive Butler defense, and in the end, he shot just 
6-for-23 from the floor. 

Butler won, 75-63. A month later, Davidson’s season was over after 
a loss to the College of Charleston in Southern Conference semifinals. 

A star-crossed college career was complete as well. With the choice 
between more rebuilding or moving on, Curry declared his intention to 
skip his senior season and enter the 2009 NBA Draft. The Golden State 
Warriors used their first round No. 7 pick on him, and Curry became an 
instant millionaire.

The BracketBusters return match in Indianapolis between Butler and 
Davidson was the Wildcats’ first game without Curry. Stephen, for his 
part, spent his day 275 miles north of town with his new professional 
team. He played 25 minutes in a 129-125 loss against the Milwaukee 
Bucks, shot 6-for-9 from the floor, and closed with 14 points and four 
rebounds.

Davidson could have used that kind of production. But as the Wild-
cats’ national notoriety faded, Butler’s prospects became brighter. The 
Bulldogs lost by three points in the 2009 Horizon League championship 
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game to Cleveland State, but that key road win at Davidson caught peo-
ple’s attention. The selection committee allowed Butler into the NCAA 
Tournament as an at-large qualifier, with a No. 8 seed. And though the 
Bulldogs were eliminated in the first round against LSU, the returning 
team was young, full of sophomores and juniors. It was a rare small-
conference squad with a recent track record, returning starters, chips on 
shoulders and plenty of upward mobility. 

And so Butler entered 2009-10 with a national No. 11 ranking in the 
Associated Press preseason poll of basketball writers.

The scribes were hungry for a good story, as they always are. David-
son might have played the part of Cinderella-in-waiting, but without 
Curry, the Wildcats were just another one of the hundreds of anonymous 
small-college teams, easily ignored and overlooked. Butler, on the other 
hand, was bulging with subtext. Butler was a gift that could keep on giv-
ing throughout the 2009-10 season. 

A few national columnists, like Fox Sports’ Jeff Goodman, were mak-
ing the connection. “When I woke up this morning at the Westin Hotel 
in downtown Indianapolis and looked out my window at Lucas Oil Sta-
dium, the site of this year’s Final Four, it hit me,” Goodman wrote in 
mid-October. “The Bulldogs reside just about seven miles down the road.”





[        ]39
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BABY-FACED ASSASSINS

In his street clothes, Gordon Hayward only had one attribute that 
made him look like an actual basketball player: he was six feet, nine 
inches tall. There were only 200 pounds stretched across that long frame, 
a reasonable weight for a 6-foot-3 guard. He had a sort of goofy Alfred E. 
Neuman perma-grin on his face, ears that stuck straight out to the sides, 
and a shambling sort of shuffle-step walk. On the court, he often wore a 
jersey two sizes too big, which made him appear even skinnier. He looked 
like the kind of kid who was cursed by too much height, who went out 
for the basketball team only because everybody else always told him he 
should.

But growing up 17 miles west of downtown Indianapolis, in the mid-
sized town of Brownsburg, he was just like any other Indiana boy. He was 
dreaming of basketball glory, of becoming the next Larry Bird. When 
he was five years old, he told his father he wanted to play in the NBA. 
That was fine, Gordon II said, but a college career at Purdue would have 
to come first. Gordon III and twin sister Heather were bred to be third-
generation Boilermakers. “I was brainwashed from a very early age that I 
was going to go there, and I had no decision on that,” he once said.

Gordon’s freshman year at Brownsburg High School was inauspi-
cious. As a 5-foot-11 point guard, he felt like he was too short to make 
any real impact on a basketball team. He considered switching to another 
sport. Tennis was coming more naturally to him, and he and his sister 
played some mean mixed doubles growing up. He even wrote out a res-
ignation speech that he planned to deliver to basketball coach Joshua 
Kendrick. He was going to reach for the U.S. Open title, not the National 
Championship.

But destiny, and his parents, had other ideas. As his high school career 
progressed, his height shot up ten inches. Gordon became a prep school 
star, known for guard-like play in a forward’s body. Though he lacked 
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the bulk to truly mix it up in the paint with the other 6-foot-8 players, 
he loved to step out and hit three-pointers. The stealthy speed gener-
ated by his long legs made him a matchup nightmare for anybody who 
was assigned to guard him. He was becoming the kind of genre-busting 
player that European and South American teams used to shake up the 
basketball world in the 1990s.

On March 22, 2008, the day before Stephen Curry scored 30 points 
to lead Davidson over Georgetown and into the Sweet Sixteen, Gordon 
Hayward suited up in a purple No. 20 uniform. It was the final game of 
his high school career. His Brownsburg Bulldogs were up against Marion 
High, a rural school near Kokomo, in the 4A state championship game. 

When the IHSAA replaced its open championship with a four-tiered 
class system in 1997, that ended any chance for tiny schools from tiny 
towns to win state. There would be no more Milan Miracles. Schools 
were placed in categories based on size, and the proto-”Hoosiers” would 
have to settle for competing for the 1A title. The 4A, or “big school” divi-
sion, became the de facto Indiana state championship. 

Just like it always had been, the title contest was held annually in 
Indianapolis. But it wasn’t at Hinkle Fieldhouse anymore. The slightly 
bigger version downtown, the home of the Pacers, became the new site.

With 2.1 seconds remaining in the second half, with Marion leading 
39-38, Brownsburg’s Austin Fish inbounded from the far sideline. It was 
an awkward, desperate, Hail Mary type of heave that caught the out-
stretched fingers of a white-clad Marion player. The touch activated the 
clock. The final two seconds of the game spun away, those final tenths 
shown as twirling yellow blurs on the Conseco Fieldhouse scoreboards. 

But the Marion defender could not control the ball. The intercepted 
pass fell away from his grasp. Hayward, who was anticipating the 
inbound, began the play several steps behind where the wild lob ended 
up. But the lithe and skinny Brownsburg player slipped into the lane and 
scooped up the basketball. In one smooth motion, he rose to the basket 
and released a two-handed layup. 

The ball balanced on top of the rim, teetered for an instant, then fell 
through for a score. Red light illuminated the glass backboard. Browns-
burg 40, Marion 39: the Bulldogs were state “big school” champions. Hay-
ward’s buzzer-beater became a classic snapshot, just another legendary 
moment in the illustrious history of Indiana high school hoops. 

And on top of that, it was his 18th birthday. Now he could vote and 
join the army.
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Gordon Hayward had no intention of enlisting. By his junior year, he 
was a Big Ten-level basketball recruit. Michigan and Purdue offered him 
scholarships. But scouting services saw him more as a two or three-star 
player, a 50 on a 100 scale, a bench contributor, an oddball disrupter who 
could come in and shake up games for a minute or two. 

But Butler pressed hard for his services. Brad Stevens, then an assistant 
coach, attempted to sway the Hayward parents from their Boilermaker 
brainwashing. He told them that Gordon would make an immediate 
impact in the smaller Horizon League. Maybe, he said, Gordon could 
even put up the kind of statistics that would translate to an NBA résumé 
after four years of college. After some time in Butler’s outstanding weight 
room, of course.

Stevens’ own résumé read like that of many local Hoosier legends. 
He rewrote the record book at Zionsville, a small high school north of 
Indianapolis. Then he struggled to score points at DePauw, a Division III 
university in nearby Greencastle. After that, off to the business world. 
Glory days, as Bruce Springsteen once sang, they’ll pass you by.

There’s no room in the NBA, or in the Euroleague, or Latvia’s second 
division, for a middling D-III player. So Stevens put his DePauw econom-
ics degree to good use. In 1999, he took a job as a marketing associate at 
Eli Lilly, a major pharmaceutical company in Indiana’s capital city.

But life behind a desk didn’t suit Brad Stevens all that well. He wanted 
to stretch his legs. He volunteered at a local high school as an assistant 
basketball coach. The 23-year-old Stevens worked his connections to get 
back into the game full-time. In 2000, Barry Collier at Butler hired him 
as a basketball operations coordinator. His girlfriend, fellow DePauw 
graduate and former soccer star Tracy Wilhelmy, gave him permission 
to follow his dream. 

Basketball ops is a loosely joined, shifting set of odd tasks. Sometimes, 
fetching coffee is one of them. It’s a position that ranks in prestige just 
above stipended graduate assistant, and just below third assistant coach 
– the one who tracks player fouls on a clipboard during games, and claps 
under the basket during pregame warmups, offering encouragement. But 
Stevens did every little job well. When head coach Thad Matta left for 
Xavier in 2001, one of new coach Todd Lickliter’s first orders of business 
was to grant Stevens full-time assistant-hood. Butler offered him the req-
uisite bump in salary, and his career-change gamble was worthwhile.

There are thousands of grizzled coaches who toil for decades for that 
first elusive shot to lead a Division I basketball team. Most retire or drift 
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away before they get the chance. This one only had to wait until he was 
30 years old. When Lickliter’s Horizon League successes culminated in a 
Big Ten payday at the University of Iowa, Collier picked Stevens to lead 
the team into the future. In doing so, Collier passed over national candi-
dates, as well as the other two assistants. At the time of his promotion, 
Stevens was the second-youngest head coach in Division I. 

He looked even younger. To compare photographs from his play-
ing days at DePauw in 1997-98 with the 2007-08 Butler team picture, it 
looked like he hadn’t aged at all in a decade.

Stevens was still a new head coach in June 2007, when he secured a 
commitment from Gordon Hayward. Under Lickliter, the Bulldogs put 
together one last stellar campaign, with a 29-7 overall record and wins 
over Old Dominion and Maryland at the NCAA Tournament. It was a 
Sweet Sixteen season. 

But there was a lot of uncertainty in that summer of 2007. Butler 
had a young, new, untested coach. The team was stocked with seniors, 
but scheduled to lose four starters the following summer. And a family 
dead-set on a Purdue education for their son was placing faith and trust 
in a freshly promoted assistant. Stevens was dropping wild, outside-the-
box hints about NBA potential, and the closest he’d ever been to the pro 
league was a seat at a Pacers game. 

But Stevens engineered a 30-4 season in his first year. Butler had 
never won that many games in a season. The Bulldogs came within one 
overtime period of a Sweet Sixteen return, losing to Tennessee in the 
Round of 32. Though the graduates were taking a combined 44 points 
per game with them, incoming freshman Hayward was a real prospect. 
While Butler was battling on the bracket, Hayward was becoming a 4A 
state champion and a Hoosier hero. There was a certain sense that things 
might work out.

Horizon League beat writers and coaches didn’t agree. They picked 
the Bulldogs to finish the 2008-09 season in fifth place. According to 
them, Butler would be lucky to win half of their games. That was just 
cold conventional wisdom. Any team losing four starters was bound to 
struggle. But Hayward fit squarely and snugly into Butler’s statistical gap. 
In his first college game, he led Butler with nine rebounds in a road 
win ay defending Missouri Valley Conference champion Drake. In late 
December, he scored 25 in a losing cause against Ohio State. He notched 
three “big man’s double-doubles,” double digits in points and rebounds, 
over four games. One of those was a 19-point, ten-rebound performance 
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in a win at Xavier, a game in which he made all ten of his free throws. 
Hayward’s big national splash came during the February Bracket-

Busters game at Davidson, there in the waning days of Stephen Curry’s 
college career. Curry, who’d become a nationally famous “baby-faced 
assassin” for his soft features and hard-slicing shots, struggled to find his 
rhythm as he hobbled around the court. Meanwhile, Hayward was full 
of youthful and boundless freshman energy. 

No. 20 in black snatched the spotlight from No. 30 in white. Late in the 
first half, Hayward sewed together eight unanswered points from three 
straight baskets, including a pair of perfectly spun three-pointers. The 
ESPN research staff clamored to find enough material on him to fill the 
stunned silences at Belk Arena. The Butler freshman with the funny ears 
and gawky gait spent most of the second half calmly sinking free throws. 
Butler came away a 75-63 statement win, and Hayward had a career-high 
27 points. There was a new “baby-faced assassin” in town.

And then, after the game, he waddled out to the team bus in his over-
sized sweat suit, with that same big goofy grin on his face.

Davidson head coach Bob McKillop was clearly impressed. A dynamic 
weapon and a silky shooter with talents beyond his years, he said, maybe 
even the possible second coming of Mike Dunleavy. That former Duke 
star was scoring 20 points per game, making millions for the Indiana 
Pacers at Conseco Fieldhouse, the site of Gordon Hayward’s previous 
greatest basketball achievement. 

Hayward ended up averaging 13.1 points in his first season at Butler, 
and led the team in rebounds (6.5) and blocks too. Conference coaches 
agreed that no other Horizon newcomer was even remotely qualified for 
the freshman of the year award. 

That summer, along with fellow Butler first-year player Shelvin Mack, 
a stocky shooting guard from Kentucky, he represented the USA at the 
Under-19 world championships in New Zealand. The two rising Bulldog 
sophomores helped America win its first gold medal in the event since 
1981. Every team that Gordon Hayward joined up with was winning 
games. Dating back to the 2008 high school playoffs, he was 42 and 6. 

And instead of finishing in fifth place, a team that started three fresh-
men topped the Horizon League table. Brad Stevens’ “rebuilding” Bull-
dogs were regular season champions, with a 15-3 conference record. They 
were NCAA Tournament qualifiers, and won 26 games overall. Stevens, 
who still looked like a college freshman himself, won 56 total games in 
his first two years as head coach. 
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Butler University was the boy-genius capital of Division I college bas-
ketball.

Davidson and Butler met again, this time at Hinkle Fieldhouse. This 
time, in November. Autumn sun painted rectangles of light on Hinkle’s 
hardwood court through the high, tall cathedral-style windows. As the 
offseason dust kicked up off the bleacher seats, the light became three-
dimensional, collecting in streaming shafts and hazy, gauzy blobs above 
the assembled crowd. 

This was church, plain and simple.
And it was another new season. Butler’s live bulldog mascot, Blue II, 

ran to the student section to fetch an oversized bone before the starting 
lineups. Then, ten players gathered around the center circle. The referee 
tossed the ball into the air.

The score didn’t stay 0-0 for long. Butler’s lone senior starter, an ath-
letic guard named Willie Veasley, took a pass on the move and put up a 
quick shot. The first two points of the Bulldogs’ 2009-10 campaign came 
within just a few seconds from its beginning.

Davidson hit right back. This wasn’t the same team that had let the 
Bulldogs run all over their home floor nine months earlier. The Wildcats’ 
roster had been transformed with the early exit of Stephen Curry. The 
media darlings of yesterday matched nationally ranked Butler shot for 
shot, drove to the hoop at will, and led by ten points by the middle of 
the first half. 

The new Davidson was stocked with raw and talented 6-foot-10 under-
classmen, and McKillop rotated them in and out of the game. Most of the 
team was new and young. They showed the hunger, intensity and vigor 
of a squad that had already come to terms with the idea that Superman 
wasn’t coming to bail them out anymore with a 30-point performance.

Although Davidson had brought back several supporting-cast players 
whose careers dated back to the 2008 Elite Eight run, the team’s play 
resembled that of most young squads: periods of alternating brilliance 
and lethargy, a strong ten minutes followed by a subpar stretch. Teams in 
various states of early development, by basketball logic rather than actual 
design, often have difficulty with consistency. 

Gordon Hayward smacked down a shot that sliced through the net 
to blunt the Wildcat attack. Three minutes later, another. Drowsy Hinkle 
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Fieldhouse awoke. Butler rode a 14-2 run to climb back into the game, a 
streak capped by two Veasley three-pointers. At the halftime break, the 
Bulldogs were ahead, 37-35.

Butler lost just six times in 2008-09, but many games followed that 
young-team template: fleeting bursts of brilliance, interspersed with long 
stretches of misfiring cylinders and low inspiration. In most cases, eight 
to ten minutes of pure effort, the trade of seven baskets for one or two, 
were all that was needed to dispatch an inferior opponent. Teams like 
Wisconsin-Milwaukee and Loyola of Chicago and Youngstown State had 
far worse problems. 

But with the high expectations and unprecedented No. 11 preseason 
ranking, Butler’s play was far more subject to dissection and criticism. 
The Bulldogs, sophomores and juniors instead of freshmen and sopho-
mores, won by nine points. That was just one point short of their previ-
ous victory margin over Davidson, but they needed a big game-closing 
run. Another stretch of sloppy play was cut off by a slashing Hayward 
baseline drive and layup with 9:08 remaining. That tied the score at 58. 
Butler’s defense locked down, and Davidson scored just four more points 
over the remainder of the game. 

The final score was 73-62. Butler was 1-0, still undefeated.
Stevens maintained an even tone, answering questions from a small 

gathering of journalists in the press room under Hinkle’s west bleachers. 
“This first game is not going to define who you are, win or lose,” he said. 
“But it gives us a lot to work on.” Then he rolled up a copy of the boxscore, 
took a deep breath, and walked back through the dark tunnel, towards 
the home team locker room. 

It was a messy early season game between two relatively young teams, 
a public scrimmage that happened to count in the standings. Davidson 
had the same things to address as Butler. The Wildcats, like the Bulldogs, 
had to figure out a way to patch together 40 minutes of sustained effort, 
the type of consistency that separates the good and the mediocre. But 
back below the national radar, Davidson wouldn’t have to work things 
out under the national media microscope. 

An hour after the game was over, Bob McKillop wandered alone in 
the empty Hinkle Fieldhouse parking lot, catching up with his cell phone 
messages as the sun set over Indianapolis. Twenty months earlier, he 
was addressing packed press conferences at the NCAA Tournament. He 
effused about Stephen Curry, the baby-faced assassin who led Davidson 
to the doorstep of the Final Four. He waxed wise to adoring journalists 



4 6  [ 3 9 ]  B A B Y - F A C E D  A S S A S S I N S

about the endless pursuit of the perfect season, the search for the kind 
of “beautiful game” that defined Brazilian soccer. There was beauty in 
college basketball too, he insisted, despite its flaws and corruption. 

But Davidson’s glory had faded. Now the Cinderella spotlight, and all 
of its pressure, had moved west to Butler. 

McKillop was the Southern Conference’s longest-tenured head coach, 
with over 350 career wins over 19 seasons, and six league coach of the 
year titles. For the time being, he was once again one of the hundreds 
of Division I coaches trying hard to accentuate team strengths and wipe 
out weaknesses, bumping up against obstacles. But the Wildcats’ chances 
for a National Championship were still alive. It was still only November, 
and Davidson was just 0-1. With over 30 games, a perfect season could 
sustain a few losses.

“Nobody should worry about us,” he said. “We’ll get better as the 
season goes on. We’re going to be okay. We’ll have it together by March, 
just you wait and see.”

Then he paused. “Hayward’s pretty good, isn’t he?”





[        ]38
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OSPREYL AND

Glory is not always measured in seasons, but sometimes in mere days. 
A week into the 2007-08 season, teams from the Atlantic Sun Conference 
held a perfect 3-0 record against the Big East, SEC and Pac-10 – half of 
the NCAA’s most powerful sextet of football-driven major leagues. It was, 
indisputably, the best week in the Atlantic Sun’s three-decade life.

Early season upsets shake up the college basketball world in a number 
of ways. For one, they reshuffle the coaches’ and writers’ polls, serving 
as an educational guide. Teams that voters might have initially overrated 
are given suitable corrections. Shock upsets also give small schools far 
outside the Top 25 a few days of positive national press, and help sustain 
the David v. Goliath tropes that have become such an important part of 
college basketball. 

More importantly, they come as college football season ramps up to 
its conclusion. Upsets get people talking about hoops in November and 
December. For many college sports fans, upsets serve as the first remind-
ers that hardwood action has started at all. Only freak occurrences are 
capable of interrupting the run-up to the Bowl Championship Series.

On November 7, 2007, Gardner-Webb University from Boiling 
Springs, North Carolina (population: 3,880) beat seven-time National 
Champion Kentucky, at historic Rupp Arena. That really got people’s 
attention. The Wildcats were ranked No. 20 in the preseason poll. That 
ranking didn’t last long. 

This wasn’t a matter of some miracle shot at the buzzer, or superhu-
man one-man show. The Runnin’ Bulldogs ran ragged over UK, beating 
the Wildcats 84-68 in their own building. The blowout was so thorough 
that the visiting team had plenty of time to plan its exit.

“When there were two minutes left, I turned to our bench,” said Gard-
ner-Webb head coach Rick Scruggs afterwards. “I told my players, ‘when 
this thing’s over, handle yourselves like you’ve won here before.’ I wanted 
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to respect the Kentucky players, coaches and fans, so I told our guys to 
carry themselves like champions.”

Champions? Gardner-Webb had only been in the NCAA’s Division 
I for seven years, and only had two winning seasons among their five 
as an Atlantic Sun member. But the Runnin’ Bulldogs simply walked 
off the court with utmost class, and saved their wild celebration for the 
locker room. 

Days later, Mercer outran Southern California, a team with freshman 
future NBA star O.J. Mayo, in a 91-86 track meet of a game. USC was 
the No. 18 team in the polls at the time, and the Bears were from a tiny 
private college in Macon, Georgia that few had ever heard of. And then 
Belmont University, from Nashville, ruined Cincinnati’s home opener. 
The Bruins drilled the Big East’s Bearcats, 86-75.

Since the league first appeared at the Big Dance in 1981 as the Trans-
American Athletic Conference, the Atlantic Sun took one of the lowest 
positions on the Division I totem pole. It was far below those of Butler’s 
Horizon League or Davidson’s Southern Conference. As all conferences 
do, the A-Sun sends its tournament winner to the NCAA Tournament 
every March with an automatic bid.

But in November 2007, none of its 12 member teams had won a single 
game there. The league had only three wins against 27 low-seed losses. 
The first was by Arkansas-Little Rock in 1986 (a 90-83 shock win over 
Notre Dame as a No. 14 seed), and the next came 11 years later, when 
the College of Charleston in 1997 beat Maryland in a 12/5 upset. Most 
recently, the Georgia State Panthers won in the 2001 first round as a No. 
11 seed, an overtime dismissal of sixth-seeded Wisconsin. 

All three didn’t stay in the league for long, and each moved up the 
Division I ladder. UALR went up to the Sun Belt Conference shortly after 
their NCAA win, and Charleston graduated to the SoCon. Georgia State, 
an Atlanta-based school, ended up in the Colonial Athletic Association. 

Most other members didn’t stay, either. Three decades into the 
league’s existence, only one of its charter members, Mercer, remained. 
At the time of their upset of Kentucky, Gardner-Webb had already made 
plans to leave for the Big South, a league whose prestige came from Gregg 
Marshall’s Winthrop teams. The Eagles dominated the league in the late 
1990s and early 2000s, a run culminating in a 2007 NCAA first round 
win over Notre Dame.

The Atlantic Sun never had a Winthrop. There was no long-term 
A-Sun dynasty. In fact, the league was a doormat in more ways than 
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one. Well-heeled schools from the major leagues would wipe their meta-
phorical feet on its champions every March. Also, small schools would 
use it as a sort of basketball Ellis Island. Longtime commissioner Bill 
Bibb, a kind-hearted and soft-spoken man, operated his league for years 
as a sort of feeder conference for southeastern schools that wanted to 
move up to Division I, that wanted chances to compete for the National 
Championship. The Atlantic Sun became a boarding house for hopeful 
Division II immigrants.

Bibb accepted the homeless and tempest-tost as well. East Tennessee 
State University fielded a strong team every year in the Southern Confer-
ence, winning two straight tournament titles in 2003 and 2004. Both 
years, the Buccaneers made dignified showings at the NCAA Tourna-
ment. But in 2005, budget cuts forced ETSU to end the football program. 
The SoCon, arguably the most storied small-time gridiron conference in 
America, terminated the school’s membership immediately. 

The Atlantic Sun was full of tiny schools that only played football at 
the intramural level, if at all. It brought on ETSU and its strong tradition 
in men’s basketball. Everybody around the league expected the Bucs to 
dominate from day one, but it took them four long years to get back to 
the NCAA Tournament, to ongoing frustration. The school’s pride was 
damaged. Players, coaches, fans and boosters alike felt the program had 
gone back to the single-A minors. 

Tall and athletic players gravitated to the more prestigious leagues, 
so the prevailing style of play in the A-Sun tended to be guard-oriented. 
It was uptempo to the point of overcaffeinated, and oftentimes madden-
ingly random. This really was as close to Division II as a school could 
get without dropping down a level. In 2007-08, a full one-third of the 
conference was made up of schools reclassifying upwards. 

Any school desiring to make the leap was required to operate as a 
Division I school for anywhere between three and seven years. They had 
to schedule D-I colleges, file extra NCAA paperwork, comply to stricter 
standards and rules about recruiting and scholarships, and spend a lot 
more money. During the transition period, they had to do so without 
the benefits of postseason eligibility. Reclassifying schools couldn’t play 
for league championships, and couldn’t qualify for the Big Dance either. 
The wait was meant to deter schools that had more pride than resources.

North Florida, Kennesaw State, Florida Gulf Coast and South Caro-
lina-Upstate tried to balance both, and the Atlantic Sun took them on 
as its ninth through 12th members. Since those four weren’t eligible to 
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play at the conference tournament, the other eight schools knew they’d 
all make the league quarterfinals in March. The conference was more an 
incubator for dreams than a basketball league. 

The biggest problem for schools reclassifying from Division II wasn’t 
filing and faxing, it was finding players. Without the opportunity to play 
for a conference title or National Championship, potential recruits simply 
went elsewhere. Some agreed to campus visits to politely get a coach off 
the phone, then simply didn’t show up. In 2007-08, the year that began 
with a trio of shock Atlantic Sun upsets, the quartet of hatchlings won a 
combined 30 games... and lost 90. The North Florida Ospreys, for their 
part, finished 3-26, a perfect replica of their 2006-07 season. In 2005-06, 
the first year in D-I, UNF had six victories against 22 losses. It would take 
two seasons to match that win total.

Despite those early shock results in November 2007, the Atlantic Sun’s 
final overall non-conference record, dragged down by the struggles of the 
four newbies, was an overcast 46-108. That following summer, Gardner-
Webb checked out of the Hotel A-Sun and was off to slightly better digs 
in the Big South. The league was down to 11 teams, and only seven were 
eligible for the automatic NCAA bid during that following season. 

But in the summer of 2009, North Florida and Kennesaw State com-
pleted their periods of purgatory. They were full-fledged Division I mem-
bers. Finally, they could dream too.

The boy-girl mascots of the University of North Florida are named 
Ozzie and Harriet. They’re two sea hawks, ospreys in particular, and they 
wear the numbers 19 and 72 to commemorate their school’s opening 
year. The names are kind of a weird joke. When UNF started accepting 
students, “The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet” had been off the air for 
six years. By the time the school was finally large enough to field sports 
teams in the 1980s, the sitcom was a dated relic of a lost age.

Then again, there’s something about college that makes one try to 
look older, without the wear and tear of actual age. North Florida, located 
in the southern end of the Jacksonville metro area, needed that imported 
history. The 2009-10 season would be the first in which the Ospreys were 
technically eligible for the NCAA Tournament. 

Not that it technically mattered, though. It took North Florida three 
years to win their first road game against a D-I opponent. The Ospreys 
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began their path to the National Championship with three freshman 
starters. The program faced the same problems winning out on the road 
that it always had. A 21-point season-opening loss at Notre Dame proved 
that.

Matt Kilcullen was the head coach who led the program up from Divi-
sion II, through four tough transitional years that yielded just 20 wins 
in 116 games. The team’s Ratings Percentage Index figure, the NCAA’s 
ranking based on winning percentage and schedule strength, was never 
better than 326th. That placed UNF firmly in the bottom 25 of all Divi-
sion I schools, regardless of postseason eligibility. 

By the time I made it to UNF Arena for the Ospreys’ first-ever home 
game as an NCAA Tournament aspirant, Kilcullen had been reassigned 
to a fundraising position in the athletic department. That’s a common 
way to fire a head coach while allowing them a modicum of respect and 
dignity. Cut their salary, stick them behind a desk, and let them play golf 
every week on a tight expense account.

He wasn’t around for the Ospreys’ first home game under Matthew 
Driscoll, a longtime assistant at Baylor University. He was getting his first 
D-I shot. Driscoll, a basketball coach in a football linebacker’s body, had 
been voted one of the top assistants in the country the previous summer. 
It was only a matter of time before he got his big opportunity. 

While at Baylor, Driscoll could promise recruits the chance to play 
in the tough Big 12 Conference. Games were on television, so parents 
could watch at home. NBA scouts were always prevalent at games against 
Kansas and Texas. And he could offer young men the opportunity to play 
in the NCAA Tournament every year, because the Big 12 always sent 
multiple teams to the Big Dance with at-large bids. 

At North Florida, though, his main drawing card was... north Florida. 
UNF business cards featured a beach scene behind the hand-rendered 
osprey logo. The school’s athletic website greeted visitors with the sooth-
ing sounds of gently lapping waves. There were all reminders that the 
Atlantic Ocean was a five-mile straight shot east of the school’s Jackson-
ville campus. 

There is no denying the beauty of the area. The UNF campus is an 
ecosystem unto itself. The buildings are widely spaced over 1,400 acres, 
connected by winding two-lane roads. In between, there are groves and 
nature trails, lakes stocked with fish, and even an alligator pond. The 
days, even in November, are long and warm, the nights cool and soft. 
With the fresh-smelling ocean breezes blowing in from Jacksonville 
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Beach at all hours, one would have to come up with a good excuse to 
stay inside.

Basketball would do. Students packed the short stack of plastic stu-
dent-section bleachers behind the far basket in UNF Arena, a low-ceil-
inged and brightly lit bandbox that was barely two decades old. They 
carried collapsible blue-and-grey vinyl banners from the bookstore that 
said “Swoop!” on them when extended. 

A few of the Greek organizations organized nights out, and unfurled 
banners (“Kappa Delta loves the Ospreys”). Some brought signs for their 
favorite players, like senior guard Eni Cuka. Everyone agreed that he had 
a fun name to chant. The cheerleaders, a lineup of pretty Sunshine State 
girls in blue and black outfits, cheered with shiny silver pom-poms. Ozzie 
ran through the crowd, giving everybody furry high-fives.

Students and supporters didn’t take UNF basketball for granted, at 
least not yet. Heavy expectations would be years away, and the past four 
years didn’t matter. For the time being, the Ospreys were their team, 
from the same university that they attended, and things like RPI and 
preseason polls and analyst predictions were completely immaterial. If 
there was a memo that stated that nobody was supposed to care about 
Atlantic Sun basketball, they hadn’t received it. They were just excited to 
have Division I hoops at their school, and wanted to yell their lungs out 
for their boys.

And yell they did. North Florida was in a tight, low-scoring scrap 
with Savannah State. The Tigers were Division I independents, operat-
ing without a conference, and were a cautionary tale to any Division II 
schools that fancied a move to D-I – especially without the help of a nice 
league like the Atlantic Sun to help them find their way. With a miniscule 
athletic budget of a few million dollars, the Tigers had to schedule all 
their games themselves, and pay for their own travel too. And there was 
a lot of travel. Few coaches saw any benefit in taking their teams on the 
road to play an independent school.

Savannah State didn’t have a conference tournament to play in. Its 
only opportunity for the NCAA Tournament was to play well enough to 
earn an at-large berth. That was something that no independent team 
had done since the Big Dance expanded to six rounds in 1985. Further-
more, without any apparel manufacturer willing to sponsor uniforms, 
the school had to spend its own money on equipment. This was evi-
denced by a set of threadbare blue and orange kits, with numbers in 
mismatching typefaces. 
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In 2004-05, the Tigers finished the season 0-28. Savannah State was 
only the second Division I college basketball team in the modern era to 
drop each and every one of their games. Instead of raising the school’s 
profile through athletics, Savannah State became a punch line. This was 
a far worse fate than North Florida could have ever imagined during their 
rough transition. The Ospreys, with whom SSU had a state-line basket-
ball rivalry, had a conference home and a real future.

Head coach Ed Daniels was dismissed immediately after the Tigers’ 
final loss to Florida A&M in March 2005. “The school is more important 
than me or the people who fired me,” he told the Associated Press. “My 
wish is just that Savannah State does well.”

Savannah State did end up doing better. It was one of the best hidden 
stories of college basketball. Under Horace Broadnax, once a member 
of Georgetown’s 1984 National Championship team, the Tigers broke 
through with a 15-14 season in 2008-09. That wasn’t nearly good enough 
for the NCAA selection committee, but it was a rare instance of an inde-
pendent team winning more games than it lost. There was even talk 
that the Mid-Eastern Athletic Conference, a league of historically black 
Division I colleges, was considering extending membership. The home 
of 1997’s bracket-shockers Coppin State would likely be Savannah State’s 
home, too.

But the 2009-10 campaign was off to an offensively challenged start. 
Over a long stretch that spanned halftime, the Ospreys held their blue-
and-orange guests to nine minutes without a point. The score was 20-19 
in favor of North Florida after 20 minutes, but the home fans didn’t mind 
the lack of offense. There were 1,500 in attendance, roughly one-quarter 
of the non-capacity crowd that had watched Butler beat Davidson the pre-
vious Saturday in Indianapolis. But those who were there soon achieved 
an advanced state of Osprey Fever.

The student section went crazy. Fans jumped up and down as North 
Florida raced out to a double-digit lead in the late stages. The Tigers were 
making the Ospreys look like a world-shocking NCAA Tournament team. 
The super-fans in their tie-dyed “Prey Nation” T-shirts waved towels over 
their heads. “Ho-race suuucks!” they all chanted. “Ho-race suuuuuuucks!” 

When the game was over, there were hugs and high-fives all around. 
“Swoop, swoop, swoop!” they chanted.

Every season starts out as a blank slate of anticipation and possibility, 
and a path to the National Championship. For newly eligible North Flor-
ida, this was the very first of those seasons. But for most in the smaller 
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conferences, unblemished beauty fades rapidly as the ugliness of lop-
sided reality sets in. The Ospreys had years of experience with that.

But sometimes, November can allow a team like North Florida to keep 
the feeling just a little bit longer. An early win can extend the expiration 
date on hope, and keep the dream intact for another night. For one game, 
the home team came out of the locker room after halftime and looked 
like they could hit three-pointers at will, like they could force tempo and 
outrebound anybody. After conveniently forgetting that the road team 
was worse off than they were, it was easy to start believing what those 
students believed that night. It was a happy illusion that even the North 
Florida Ospreys from the Atlantic Sun Conference, with a new coach and 
new players, could still go all the way.

An hour and 45 minutes after tipoff, the Ospreys were 57-46 pul-
laway victors. The small crowd spilled out into the warm Florida night, 
buzzing happily as they dispersed across the sprawling UNF campus. 
There would be plenty of outside forces to would break the spell later, 
lots of time to contemplate college basketball’s sharply stacked deck. All 
the opportunities for disenchantment would present themselves in time. 

But at that moment, it was wrong to tell those students that their team 
wasn’t good enough. It was still November, and they would find out in 
time. They deserved to have their small moment.
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THE DAY TONA 600

In January and February, teams are cloistered into separate congresses, 
playing their rivals in pre-scheduled conference games. Those contests 
point towards the conference tournaments in March, towards Selection 
Sunday and beyond. 

But games in November and December aren’t organized by any league 
office. They’re scheduled by promoters, television networks, or pairs of 
athletic departments that come to agreements on game contracts. The 
NCAA states that teams have to find a way to fill out 28-game schedules, 
that’s all. These non-conference games take up about a third of a team’s 
schedule, as well as the first seven weeks of any college basketball season. 

Most of the games in November and December tend to be boring 
blowouts, or battles for local bragging rights. That’s probably why few 
fans show up for the games, bother to tune in, or even acknowledge that 
college basketball has started at all. 

But there’s something else at play, too: every non-conference result 
helps to establish the relative strength of the 32 conferences, from 
strongest to weakest. As wins and losses accumulate across the coun-
try, patterns emerge. Every time two teams meet, their combined effort 
unleashes torrents of data. While poll voters attempt to build arbitrary 
lists every week of the 25 best teams among hundreds, computers tabulate 
hundreds of interleague scores in real time. Profiles are built, schedule 
strengths determined, RPI’s calculated, NCAA team sheets constructed. 
This information is to be of utmost importance later, when the selection 
committee decides which teams are deserving of which seeds, if they’re 
deserving at all. Since no two team schedules are alike, it can be difficult 
to distinguish the value of one 26-8 record from another.

For non-league games played between members of Division I’s 24 
smaller leagues, these are the results that will determine which confer-
ences will have the lowly No. 15 or 16 seeds, and which are likely to earn 
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positions closer to the single digits. As college football reaches bowl sea-
son, early college basketball results provide the first indications of which 
leagues might sneak an extra team or two into the NCAA Tournament. 
As one coach from the Mid-American Conference once said, “An at-large 
bid is awarded in March, but it’s won or lost in November.”

It’s a puzzle with hundreds of moving pieces as leagues sort out their 
stack order. If the best team in the Horizon League loses to a middling 
team from the Missouri Valley, what does that mean? If a team from the 
Ohio Valley Conference beats a team from the Atlantic Sun, does that 
help move the OVC champion off the No. 16 seed line? 

It’s never been a very efficient system, to schedule one game at a 
time. So in the early days of college basketball, schools banded together 
and staged multi-team events. Oftentimes, this was done with the help 
of event promoters. At arenas like Madison Square Garden in New York 
City or Philadelphia’s Palestra, there were double- and triple-headers that 
featured local teams. There were mini-tournaments like “holiday clas-
sics,” held over holiday weekends, and teams would play off for trophies. 
Nobody ever remembered who won these championships later on, but 
coaches and fans would be able to see several teams play several games 
over several days.

As the National Collegiate Athletic Association grew to power in the 
1940s and 1950s, it enacted rules to standardize college basketball from 
coast to coast. The NCAA placed a ceiling on how many regular season 
games each team could play. For many years, the maximum was set at 
28. Each and every game counted against the cap, no matter if it was a 
conference game, or the finals of an early season holiday classic. 

Over time, NCAA membership grew beyond the lower 48 states. 
Schools like Hawai’i and Alaska-Anchorage faced a lot of difficulty in 
enticing teams to fly out all that way to play them. They couldn’t fill out 
their 28-game schedules. So the NCAA decided that any games played off 
the mainland would not count against the cap. This served as a bewitch-
ing enticement for teams to make those long trips.

In the 1960s, offshore universities realized the power of the loophole. 
They could organize their own early season tournaments. If they could 
lure six or eight teams to their exotic locales, everyone would benefit. The 
mainland schools would get two, three and sometimes four “free” games 
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that wouldn’t count against their maximums. Schools from the 49th and 
50th states would get the gate receipts. The University of Hawai’i held 
the first six-team Rainbow Classic in 1964. The University of Alaska-
Anchorage’s Sea Wolf Classic, later known as the Great Alaska Shootout, 
began play in 1978. 

Soon there were offshore mini-tournaments in Puerto Rico, in the 
lower Caribbean Islands, and the Bahamas. In an effort to keep things 
from getting out of hand, the NCAA adjusted the rules. Participation in 
one of these “exempt” events, up to four extra games, would count as one 
single game against the 28-game cap. 

As the number of tournaments continued to grow, rendering the cap 
virtually useless, the NCAA made an even more drastic move. Starting in 
2000, no Division I university could participate in more than two exempt 
events every four years.

A group of tournament promoters, including the Gazelle Group and 
Sport Tours International, immediately sued the NCAA. They claimed 
that commerce – more specifically, their ability to profit – was unlawfully 
stymied by this “two-in-four” rule, and that this was a clear violation of 
the Sherman Antitrust Act. The NCAA, they claimed, had never been a 
central scheduling office, and as such it had no right to interfere. In Janu-
ary 2006, six years after the rule change, a federal judge agreed. Teams 
could once again participate in an exempt tourney every year if they so 
chose. The only restriction was that no team could travel to the same 
event two years in a row.

Commerce was back with a vengeance. Long gone was the rule that 
stipulated that exempt tournaments had to be held overseas. All a pro-
moter needed was a gym and a Division I school or conference to act as 
“host.” The promoters would take it from there. 

In the mid-2000s, there were Multi-Team Events (MTE’s) all across 
the country, from New York City to Las Vegas. There were Challenges, 
Shootouts and Classics in every corner. The number of exempt early sea-
son tournaments rose from 36 in 2005 to 58 in 2006. 

The market was flooded, and the promoters who originally filed the 
suit had plenty of new competition. “It’s a lot better than it used to be 
for people like us,” Lee Frederick, Sport Tours’ president, said wearily at 
the time. “But now everybody and their dog who can spell ‘basketball’ is 
starting a tournament.” 

There was a lot of innovation and creativity, as promoters played 
every angle of the new system. A company called Basketball Promotions 
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came up with a hybrid format it called the Olympic-style tourney. This 
was an eight-pack: four major-conference schools and four teams repre-
senting small colleges. 

The biggest four programs all paid fees to participate. Each larger uni-
versity would each host a pair of home games against two of the schools 
from the lower 24 leagues, and keep the ticket sales and concessions 
income beyond their tournament entry costs. After the promoter’s cut, 
the entry fees were forwarded to the small-conference teams. 

Then, over a long weekend, all eight teams would meet in a central 
location. There, the two sets of teams would play two evenly matched, 
predetermined games against each other. To maintain fairness, the pro-
moters hired and assigned the game officials. 

Afterwards, everybody would go back home. Each school involved 
got something out of the tournament – most notably, four games that 
only counted as one against the NCAA’s scheduling cap. By design, most 
tournaments eliminate losing teams in a bracket, but these hybrid events 
weren’t concerned with fake championships. This system was about 
making sure that everybody got to play a lot of games, and that every-
body got paid.

“All teams that play in my events go to the final destination and 
get their four games,” Basketball Promotions president Chris Spencer 
explained back in 2007. “So that’s the attractiveness of this format over 
some of the others. Everybody gets their full complement of games, no 
matter what.” 

Sport Tours International’s Glenn Wilkes Classic was one of the newer 
Olympic-style, hybrid MTE’s. It was similar in structure to Basketball 
Promotions’ breakthrough idea. Small-conference teams crisscrossed the 
country for games at big schools, then they’d all gather together in one 
central location. In this particular case, the meeting place was sunny 
Daytona Beach, Florida. 

In 2007, when the GWC first started, there were eight teams. In 2008, 
massive competition meant the organizers had trouble filling out the 
field. They had to bring in a pair of Division II schools to play with the 
four smaller D-I’s. But in 2009, SportTours was able to find ten teams 
willing to come to America’s most famous beach.

This was unprecedented in the history of Division I college basketball. 
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Eight-team November mini-tourneys had become common in the MTE 
era, but ten? Coaches out on the recruiting trail have hardened posteriors 
from years of high school, juco, NAIA and AAU multi-headers that go 
from sun-up to well after midnight. But not even the old-timers in the 
house could reference any event that brought this many college teams 
under one roof, at one time. This was no staged “summer jam” recruiting 
event. All of these teams were fully eligible for the National Champion-
ship, and all these games counted towards that goal. 

And it all took place in the 25-year-old Ocean Center in downtown 
Daytona, the kind of arena that many mid-sized American cities have. 
The Ocean Center contains around 7,000 to 8,000 chairs, depending on 
the seating arrangement. This was the place where traveling rock shows, 
circuses, and Stars on Ice would play when they came through town. In 
November 2009, a lot of college basketball teams came to visit. 

Three were from larger conferences: Auburn from the SEC, the ACC’s 
North Carolina State, and relatively local Conference USA representa-
tive Central Florida. Akron (Mid-American Conference), Austin Peay 
(Ohio Valley), Drake (Missouri Valley), Georgia State (Colonial), Howard 
(MEAC), IUPUI (Summit League) and Niagara (Metro Atlantic) rounded 
out the field. No two teams from any single conference can be repre-
sented at a Multi-Team Event – another NCAA rule – so they can’t play 
one another prematurely. League games are for later. 

Glenn Wilkes, the man for whom the event was named, is a legend-
ary local coach who won 674 games in 41 seasons, mostly with nearby 
Stetson University. He’s known as the “Godfather of Florida Basketball,” 
mostly because he helped spread the game into and across the Sunshine 
State. Back in 1958, he opened the Glenn Wilkes School, the first basket-
ball academy in the south, and served as director for 37 years. 

The Atlantic Sun, Stetson’s conference, was the official host. NCAA 
rules stated that there had to be a host. The Stetson sports information 
crew handled stats for every single game, but Bret Seymour from Sport-
Tours was the man in charge.

Neither Bret, nor the rag-tag yet spirited Stetson crew, let up for a 
minute over the long three-day weekend. The action lasted from 11 a.m. 
to 11 p.m. for all three days. Instead of two games on campus and two at 
the final destination, this was one and three. 

Five games per day, Friday through Sunday. Fifteen games over 36 
hours, 600 total minutes of regulation play. As soon as a game was over, 
the clock would reset to 25 minutes and the warmup for the next game 
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would begin. There were no lunch or dinner breaks. 
For anybody who wanted to gather as much information as possible 

about as many teams as possible, the Glenn Wilkes Classic was a test 
for the body, soul and the stomach. The concession stand offered all the 
stale pretzels and styrofoam popcorn anyone could possibly handle. This 
was a college basketball ironman triathlon, a three-day Tour de Hoops, a 
grueling test of endurance for anybody who wanted to go all the way. At 
every moment there were two choices: keep watching, or give up.

One of the ironmen was Wilkes himself. He sat under the far basket 
all weekend at a press-row table, holding court. Old friends, white-haired 
locals, and coaches from the ten participating staffs dropped by to chat, 
swapping stories and laughter for hours on end. 

Across the street from the arena, Wilkes’ namesake event offered a 
small glimpse of what was to come much later in the season. Also on 
the famous Florida A1A thoroughfare was the Daytona Hilton, a two-
towered resort hotel. It was filled with players, coaches, families and fans 
from ten different universities.

At conference tournaments in March, cities like Richmond and Albany 
and St. Louis turn into full-blown alumni gatherings. Everywhere, there 
are groups of people decked out in team T-shirts and sweatshirts, green 
and blue and purple and red, traveling in packs around the city. They run 
into each other on sidewalks, haven’t seen each other for years, and duck 
into restaurants for beers and conversation. They take over bars, chant-
ing their chants and singing the old fight songs. It’s by far one of the best 
parts of the March atmosphere.

Walking around the corridors of the Hilton, one could sense a friendly 
early season basketball community. It was the kind of sunny intimacy 
found at baseball’s spring training, but in the late autumn instead. Play-
ers mingled with fans in the hotel concourses. In each of the Hilton’s 
many ballrooms, there were fan gatherings, team meetings and pregame 
meals. A video board in the lobby scrolled through the daily schedules 
for each ballroom. The Hialeah room might have a Georgia State team 
lunch at 1:30 pm, followed by a Central Florida pep rally at 2:30.

The schools involved were from so many different places, from all 
across the county, that there was none of the antagonism inherent in an 
elimination atmosphere. Folks in Akron’s “Fear the Roo” T-shirts said 
hello to those in Drake blue or IUPUI red. Each group was there for the 
same three reasons: to enjoy a weekend at the beach, to meet up with 
friends and fellow alumni, and to watch basketball. And because the 
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thick strip of sand behind the oceanfront hotel was hidden behind a 
wire fence, due to a red tide warning, there was a lot more time for the 
other two.

Not many people from Niagara or Howard made the trip, however. 
The two participant schools from the Northeast corner of the country 
met in the first game of the Glenn Wilkes Classic on Friday morning at 11 
a.m. There were exactly 19 people in the stands. The ten canvas banners 
for the ten participating teams’ logos hung from the rafters, overlooking 
banks of empty blue Ocean Center seats.

Howard University, located in Washington, received the rawest deal 
of any of the ten competing teams. Not only were the Bison given three 
consecutive 11 a.m. starts, they had to play in their road uniforms all 
three times. Howard, a team that went 8-23 in 2008-09, was afforded 
so little respect in this event that the game program inexplicably had 
the 2008-09 Utah Utes roster listed under the Buffalo Bills-style Bison 
logo. While the public address announcer scrambled for a correct listing, 
Howard’s baskets were answered with empty and unnameable silence.

Teams from the Mid-Eastern Athletic Conference were used to get-
ting short ends. The conference, made up of historically black colleges 
from along the East Coast, was founded in 1970 as a football league. The 
MEAC was one of the conference given full NCAA Division I member-
ship in the late 1970s. In 1981, just three years after the league hired 
its first full-time commissioner, the MEAC was sending its conference 
tournament champion to the Big Dance. Stunning 15/2 upsets by Cop-
pin State in 1997 and Hampton in 2001 served to stir souls, but they 
were clear exceptions. Ever since the NCAA Tournament expanded to six 
rounds in 1985, no MEAC team had ever earned a seed better than a 14.

When head coach Gil Jackson was asked about playing a trio of morn-
ing games, he said, “You think that’s tough, just imagine the 6:30 a.m. 
walkthroughs.” 

On Friday morning, Jackson walked the sidelines in an oversized 
white T-shirt and baggy pants. He looked tired and bedraggled, like he 
forgot he had woken up. Perhaps he simply forgot to change out of his 
pajamas.

His players were pooped too. After coming close against Niagara’s 
porous defense in an 82-77 shootout, the team’s performance slipped as 
the weekend went on. The Bison could only manage less than half of that 
output on Saturday morning against Georgia State. It took the players 
longer than usual to shuffle off the floor after a 57-33 pasting.
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Playing with invisible cement sneakers on Sunday, Howard scored 
27 points in the first 30 minutes against Akron. But the MEAC sad-sacks 
were able to double the total in the final ten minutes when the Zips merci-
fully and graciously put their bench in. The final was Akron 69, Howard 
52. It was about as close to a moral victory as the Bison could earn over 
the weekend, a three-day stretch of three quick AM losses to put the team 
in an 0-5 hole to start the 2009-10 season. The Howard University players 
and coaches knew early on that they weren’t going to compete for the 
National Championship.

Theirs was the first team bus to leave Daytona, and they’d have only 
two days off. The Bison were scheduled to face Niagara’s Metro Atlantic 
leaguemates Fairfield at home on Wednesday. They’d lose that game too, 
by 21 points.

As soon as the Glenn Wilkes Classic began, there was a buzz in the 
Ocean Center. Rumors were rampant. Whispers twisted on the winds. 
The building was due for a very special visitor, nobody other than the 
greatest basketball player in the history of the game.

Michael Jordan was coming.
This wasn’t some random fantasy. One of the participating teams 

was the University of Central Florida, from inland Orlando. It was the 
designated local school in the tourney among a far-flung field. UCF was 
where Michael’s son Marcus enrolled over the summer. So important 
was Jordan the younger to the emerging program, the Golden Knights 
put their exclusive Adidas shoe deal on the line so that Marcus could 
wear his father’s signature shoes. 

The family’s shoe exclusivity was legendary. It went all the way back 
to the 1992 Olympics, when Michael pinned an American flag to his 
Reebok warmup jacket at the Dream Team’s medal ceremony. He wanted 
to make sure he wouldn’t be photographed wearing the gear of any spon-
sor other than Nike, which had turned him into a global icon by way of 
advertising. In 2009, Marcus single-handedly voided Adidas’ exclusive $3 
million per year apparel deal with UCF. At the start of a preseason game, 
he took to the court wearing a pair of Air Jordans. 

Just a few years earlier, the Golden Knights would have bent over 
backwards for any sort of shoe deal. UCF, like North Florida, was a young 
school. It started playing basketball in 1969, as Florida Tech, in 1,000-seat 
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Education Gym. It was the kind of arena that could easily be referred to 
as a “shoebox.” 

Central Florida was a Division II school for most of the 1980s, and 
earned their own Division I pin in 1990. Like many other southeast-
ern schools looking for a home, Central Florida joined the Atlantic Sun. 
That’s where the Golden Knights lived for 15 years, reaching four NCAA 
Tournaments (1994, 1996, 2004 and 2005) as conference tournament 
champions. 

UCF’s final Atlantic Sun championship in 2005 was their A-Sun swan 
song too. The Golden Knights lost to second-seeded Connecticut as a No. 
15. The gold and black, along with mascot Knightro, were on to Confer-
ence USA. 

The move had nothing to do with basketball. It had everything to do 
with the promotion of the school’s football program to the Bowl Champi-
onship Series. The school invested heavily in raising its national profile, 
and that meant building a $55 million, 45,000-seat football stadium. 

The new level of high finance helped the basketball program too. In 
2007, the same year that Bright House Networks Stadium opened, so did 
nearby UCF Arena. It was a 10,000-seat facility designed by HOK Sport, 
the same architecture firm responsible for 20 of 30 Major League Base-
ball parks. Along with several other new athletic venues, UCF now had 
a small on-campus sports city it called Knights Plaza.

The rapid, two-decade rise of Central Florida served as a simple, two-
step lesson to the North Floridas of the college athletics world in how 
to grow. First, find lots of money, and secondly, upgrade football. As 
recently as 2000, UCF was just another Atlantic Sun fledgling, playing 
I-A independent football on the side. But five years into BCS life, the 
school had a basketball support staff in matching polo shirts, with logo-
monogrammed everything. They haughtily sniffed at the Stetson stat 
crew members in their T-shirts and shorts, and at one point berated them 
for not providing an official boxscore in a timely fashion.

They also had a Jordan in tow. Marcus was born on Christmas Eve 
1990, a month into UCF’s first Division I campaign. As a fully grown, 
6-foot-3 college freshman, he was coming off the bench for the Golden 
Knights. He was generally the eighth man in the rotation. He would have 
plenty of time to improve his flat-footed running, his awkward non-arc-
ing shot, and carve a few pounds off his stocky frame. But he’d already 
established a distinct personal sense of style, an attribute he inherited 
directly from his father.
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Michael Jordan revolutionized basketball shorts in the 1980s. Old pic-
tures of players in their “short shorts” look laughably quaint, but it was 
M.J. who transformed them. When Bird and Magic faced off for the 1979 
National Championship, shorts were a tight-fitting second pair of under-
wear. After Jordan, they were wearable and grabbable towels. 

His second son was set on bringing basketball eyewear to a new level 
of fashion. He wore a pair of sleek black Oakley clear-view frames on the 
court, tied to his head with a thin strap. At a young 18-year-old, he more 
resembed Urkel from the TV sitcom “Family Matters,” but he’d have time 
to work on that too. Jordan had seven points in 21 minutes on Friday night 
against Auburn, but his father wasn’t there to share the moment. The six-
time NBA champion, five-time MVP and one-time National Champion 
with the 1982 North Carolina Tar Heels was nowhere to be found. 

There were several thousand in attendance on Friday night. It was the 
largest crowd of the 15-game weekend, and an infinitely higher figure 
than the 19 who witnessed the Howard-Niagara opener. There were a 
number of No. 23 Bulls jerseys in the stands. They were worn by folks 
hoping for a five-dollar glimpse at a man who’d been enshrined on the 
first ballot in the Basketball Hall of Fame in Springfield, Massachusetts 
three months earlier. All along press row, there were murmured conver-
sations.

“He’s such good friends with Coach Wilkes that he let him help run 
his Flight School... Coach Wilkes swore that he’d be here tonight, I heard 
him say it!” 

A pale, curly-haired kid in a blue No. 23 Wizards jersey walked around 
the court, around and around in circles, clutching a pen and a notebook 
while scanning the crowd for his hero. Was Michael incognito? If he was, 
he’d done a great job. That slightly overweight African-American guy sit-
ting alone in the far back of a courtside section wearing a Reebok ballcap. 
Was it...? No, that definitely couldn’t have been him.

Or could it? Anything with a logo other than the Nike swoosh would 
have been the perfect camoflauge.

On Saturday night, UCF was blown out by a strong-shooting Niagara 
team, one that shook off the defensive rust it had shown against Howard. 
Meanwhile, off the court, the stories got wilder. Michael was going to 
come in for just a few minutes, at the end of the game. He was going to 
walk out to halfcourt and wave to the crowd. He was coming in a limo, 
and he would be surrounded by bodyguards. He was coming, he was 
coming!
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By Sunday evening, in the waning hours of the Glenn Wilkes Clas-
sic, the extra fans lured by the slim possibility of an audience with the 
GOAT had given up. When UCF put in a late run to defeat a young Drake 
team 59-50, the crowd was about a third of the size of Friday’s group of 
star-seekers. It was just a regular basketball game between two college 
basketball teams, both working out their issues and mechanics before 
conference season started.

At the end, the general consensus was that Michael’s non-presence 
was a security issue.

“Seriously, where would we put him?” Bret asked rhetorically, offer-
ing an answer with a pronounced shoulder shrug. “There are no private 
boxes here.”

The Glenn Wilkes Classic wasn’t an event for superstars or million-
aires. The 7,000-seat Ocean Center, aging too quickly and shedding strips 
of paint, was far away from the NBA. This weekend was about basketball, 
and a lot of it. Too much basketball, perhaps. For those who sat through 
three straight days of games, the rewards were a notebook full of notes, 
an odd sort of extended knowledge, and the kind of exhaustion that can 
only be achieved while sitting in a chair. But most of all, it was history: 
the first ten-team event in over a century of college basketball.
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DELTA BLUES

As the 2000s became the 2010s, exempt events like the Glenn Wilkes 
Classic give schools four games for the price of one. But there were lots 
of other early season tournaments, held on campuses from coast to coast, 
that resembled the classics and shootouts of days gone by. At events like 
the Cable Car Classic at Santa Clara University, or the Drake Challenge in 
Des Moines, four teams gathered to play out a mini-bracket. Winners on 
the first day played for a championship on the second. The losers faced 
off in a consolation contest. As far as the NCAA was concerned, participa-
tion counted as two games, not one.

The new Multi-Team Event era killed off many of those modest week-
end tournaments. The Marist Classic in Poughkeepsie was discontinued. 
Middle Tennessee State University folded its own event after a couple of 
years, and Utah State’s Gossner Foods Classic had trouble filling out its 
annual six-team field. Some had to bring in Division II or NAIA schools 
to keep traditions alive. 

But some universities, like the University of South Alabama, went 
ahead and bucked the trend. They started new traditions.

When the Mitchell Center was built, it became the crown jewel of the 
South Alabama campus in Mobile, an acreage dominated by beige Lego 
architecture and strung together by a looping, tangled series of service 
roads. In 2009, it was still a very modern arena, only a decade old. It was 
built with over 10,000 seats, full balconies, integrated office space, and 
a giant Waterman globe out front. Inside, there was a booming sound 
system that was state of the art. When the home team took the floor, 
the staff dimmed the lights. There was a light show during the starting 
lineup announcement, just like in the pros. 

USA (the university) played in the Sun Belt Conference along with 
Middle Tennessee. It was a league that, with few exceptions, always 
earned a single bid to the NCAA Tournament. South Alabama provided 
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a gameday experience that rivaled that of the new UCF Arena down in 
USA (the conference) country. 

The second annual four-team USA Basketball Classic was played on 
Wednesday and Thursday of Thanksgiving week. The consolation and 
championship games were held on Thanksgiving Day itself, at 2 and 4 
in the afternoon. That was some kind of defiant gesture for a basketball 
program, to hold games in the middle of prime football time on a foot-
ball holiday. Doubly so in the pigskin-obsessed Deep South. There were 
more people at the local Applebee’s watching the Green Bay Packers and 
Detroit Lions than were at the consolation game between Alcorn State 
and Utah Valley. But a few hundred diehards were there to see the home 
team play Georgia State for the title.

Georgia State, a Colonial Athletic Association team full of athletic 
trickle-down transfers from major colleges, had dropped two of three at 
the Glenn Wilkes Classic. The Panthers easily disposed of hapless How-
ard, forcing the Bison to miss 74 percent of their shots. They lost mid-
tempo games to IUPUI and Drake due to their own poor shooting. GSU 
rebounded from their lost exempt weekend by beating Utah Valley in the 
first game at the Mitchell Center. UVU was a semi-independent school, 
playing in the new Great West Conference. That was more of a schedul-
ing collective than a real league. The Great West wouldn’t qualify for an 
NCAA Tournament automatic bid until at least 2020.

A 59-52 final over such a school was less than convincing, but Georgia 
State had, at the very least, some forward momentum. But South Ala-
bama, a team that had reached the Sun Belt title game the season before, 
shut down Georgia State’s running game in the final. The Jags prevailed 
70-66 to win the modest USA Thanksgiving Tournament trophy, a minor 
title that came with no real prize other than a pair of non-conference 
victories. 

The Georgia State players, however, appeared distraught as they 
watched the awards presentation. Some had foreheads in palms, others 
had towels over heads, arms folded. The Panthers had just lost a small 
piece of twisted metal, but they looked like a team that was eliminated 
for the season. In some ways, they were getting there. It was a rough 
week, a reality check about their true chances to make the NCAA Tourna-
ment, and they were ready to limp home to Atlanta.

The home team’s star-in-waiting was 6-foot-7 forward Gary Redus II, 
who nailed a game-winning three-pointer to clinch the title game. Redus 
had a familiar name to baseball fans. Gary II was the son of former major 
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leaguer and Alabama native Gary I, who avoided football that day and 
watched the mini-tournament from a good seat under the basket. 

Redus the younger was a Centenary Gentleman in 2008-09, but the 
NCAA allowed him to switch schools without the one-year wait that 
all Division I transfers have to endure. Over the summer, Centenary 
announced that it was reclassifying to Division III. 

Centenary College of Louisiana is a private Methodist institution 
located in Shreveport. During the university’s Division I life, it was known 
for three things. First, it was D-I’s smallest school, with just under 1,000 
students. It was also where Robert Parish played before winning four 
NBA championships with the Boston Celtics, alongside Larry Bird. In 
2003, Parish was enshrined in the Hall of Fame in Springfield. Thirdly, 
Centenary’s Buckminster Fuller-style geodesic Gold Dome was one of the 
strangest buildings in all of D-I college basketball. 

Memories of one of the 50 greatest players in NBA history and a 
mini-Epcot weren’t enough to keep the Gentlemen competitive. Between 
2004 to 2009, Centenary won just 35 games. Its athletic budget was $5 
million, one of the smallest in Division I. The school informed the Sum-
mit League that it would be leaving in 2011, and it began a transition two 
steps down the ladder. 

Centenary was a little private school with a tiny alumni base, and it 
couldn’t follow the money-and-football path to athletic success. It wasn’t 
the only Louisiana school that had trouble keeping its athletics competi-
tive at the Division I level. The public University of New Orleans, South 
Alabama’s immediate Sun Belt neighbor to the west, contemplated its 
own move to Division III. Local businessmen came forward and donated 
the necessary funds to keep the Privateers’ sports programs alive for 
2009-10. Before the season was over, however, the university would send 
notice to the Sun Belt that it, too, was headed to Division III.

UNO was located squarely in Hurricane Katrina’s damage zone, on 
the lower lip of Lake Ponchartrain. After the storm, school officials put 
up banners on campus and on its website that read “We Will Endure.” 
They may have endured, but they didn’t fully recover. Katrina rendered 
Lakefront Arena unusable for a year. The team went back to the Human 
Performance Center, a place it inhabited from 1969-83, which was 
nicknamed the “Chamber of Horrors.” The main arena was rebuilt and 
restored, but the men’s basketball program couldn’t find solid footing. 

Over two consecutive summers, two head coaches left for assistant 
coaching positions in major conferences. Monte Towe left for N.C. State 
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in 2006, and Buzz Williams went to Marquette in 2007. Local product 
Joe Pasternack, who grew up going to Privateer games at the Chamber 
of Horrors, got the job. At 30, Pasternack was as old as Brad Stevens was 
when he took over at Butler. 

Pasternack inherited Sun Belt player of the year Bo McCalebb, a 6-foot 
shooter capable of a 30-point scoring performance on any night of the 
week. UNO won 19 games in 2007-08, McCalebb’s senior season. The Pri-
vateers would win exactly that many games over the next two seasons, 
and then it was over. They were down the ladder.

Most reminders of the storm required reverse explanations. The col-
lapse of college athletics across Louisiana was a by-product of an edu-
cation system strained by the state’s rebuilding and recovery costs, an 
intersection of college sports and real life. 

This was my first trip to the Gulf region in three years. I hadn’t visited 
southern Louisiana or the low tails of Mississippi or Alabama since late 
2005. Back then, the area was still devastated by the wreckage left by a 
Category 5 hurricane. People were struggling to get to a point where they 
could even start using the word “recover.” There were hundreds of tall 
trees snapped in half like toothpicks, broken bridges, and washed-out 
roads submerged in grey-brown water. There was trash strewn every-
where.

On Thanksgiving weekend in 2009, over four years on, the scars were 
much more subtle. Interstate 10 heading westbound into New Orleans 
stretched over a twin-span bridge over Lake Pontchartrain. On the way 
into the city, there were two lanes of traffic, a solid yellow line to the left, 
and text printed upside-down: EVAC LANE. It was there just in case the 
water ever rose again.

But if one somehow knew nothing about Katrina, if there was no 
frame of reference for the storm’s aftermath, it was even possible to get 
through a visit to New Orleans or Biloxi or Mobile without encountering 
any evidence. That was just fine with the people there. Tourism was an 
important part of economic recovery for the region. Hundreds of adver-
tisements on national cable TV were invitations to come visit, either 
again or for the first time.

But there were 267 more miles to go, five hours of driving to get to 
Natchitoches and Northwestern State University. The town (pronounced 
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“NACK-a-dish”), located just south of Shreveport at the top of Louisiana’s 
“L,” was the site of one of the state’s best post-Katrina sports stories. 

Prather Coliseum served as an upstate shelter for evacuee families 
fleeing Katrina in August of 2005. When Rita slammed into Lake Charles 
and east Texas a month later, Prather opened its doors again. Like all 
other public college athletic departments across Louisiana, the Demons 
went into the 2005-06 season having to make do with what they had. The 
state froze all incoming funds. The school had to turn to its booster club 
to buy basketball sneakers.

“I don’t think anyone understands what’s happened to this state,” 
NSU head coach Mike McConathy said in February 2006. “We’re talking 
about massive, massive cuts. We’re years from being back to normal in 
Louisiana. It’s not front page news anymore, but that doesn’t mean it’s 
OK.”

The Northwestern State team, primarily made up of in-state players, 
won 25 games. The Demons took the Southland Conference champion-
ship with a 15-1 league record, and were seeded 14th in the 2006 NCAA 
Tournament. The Demons’ first round game was against third-seeded 
Iowa from the Big Ten. After a half, like most No. 14 seeds, Northwestern 
State was being blown out.

But down by 17 points with under nine minutes remaining in regula-
tion time, Northwestern State mounted a brave and ferocious comeback. 
With 14.6 seconds left, the Demons down by just two, 63-61, and they 
had the ball. 

From the right wing, with six seconds remaining, Kerwin Forges 
hoisted a three-point attempt that clanged awkwardly to the left side 
of the court. The ball bounced around, then NSU’s Jermaine Wallace 
grabbed it as it headed out of bounds. Without pausing, he pivoted. As 
Iowa’s Adam Haluska swatted at his face, Wallace put up a three-point 
attempt of his own, then crumpled into a purple pile in the far left corner, 
out of bounds. 

The shot was good. 
Iowa had a few tenths of a second to uncork a desperation heave. It 

fell well short. The Demons ran out on the floor, jumping up and down, 
grabbing at their jerseys and embracing each other. While there is no 
history of a 16/1 upset in the men’s bracket, and only four instances of a 
15 beating a 2, it was only the 15th 14/3 upset since the NCAA Tourna-
ment expanded to 64 teams in 1985. It had the exact same score of No. 14 
Bucknell’s similar upset over No. 3 Kansas the year before: 64-63. 
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The Demons’ run ended two days later with a 67-54 second-round loss 
to West Virginia. The parade moved on. Most fans were left trying to 
figure out what Northwestern State had to do with Northwestern, Iowa’s 
longtime Big Ten league-mate. Both teams wore purple uniforms. Few 
knew about any Katrina angle, because there was hardly any indication 
that the school was from Louisiana.

After the school’s moment of glory on the national stage, Jermaine 
Wallace’s shot became the “Pontiac Game-Changing Performance” of the 
2006 NCAA Tournament. Northwestern State University took its place 
on the historical highlight reel, then receded into the national basketball 
background.

Back at home, the 2005-06 Demons, each of them, became inspira-
tional local legends. An iconic photograph of The Shot was found every-
where in Natchitoches. A classic composition taken from the baseline, 
the photo hung in restaurants, barber shops, and was thumbtacked to 
the bedroom walls of children. In 2007 and 2008, the Demons fought 
their way to the Southland title games again, against Texas A&M-Corpus 
Christi and Texas-Arlington. But the Demons couldn’t make the next 
step, and didn’t get back to the Big Dance.

Prather Coliseum, in person, is a miniature airport hangar on the 
outskirts of campus. For a while, it was one of the very few Division I 
gymnasiums with a sideways logo on the court. The school repainted 
the floor after 2006, and added a mega-lifesize banner of Jermaine Wal-
lace in the corner. But some things about Prather remained the same as 
before. There was still acoustic-tile siding on both ends of the gym, as 
well as an inflatable tunnel that the players ran through before every 
game, on their way out to the court. It was emblazoned with the words 
“Fork ‘Em Demons.” When the team was good, Prather was an intimidat-
ing atmosphere. The season when Northwestern State beat Iowa at the 
NCAA Tournament, the Demons were a perfect 14-0 there.

But every year, those glory days receded farther into the past. In 2008-
09, the Demons couldn’t manage a winning record at home, winning six 
of 13 games at Prather. The league that Northwestern State had once 
dominated took every chance to get revenge. Three years after 64-63, the 
program went 3-13 in the Southland. That wasn’t good enough to qualify 
for the 12-team league’s eight-team conference tournament. 

On a weeknight in late November 2009, the Demons were scheduled 
to play Houston Baptist University at home. The Huskies started out their 
season 0-4. NSU’s rebuilding program paled in comparison to Houston 
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Baptist’s. The school was trying to make its way back to Division I after 
nearly two decades away.

Before “mid-major” ever became a mainstream basketball term, 
before Northwestern State and Butler and Davidson made their marks in 
March, there was Houston Baptist. During the 1980s, HBU spent time in 
the Division I halfway house known at the time as the TAAC (later the 
Atlantic Sun). The team generated national chart-topping statistics, and 
then it disappeared from the NCAA map altogether. 

Featuring 6-foot-9 center Anciet Lavodrama, who was later an NBA 
draftee, the 1983-84 Huskies led Division I in field goal percentage (55 
percent), allowing their opponents only 57 points per contest, on 45 per-
cent shooting. It was the twilight of the pre-shot clock era in college, and 
HBU excelled in both finding and preventing the sixth or seventh pass. 
But despite methodical and brilliant execution on both ends of the floor, 
a team with 24 wins had a hard time getting any attention.

“I think we had played about 17 games before the local TV station 
came to watch our team play,” said former HBU head coach Gene Iba. 
“The station was literally right across the street from us. One day, they 
sent one of their younger guys over to watch us, and he told me after-
wards, ‘I can’t believe you guys had this kind of talent.’ I told him, ‘Come 
watch us again, tickets are only three bucks.’”

The Huskies gave their fans every cent’s worth. They won the TAAC’s 
regular season championship with a 11-3 league record, then swept 
through the conference tourney. After a title game win over Samford, 
the school was in the NCAA Tournament. 

1984 was the final year of the NCAA’s 52-team championship bracket. 
Houston Baptist was sent to a first round game at the Palestra in Phila-
delphia. The Huskies were paired with Alcorn State, champions of the 
Southwestern Athletic Conference. Like the MEAC, the SWAC was 
a league of historically black institutions, centered in the Deep South. 
Alcorn won by a 79-60 count, a thorough dismantling.

Alcorn’s ouster of HBU would be the last time the Huskies would be 
a part of March Madness. Despite a third straight 20-win season and 
nation’s-best field goal defense (44.2 percent), the 1984-85 version fell 
short of a return visit. Iba took the head job at Baylor. The Los Angeles 
Clippers drafted Lavodrama in the third round of the NBA Draft. In the 
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first season with a 45-second shot clock, Houston Baptist finished 14-14. 
Three seasons later, the Huskies only managed nine total wins. 

In 1989-90, the school didn’t field a basketball team at all.
“There was an administration change,” explained Ron Cottrell years 

later. “They came in and saw a university that was financially struggling, 
trying to pay bills and stay afloat while maintaining an original mission 
as an educational institution. They thought that athletics in any form was 
not the right thing for the university to be in at that time.”

As Sharp Gymnasium lay silent, Cottrell was on the Arkansas bench 
as an assistant, helping Nolan Richardson guide the Razorbacks to the 
1990 Final Four. Within months, he was back in his hometown of Hous-
ton as the Huskies’ new head coach. His job was to plot the school’s 
return to the hardwood at a much lower level than before, and away from 
the NCAA altogether. 

The Huskies restarted play in the 1991-92 campaign in the anony-
mous and cost-effective ranks of the National Association of Intercolle-
giate Athletics. Cottrell utilized an Arkansas-style mixture of high-octane 
offense and Richardson’s “40 minutes of hell” pressure defense. HBU 
built an NAIA dynasty. In 15 years, the Huskies won 68 percent of their 
games and claimed ten straight Red River Athletic Conference titles. The 
school was pulling out of its financial problems too. Another new admin-
istration felt the time was right for a transition back into the NCAA.

“Dr. Robert Sloan, our new president, hadn’t been here for a week,” 
Cottrell recalled. “He asked me a question when he came in: do we see 
ourselves as a Division I program? As long as it was financially feasible, 
and the consultants we hired told us it was, we all agreed that Division II 
or III weren’t really options for our university.”

Most new Division I entries are like the newer Atlantic Sun schools, 
reclassification cases from Division II. But Houston Baptist filed its paper-
work to jump straight from the NAIA into the top flight in June of 2007. 
HBU was one of the last approved applicants before the NCAA placed a 
four-year moratorium on new Division I members just two months later. 
In 2008-09, the Huskies played their first full D-I season in 20 years. 
They lost 25 of 29 games.

Houston Baptist was a rare case study. Few universities ever left Divi-
sion I and came back later. If Centenary and New Orleans ever wanted 
to return to the top level of the NCAA after dropping down to the third 
level, HBU provided a cautionary tale. The road back was hard, expen-
sive, and full of losing.
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FOURTH ASSISTANT

When I talked to Northwestern State assistant coach Mark Sless-
inger about my visit to Natchitoches for the Demons’ game against Hous-
ton Baptist, one of the first questions he asked me was, “Where do you 
want to sit?” 

I’ve sat in a lot of places at Prather Coliseum: press row, the bleach-
ers, the chairbacks. For one game against Southern University at New 
Orleans, an easy 92-64 NSU victory, I sat right on the bench.

“You want to be ‘Coach Kyle’ again?” he asked.
“But Houston Baptist is an actual Division I team,” I replied. “This isn’t 

a NAIA team like last time. I’m not sure Coach Mike would go for that.”
“Oh c’mon, you know he will.”
Mike McConathy did things a little differently than most coaches. He 

subbed his players five-in, five-out, and ran an offense that was almost 
as old as the NCAA Tournament itself. The Buna was known in coaching 
circles as the antithesis of the modern motion offense that Tony Hinkle 
helped pave the way for. In the Buna, players would spread the floor on 
offense, passing until ball movement opened up a shooting opportunity 
from the low post or perimeter. When done incorrectly, that newfangled 
shot clock would get in the way. 

McConathy was as old-school and small-college as they came. He 
often allowed old coaching friends and local children into the locker 
room at halftime, even for big games. He let journalists give pregame 
pep talks. During the middle part of the 2000s, his unconventional ways 
were paying off. The Demons put together a long string of 20-win sea-
sons, and made four consecutive Southland title games. Plus, there was 
that Iowa thing. 

But things were different in 2009. The program was coming off one 
of the toughest seasons in school history, and there were even whispers 
around town that McConathy’s job was on the line. The Demons’ head 
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coach, who often wore a dashing fedora while out and about, chose not 
to change with the times. He still subbed in and out, five at a time, and 
never closed the locker room. He let Coach Kyle reprise his role as fifth 
assistant, even against an actual Division I team.

In the late 2000s, some coaches, especially those in the major confer-
ences, started putting columnists through one-day “boot camps” during 
the late summers. They’d inflict the same training regimen and practice 
schedule on writers that they would use on their players. Scribes would 
usually come out of these hours of hell with a thousand publishable 
words and painful “new appreciations.” But I knew passive-aggressive 
sadism when I saw it. These were payback for all the negative comments 
couched in columns, and I didn’t want any part of that. I came into the 
2009-10 season with a 1-0 record as an assistant coach, and it was time 
to put my perfect mark on the line.

Being an assistant coach means wrangling game film over the vast 
underground coaching network, studying tape for hours, and putting 
together the pamphlet that details tendencies of opposing teams. It 
means running practices and shootarounds and team meetings, running 
the “scout” session, and organizing team schedules. For home games, it 
means negotiating with the visiting team for their closed practice time.

But I didn’t have to do any of those things. I just watched and learned, 
and asked one fewer question than the number that would have made 
me an annoyance.

The best part about being an assistant coach was the pregame meal. 
At 3 p.m. on Tuesday afternoon, four and a half hours before tipoff, 
the Demons met at a Subway in Natchitoches, all dressed in their black 
warmups. “Remember to get the Fresh Value Meal,” shouted Slessinger 
over a din of chatter, clutching a vinyl cache that bore the logo of a local 
bank. “That’s sandwich, chips and a drink. No cookies, no cup of soup! 
Sandwich, chips and a drink!”

At a fast food restaurant, at home or on the road, the players would 
always order before anybody else. The ones who would actually be on the 
floor playing, the ones who needed the energy, went to the front of the 
line as the bug-eyed restaurant staff struggled to deal with the onslaught 
of tall people. The coaching staff had to wait for all 15 players to move 
through the line, and only then could they order. Then the basketball 
operations manager, the assorted staff members, all the towel boys and 
trainers shuffled into line. They always came last. Moving up the ladder, 
like Brad Stevens did at Butler, also meant eating sooner.
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After a short nap and a suit-up, it was game time. Slessinger let 
me borrow a Demon purple tie, and drove me through the dark, post-
Daylight Saving Time streets of Natchitoches in his old Cadillac. As we 
approached Prather, he reflected on the importance of that night’s game. 
Northwestern State was 1-1 to start the season. There was a home opener 
victory over a Division II team, followed by a loss to Texas Tech.

“I hope we have a good crowd tonight,” he said. “I always worry about 
that. I hope they get excited. We played well for a half out in Lubbock 
before they ran away on us. But in that first game against East Texas Bap-
tist, there was a glimpse of that old spirit we used to have. They played 
hard and they had fun. I just hope the townsfolk remember that night, 
and come out to watch us again.”

There was a pause as the old Cadillac engine hummed. “I can’t believe 
that pregame meal only cost $169,” Slessinger said, shaking his head. 
“I’ll tell you what, it was all those five-dollar footlongs. Pizza is always 
cheaper, of course, but we can’t let them eat pizza before a game. I think 
we’re going to eat at Subway more often.”

We arrived at the arena at 6:30. It was a basketball doubleheader, and 
we walked in during halftime of the women’s game against LSU-Shreve-
port. There was an energetic crowd of about 1,000, including a guy who 
bellowed “Pressuuuuure!” on every defensive possession. Northwestern 
State drew more fans to women’s games than most Southland schools, 
thanks to a marketing concept called “The Core.” Men’s and women’s sea-
son tickets were bundled together, and the staff tried its best to encourage 
local folks to follow both teams closely.

As the women put the last flourishes on a blowout win over a lower-
division opponent, players from the men’s team gathered with the 
coaches in the refurbished locker room that. Like the court itself, it had 
recently been remodeled with Iowa 2006 money. Under a giant mural of 
Demon stars of the past and present, McConathy stood up and addressed 
the 2009-10 team.

“We’re coming off a tough loss,” he said. “We all face adversity in our 
lives, in whatever we do. We’re judged on how we respond to adversity. 
Texas Tech is in the past. All of you have the opportunity to use this game 
tonight as your response. How will you respond? Will you dive for a loose 
ball? Will you communicate with each other on defense? Will you finish 
a play? Will you cheer for your teammate when he finishes his own play? 
Let’s respond in those ways. Now let’s go out there and play basketball 
and have fun.”
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The players huddled together. “Demons on three!” One... two... three... 
Demons!

Most assistant coaches have gameday duties that are clearly defined. 
Some count fouls, keep track of the score, or work the refs so the head 
coach doesn’t have to risk sacrificing his dignity. But I was the lowest 
coach. I was below ten-year NSU veteran Slessinger, four-year assistant 
Jeff Moore, and Luke Rogers. Rogers was a first-year assistant who had 
been a star for the 2006 team, then returned to campus to mentor the 
next generation of Demons. 

There was only one job for me. Northwestern State radio man Patrick 
Netherton duly noted that there is always the guy who stands under the 
basket during warmups, clapping.

Let’s go, Will, c’mon baby! Go get it, Damon, this one’s yours! Big game 
tonight, Shamir, big game!

After the disastrous 2008-09 season, Northwestern State brought in 
an influx of new players, including two junior college transfers from 
New York City. The 2005-06 team that shocked Iowa was full of players 
from tiny Louisiana towns who got after it on every possession, loved the 
game with ever fiber of their souls, and who just thought it odd when 
people from out of town told them they weren’t any good. If there was 
anything special about that team, it was that they didn’t feel pressure. In 
fact, they didn’t even know what it was. The new Demons were import-
ing their swagger and attitude. It was just a different way of achieving 
the same goal.

From the bench, it’s a much different view of the game than the one 
just a couple of seats over on press row. On the bench, flecks of sweat 
fly. Being that close, in actual real-life wrap-around Super HD, one can 
hear all the muttered curses, the yelling, all the stuff that the coaches say 
when they know they’re not wired with a TV microphone. 

There’s deep psychology on the bench. As he paces the sidelines, the 
head coach’s empty chair acts as the “hot seat” for under-performing 
players, the ones who need a little extra coaching as they come off the 
floor for a breather. From that vantage point, all the excuses and self-
doubt and whining can be heard, the “I don’t have it today, coach,” and 
“Why can’t I get it going?”

Because you’re not playing hard enough! Get back to your seat!
All the fine print on the tattoos is fully legible. The end of the bench 

smells like medicine, because that’s where the trainer sits. The head 
coach’s hands are shaking as he’s diagramming a play on the white-
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board. All coaches’ hands shake, even imperceptibly, for two straight 
hours. Even in late November, it was the heat of battle that everybody had 
waited one long summer to feel again. Huddles are warm places, electric 
with nervous energy.

The Demons jumped out to a double-digit lead against Houston Bap-
tist, but the coaching staff wasn’t looking at the scoreboard. Coaches 
were barking at players for being out of position, and making notes about 
what they’d have to deal with in practice the next day. 

Fans, broadcasters, and writers generally judge plays based on 
expected end results: baskets and scoring runs and wins. On the bench, 
coaches measure performance against the plans they’ve written up. It’s 
an important and simple difference. When blueprints fail, it’s a mat-
ter of accountability, a question as to whether failure was a result of 
poor planning or bad execution. Coaches live with the consequences on 
a 24/7 basis, while those on the outside have the luxury of disengaged 
and detached judgment.

At halftime, the Demons were up 41-33. The mood in the locker room 
was somber. It wasn’t that the coaches were unhappy with a 12-point 
lead. The team wasn’t executing well enough.

After a five-minute coaches’ huddle in an adjoining room, McConathy 
addressed his players again. “Remember that this is a struggling team 
that’s opened up the season 0-4. And remember the letdown we had in 
the second half against Texas Tech. I don’t want to see that tonight. Finish 
your plays. Rebound. If a guy bumps you, spin around him.”

The players charged out of the locker room. They responded well, 
putting the hammer down on Houston Baptist with a sustained display 
of solid execution. Northwestern State still employed the five-in, five-out 
system, just as McConathy’s teams always did, and the first unit was 
clicking particularly and extraordinarily well. At the final media time 
out, which came at 3:30 in the second half, the real assistant coaches 
approached a group of second and third team members with a challenge. 

“I want you to run back on defense,” Moore yelled. “All stops. All 
stops!”

Houston Baptist scored just two points for the rest of the game. North-
western State won, 92-61.

In the postgame handshake line, there’s a standard basketball grip 
that everybody learns and uses. It’s four fingers, grip with the thumb, 
pull back. The line moves so fast that anything more tangles everyone 
up. This practice is so ingrained in the culture of the game that anything 
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other than that very specific grip style means something. And it’s always 
too subtle for television cameras to catch.

So when some of the members of the Houston Baptist staff only man-
aged a slap, or withdrew too quickly, the message was immediately clear. 
The Huskies felt that the Demons ran up the score, the most ungentle-
manly thing to do in the sport of basketball. Once everybody was back 
in the locker room, there was a buzz. “They think we showed ‘em up,” 
one player said. “I got straight-up cold-fished out there, what’s up with 
that!?” exclaimed another.

“C’mon, we took the press off with five minutes to go,” McConathy 
remarked privately. “I put nearly all freshmen out there at the end. I hope 
they realize on the other side that those guys just want to play. I can’t tell 
a guy who hardly gets any playing time to ease up, you know?”

I nodded in agreement. A year ago, the Demons weren’t blowing any-
body out.

McConathy switched back to the big picture. “So what do you think 
of the team, Coach Kyle?”

“Better than last year’s team, that’s for sure,” I replied. 
I was 2-0 as a Division I assistant coach, still undefeated. But I was still 

hungry. A few coaches, staff members and families made plans to meet 
at the local Chili’s, but the late start meant that it was 11:30 p.m. by the 
time we packed up. Chili’s was closed. Our only option was the late-night 
McDonald’s on Keyser Avenue. 

At midnight, Slessinger, Netherton and I sat around a table in an oth-
erwise empty restaurant. On a TV in the background, ESPNews scrolled 
through early season NBA results and previewed upcoming NFL match-
ups, with endless statistics flashing across the screen. Finally, there was 
the Northwestern State score on the ticker.

“Big win, followed by a Filet-O-Fish,” Netherton said. “That’s about as 
mid-major as you can get.”

 





[        ]34
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BAT TLE OF THE BOULEVARD

Halftime at a small-conference basketball game is when fans grab a 
snack from the concession stand, get in line for the bathroom, or just ease 
back and chat with the folks around them. Usually, it’s all of the above. 
That’s never the case in the Mid-South, though. In the Carolinas and Ten-
nessee, along the bone-straight multi-state line that extends from Jones-
boro, Arkansas to the Atlantic Ocean, halftime is included in the price of 
admission. A soda refill can wait, hold it in, and wait until after the game 
to talk.

When the first half is over, anybody who dares stand up in the middle 
of an aisle to chew the fat with a friend gets promptly shushed. Stretch-
ing one’s legs for too long is not advisable, and there’s usually a “down in 
front” thrown in for good measure. There’s entertainment coming.

Most halftime shows in this region have something to do with cheer-
leading. There are usually pre-teen girls in leotards bouncing around the 
floor. Head-splitting megamixes with “laser” sound effects come blasting 
out of the arena P.A. systems. Middle-aged ladies clap enthusiastically 
for their daughters. It’s a Division I basketball game, and no high school 
auditorium. Go get it, Heather! That’s it, Emileigh, that’s it! 

A celebrity halftime circuit developed in the 1990s and 2000s. There 
were popular acts like the ZOOperstars, a group of inflatable sports-
animal hybrid mascots. And, of course, Quick Change. The Fred and 
Ginger-style couple would dance through a series of lightning-quick cos-
tume changes, with no nudity and in plain sight. They’d been perform-
ing at basketball halftimes for years, but in 2008, Quick Change achieved 
national mainstream notoriety for its appearances on TV talent shows. 
Nobody has ever really figured out how they change costumes 25 times 
in eight minutes, even with the benefit of slow motion and image capture.

As November became December, Belmont University hosted Ten-
nessee State at the Curb Events Center. It was the Atlantic Sun against 
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the Ohio Valley. But it wasn’t just another interconference, early season 
matchup. This was a city game too, with narrow and particular Nashville 
bragging rights on the line. 

Belmont opened with a 15-0 run, but quickly gave 11 points right back 
to the Tigers. Offensively and defensively challenged in equal measure, 
TSU entered the game with a 1-5 record. Belmont reestablished control, 
and the game turned into a blowout-in-progress in favor of the home 
team.

But nobody dared to leave until they’d seen the halftime show. It 
was an eight-minute exhibition of old-school roller derby, starring the 
Nashville Rollergirls.

This was a display of full-contact, fingernails-out bloodsport. Each of 
the girls had nicknames on the backs of their T-shirts. There was Slam-
mylou Harris and Naughty Nugget, whose jersey number was “6pc.” The 
Rollergirls were divided into a blue team and a white team, and they 
whirled around a course, marked by cones, on the court. A girl wearing 
a black and pink leather ensemble with fishnet stockings acted as emcee, 
explaining the basics of the game to all those too young to have grown up 
watching the Bay City Bombers and Ann Cavello on Saturday afternoons. 
The score was kept track of on a small whiteboard, but that was mostly 
for informational purposes. 

When they were finished, the Rollergirls smiled and waved to the 
Belmont student section. But eight minutes of skating and colliding left 
long smeary streaks all over the basketball court. Members of the arena 
staff spent several minutes walking the floor, wielding broomhandles 
with tennis balls on the ends, trying to erase the marks off the hardwood. 
As the Bruins and Tigers came back to the floor to start the second half, 
they pawed curiously at the remaining streaks with their sneakers. The 
marks were shiny, would they slip?

Tennessee State came out more tentatively than Belmont did. When 
there were five minutes remaining in the game, with the home team up 
by 15, the student section was so sure of victory that it unleashed a old 
college chant. “Is that not the winning team? Is that not the losing team?” 

Belmont ended up yielding just over a third of their lead by the time 
their 69-60 victory was finally sealed. The kids in the student section 
still got to jingle their keys in that grand tradition, and they went home 
with a newfound appreciation for roller derby too. The Tigers of the OVC 
wouldn’t have to travel far. Their own city campus was just a few miles 
away. They’d make it back home, whether the bus was warmed up or not.
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The final buzzer was drowned out by a rousing chorus of “Belmont 
‘til I die, I’m Belmont ‘til I die, I know I am, I’m sure I am, I’m Belmont ‘til I 
die!” But few were knowledgable or sure of the identities of the Belmont 
players, who didn’t wear nameplates on the back of their jerseys. That has 
always been a widespread practice in the lower leagues. Coaches want to 
foster team-first selflessness, but most of the time it has to do with simple 
financial constraints. 

Belmont head coach Rick Byrd had to replace no fewer than four 
starters over the summer of 2009. His new rotation was made up mostly 
of freshmen who had yet to make any sorts of names for themselves. 
Most of the Bruins were less recognizable than Olive Turmoyl or Jersey 
Jackhammer. 

Only one year earlier, Belmont was as close to an Atlantic Sun Confer-
ence dynasty as any team had ever been. The Bruins had three straight 
conference tourney titles and the accompanying trio of NCAA Tourna-
ment appearances. Belmont was one of those teams that always showed 
up in the No. 15 or No. 16 seed position on office pool bracket sheets, 
down in the corner. But in the first two years of their A-Sun dominance, 
the Bruins were dismissed quickly by UCLA in 2006 and Georgetown 
in 2007. 

The third time, 2008, was different.
Belmont was assigned to Washington, DC. It was Thursday, March 

20, the first evening of the NCAA Tournament’s first round. Against No. 
2 seed Duke, the No. 15 seed Bruins fell behind by seven points at half-
time. The Duke lead extended to nine once the second half began. These 
were fully expected developments.

But Belmont was able to manage a powerful comeback. At the 11 
minute mark, guard Alex Renfroe slipped into the lane between defend-
ers, saucered up a lay-in, and little Belmont was up on big Duke, 57-56. 

The game seesawed back and forth with multiple lead changes. As the 
possibility of the fifth 15/2 upset in the modern era of college basketball 
loomed, CBS broke away from all other games to show it. The whole 
country got non-stop, uncut Blue Devils-Bruins coverage. The afternoon 
had passed without a single major upset, and Belmont was the first viable 
underdog in that year’s fight.

With 16 seconds left in regulation, Belmont was leading 70-69. Duke’s 
Gerald Henderson careened from coast to coast, a white-jerseyed bowling 
ball against dark blue pins. He uncorked a perfect finger roll, and Duke 
had the lead back. 
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Justin Hare of Belmont rushed the other way, but could only manage 
an off-balance hook shot as he fell out of bounds. It was no good. Renfroe 
collapsed to the floor in the ensuing scrum, and the ball somehow fell 
into his hands. Because a Duke player had a grip on it too, the referee 
thrust two thumbs upward, signaling for a jump. In NCAA basketball, 
actual jump balls only occur at the beginnings of games and overtime 
periods. Application of the “alternating-possession” rule, enacted to help 
keep game lengths manageable, granted Belmont one more chance.

Renfroe inbounded the ball from just underneath the basket. He 
attempted an alley-oop pass to... who? Three Belmont players scattered 
from the target, cutting in all directions, trying to confuse the Duke 
defenders. They only confused Renfroe. There on Georgetown Univer-
sity’s home court, Duke’s DeMarcus Nelson was standing on the giant 
Big East logo in the paint. He leapt up and corralled the ball with one 
scooping motion. The three Belmont players converged on Nelson, and 
simultaneously fouled him. Only a second drained off the game clock. 

On television, Byrd was shown standing on the Belmont sideline. He 
uttered a single word, easily discernable by any amateur mouth-reader 
watching at home.

“Shit!” Rick Byrd hardly ever swore.
Belmont hadn’t yet committed ten fouls in the half, so Duke wasn’t 

automatically entitled to two foul shots. Nelson would have to make his 
first free throw to earn a second. He bounced his first attempt off the 
front of the rim, and Belmont forward Jordan Campbell pulled down the 
rebound. Campbell quickly called time out. There were 2.2 seconds left, 
and Belmont had one last chance to pull out an improbable and historic 
victory. 

Not only would beating Duke be an epoch-defining win for Belmont, 
any sort of made basket would bring respect and honor to the Atlantic 
Sun Conference as well. The league began the season with a string of 
November upsets, but they’d been forgotten in a hail of December losses. 
If anything, those wins kept the A-Sun champion off the impossible No. 
16 seed line. Belmont was on the verge of giving the humble, transitory 
A-Sun its first NCAA win since Georgia State’s in 2001. Beating Duke 
would result in the Atlantic Sun’s only NCAA win among its 12-team 
membership.

The Bruins did get a shot off. A baseball pass came in to Justin Hare 
on the midcourt stripe. The clock started as he wound up for a wild 
halfcourt heave. 
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The ball softly bounced off the backboard as time expired, just to the 
left of the rim. Duke 71, Belmont 70.

Atlantic Sun commissioner Ted Gumbart was right behind the Bel-
mont bench as the action unfolded. “I was just so proud of those guys,” 
he said later. “What they did deserves to go down as one of the great 
Tournament games. But that one piece that was missing at the end was 
the celebration that would have forever been part of the archives.”

The Belmont story didn’t appear to be finished, though. Hare was an 
outgoing senior, and like Jason Richards of Davidson, he would end his 
career in the 2008 NCAA Tournament with a haunting wide-left shot. 
But the rest of the core contributors, the team that came so close to elimi-
nating Duke, were juniors. They had one more year together, and one 
more chance. Between Renfroe, rebounding leader Shane Dansby, all-
around forward Matthew Dotson and sharpshooting guard Andy Wicke, 
there were 42.1 points per game of production returning. A lot of March 
experience, too. It was a team with three straight NCAA Tournament 
appearances, and a fourth seemed to be a mere Atlantic Sun formality.

“The Duke game gave our kids a great deal of confidence,” said Byrd 
that summer. “We just keep getting closer and closer... If we can be for-
tunate enough to get a fourth chance, I think we’ll be even more ready.”

They weren’t. The Bruins’ record dropped from 25-9 to 20-13. They 
took a No. 3 seed into the Atlantic Sun tourney, and lost in the semifinals 
to eventual conference champion East Tennessee State. The team from 
the former SoCon football school broke through. They finally won the 
league they felt should have been theirs from the day they joined, and 
ended the Belmont era in the process. 

College basketball teams with talent and time remaining have “unfin-
ished business,” some say. Conventional wisdom dictates that they’ll auto-
matically return from adversity stronger and hungrier. What that model 
fails to take into account is that sometimes, players feel as if they’ve done 
enough. Student-athletes get “senioritis” too.

“It was nobody’s fault, really,” said Byrd. “When you have five seniors, 
and four of them are fifth-year seniors, you’ve got a lot of guys whose 
priorities have changed since they came to school. Basketball probably 
slid down the list a little bit. If it’s for the right reasons, like finding a job 
and getting married and all those kinds of things, those are just natural 
human events. But our team suffered from the lack of energy and enthu-
siasm. We’d been to three straight Tournaments. We played like we were 
content with that.”
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Belmont reloaded with a new class, and was 7-2 to begin the 2009-10 
season. “The reason we’re able to win games with freshmen and sopho-
mores starting, especially in key positions like the post, is that we’re see-
ing the fruits of those three NCAA Tournament appearances,” Byrd said. 
“We go recruiting now, and we can talk about that with guys... they’ve 
seen us on TV, and they saw the Duke game. It seems like everyone in 
the world did. Any program with those plusses should be getting bet-
ter players, and we are. With freshmen come an awful lot of youthful 
enthusiasm and energy. We didn’t have that on our team last year. We 
had a bunch of old guys.”

The 2009-10 Bruins had one “old guy” left. Keaton Belcher was a soph-
omore who came off the bench in the Duke game, played 11 minutes, 
scored one basket on five attempts and grabbed two rebounds. One of the 
signature wire photos from that game was Belcher on the bench in his 
dark blue No. 3 jersey, palms against his forehead, in shock and disbelief 
after the final buzzer. 

In 2009-10, Belcher was a 6-foot-9 redshirt senior, the only player on 
the squad who’d be leaving that summer. While he finished his business 
administration degree, he was also the main link to the past, and as such 
he automatically inherited a mentoring position.

“Keaton is my favorite story about this team right now,” said Byrd 
after the Tennessee State game. “When Keaton came here to visit, we 
told him that we’d recruited a big man all summer long, all junior year 
long, and that we were going to wait on him to make a decision. That 
player was Matthew Dotson. I saw Matthew play every game from the 
summer before his senior year all throughout that winter. We recruited 
him as hard as we could. But Tennessee lost a couple of kids late, and 
Buzz Peterson offered him a scholarship the last week before signing day 
in November.

“So we signed Keaton. We were very upfront with him. We told him 
who it was, we told him we were going to wait on Matthew, and if Mat-
thew didn’t come through that we’d offer him a scholarship. And that’s 
what happened.

“Well, Bruce Pearl came in, and he and Matthew didn’t mesh. It didn’t 
work out for whatever reason. So Matthew paid his own way to come 
here to Belmont because we were out of scholarships. Keaton decided 
to redshirt that year because I told him Matthew was a little bit ahead 
of him. Keaton played, and he contributed, but he’s always had a good 
player in front of him for three years. Now, he knows he’s the man. 
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And he’s playing better because he knows that he doesn’t have to go out 
there and play well in three-minute stints to impress me. He’s been a 
great leader, and he was here all summer to guide the incoming players. 
Keaton is such a decent young, good, wholesome young man.”

Belcher helped the newcomers learn about the local rivalries, too. 
Tennessee State was a city game, but it was hardly a grudge match. Even 
though the two schools were only five miles apart, Belmont and TSU 
traveled in very different orbits. Both are as foreign to each other as each 
was to Vanderbilt University, the powerful SEC school whose giant cam-
pus stretched across the inner districts of Nashville. 

TSU was a historically black college out of place in the Ohio Valley 
Conference, too northerly for the Deep South SWAC and too far west 
to be viable as a functioning MEAC member. Belmont began as a strict 
Southern Baptist school under the oversight of the Tennessee Baptist 
convention, but grew by leaps and bounds once it recast itself as a music 
school in the heart of Music City. Tennessee State was R&B, and Belmont 
was pure country.

Belmont developed a serious Nashville flavor. Trisha Yearwood, Lee 
Ann Womack and Brad Paisley went there, and “American Idol” contes-
tant Melinda Doolittle once suited up as mascot Bruiser the Bruin. Vince 
Gill and Amy Grant bought season tickets and came to nearly every Bel-
mont home game at the Curb Center. They always sat in the front row, 
and were close friends of Byrd.

Rivals are the enemies you keep close, and Belmont’s main enemy 
has always been Lipscomb. The two schools, located just two miles from 
each other, form America’s closest college rivalry, in terms of proximity. 
Duke and North Carolina are eight miles apart on the “Tobacco Road” 
that ties Durham and Chapel Hill together. Saint Joseph’s and Temple, 
red-clad religious schools in Philadelphia’s unofficial Big Five league, are 
separated by six miles. Even Xavier and the University of Cincinnati, 
which always put on fierce and occasionally bloody wars in Ohio’s Queen 
City, are a relatively safe three miles apart.

“When I leave coaching, it’ll be the one thing that I remember about 
being the coach at Belmont, for the rest of my life,” said Byrd, who was 
into his third decade of coaching the Bruins. “This rivalry is Duke and 
Carolina, Auburn-Alabama football, but at a smaller level. It’s passionate.”

There was a lot of familiarity between Belmont and Lipscomb, two 
schools too small to work out their issues on the gridiron. But there was 
always plenty of contempt. Lipscomb is affiliated with the Church of 
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Christ, so there is the kind of religious tension that makes any college 
rivalry resonant. The hoops series dates all the way back to 1953. Both 
schools were in the NAIA and Division II together, first as Belmont Col-
lege and David Lipscomb College (after the American Restoration Move-
ment pastor active in the late 1800s). They played in conferences like the 
Volunteer State Athletic Conference and the TransSouth. In Byrd’s first 
few years at Belmont during the 1980s, Lipscomb was led by the legend-
ary Don Meyer, who went on to become the winningest college coach in 
history with 923 wins. Exactly 665 of them came in Nashville as coach of 
the Bisons. Lipscomb is where Meyer won the 1986 NAIA championship.

“In 1989, with Don Meyer coaching, they were 38-1 and we beat them 
in the playoffs so they couldn’t go to the national tournament,” Byrd 
recalled. “We both had senior teams coming back, and Belmont played 
our home game in 1990 at Vanderbilt’s Memorial Gym. There were over 
16,000 people there, and the ticket funds went to Shriners Hospital. 
It was the largest attendance for an NAIA game ever, and I think that 
record might still be intact. They were turning people away, people who 
had tickets in their hands! People outside an NAIA game, trying to get 
inside... unbelievable. They beat us that night, though, so they got their 
revenge for the year before. They beat us a lot in those days.

“They had the upper hand, they were a phenomenal NAIA power-
house. But we challenged them, and by 1994-95 we beat them six times 
in a row. For the first ten years, I was just trying to get us to the point 
when we were good enough for us to beat Lipscomb. At the beginning, 
everyone at the school was saying, ‘We’ve got to beat Lipscomb, we’ve 
got to beat Lipscomb.’ My thought was that we had to get good enough 
to beat the other teams in the league, and then we could start thinking 
about beating the best. That’s how good Lipscomb was. That’s the kind 
of respect that they demanded.”

But the series was abruptly cancelled shortly thereafter. Belmont 
made the jump to Division I in 1997. Though the Bruins struggled for 
four years as an independent before the Atlantic Sun gave the school a 
conference home, they had no time to play Division II schools. Lipscomb 
wasn’t going to be upstaged like that, and transitioned to the NCAA’s 
top flight in 1999. The Bisons’ provisional membership was due to start 
in the 2000-01 season. After three years in the independent wilderness, 
the A-Sun took the Bisons in as well. In 2003-04, both Lipscomb and 
Belmont were full-fledged Division I members in the same conference, 
guaranteed two home-and-home games a year by the league. 
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The Battle of the Boulevard was back. 
On January 27, 2004, the Bisons and Bruins played at Lipscomb, eight 

years and two full player cycles removed from their most recent meeting 
in 1996. The game went into overtime, fitting for a series that was full 
of extra periods and even the occasional 2OT. Belmont won, 66-64, and 
swept the season series at home two weeks later.

“Those are always our most important two games of the year, and we 
find ourselves struggling to downplay them,” said Byrd. “Players on both 
teams are always going to be totally jacked up. The students are going to 
fill the Curb Center and Allen Arena each time. We both struggle in a city 
like Nashville, where there’s always so much going on, to get crowds to 
watch our games. But on those two nights every year, we have no trouble 
finding interested parties to come watch us play.”

And in one particular season, they played three nights. In 2005-06, 
Belmont and Lipscomb split the regular season series for the second 
straight year. But then they met again in the Atlantic Sun Conference 
championship game, held on a makeshift court at East Tennessee State’s 
old football stadium in Johnson City. 

The two teams had faced off 112 times over half a century, and they’d 
once played to a packed house of 16,000 fans, but the Battle of the Bou-
levard had never taken on so much extra importance. Lipscomb was the 
No. 1 seed in the conference tournament, Belmont the No. 2, and the 
winner would go on to the Big Dance. 

Early on, the two teams traded haymaker scoring runs: 8-2 for Bel-
mont, 12-2 for Lipscomb. That game went to overtime too. Justin Hare, 
who was two years away from his failed halfcourt shot against Duke, 
rescued the Bruins’ season late in regulation. With his team down by 
three points with 29 seconds left, he scored on a driving layup. There was 
a Lipscomb foul on the play, and he hit the accompanying free throw. 
Hare, then a sophomore, finished with 32 points on 10-for-15 shooting.

Belmont prevailed, 74-69. The Bruins had their first-ever NCAA Tour-
nament berth, and it was the first of three consecutive conference titles. 
Every year since, the Bruins’ sports information staff has printed the 
boxscore from that game in their men’s basketball media guide. Just as 
a reminder. 

Lipscomb faded back into the mid-section of the league table, and had 
trouble coming that close to the NCAA Tournament again.

Lipscomb’s Allen Arena was opened in 2001 on the site of McQuiddy 
Gymnasium, where Don Meyer stalked the sidelines. Bisons teams of 
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the past racked up 30-win seasons there, and waged Boulevard Battles. 
Allen opened as a beautiful modern arena with lots of glass and sharp 
angles. It was built to accommodate concerts, large worship services and 
convocations in addition to basketball games. 

Its construction was specifically timed to coincide with the univer-
sity’s jump to Division I at the beginning of the century. But a couple 
of years later, a couple of miles up the road, Belmont built its new Curb 
Center. The Curb added flourishes that Allen Arena didn’t have: high 
ceilings, clean brick facades, thick rugs everywhere. The one-upmanship 
never ended.

But Lipscomb bid for the right to host the 2008 and 2009 Atlantic Sun 
tournament, and used the weeklong event to show off its building and 
wow with red-carpet hospitality. There were good crowds, entertained by 
the best in local halftime entertainment. A different Nashville restaurant 
catered the media and VIP areas every day. The only thing that was miss-
ing was a conference championship for the home team. The Bisons didn’t 
make it past the semifinals.

On December 10, 2009, Allen Arena was nearly empty. College bas-
ketball crowds thin considerably at that time of year. It has little to do 
with basketball, and everything to do with college. December is when 
students take their final exams, then go on holiday break, and that’s 
why conference play gravitated to January and February over the years. 
Scheduling rivalry games at times when the students weren’t on campus 
doesn’t help anybody. 

For the Bisons’ tilt with Southern Illinois University at Edwardsville, 
there were a few cheerleaders wearing Santa hats, a few diehard students 
in the Lipscomb LUnatics section, and the officials and staff at the scor-
er’s table. There were few paying spectators. Similar to the first game of 
the Glenn Wilkes Classic in Daytona, there were nearly as many people 
watching the action as there were on the court.

The 2009-10 Bisons hadn’t given fans much reason to show up. While 
rival Belmont was overachieving with underclassmen, Lipscomb was 2-5, 
struggling to string wins together. 

They had one star attraction, a 6-foot-9 Bosnian import named Adnan 
Hodzic. As he headed into his junior season, he was developing into a 
rebounding machine. He averaged seven boards per game as a sopho-
more, and as tenth-year head coach Scott Sanderson realized his scoring 
potential, Hodzic was starting to get more touches on offense. In the first 
game of an in-season home and home series with SIUE, held in Illinois 
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in November, Hodzic had 23 points and 11 rebounds. Lipscomb snuck 
by with a 67-64 win.

SIUE was not to be confused with Southern Illinois, the Missouri Val-
ley Conference school in Carbondale that earned Sweet Sixteen berths 
in 2002 and 2007. The Cougars were in the same position that Sand-
erson’s squad was in a decade earlier. The Cougars were making their 
Division I debut in 2009-10, and playing their first-ever full D-I schedule. 
They operated as an independent, ineligible for the NCAA Tournament 
until 2012, but the Ohio Valley Conference extended future membership 
starting in the 2011-12 season. The OVC encouraged its existing member 
teams to play SIUE, even if it was only an excuse to find Edwardsville 
on a map. Few could.

Lipscomb fell behind early, and was down by eight points, 42-34, at 
halftime. In the two weeks between the two home-and-home games, 
the Cougars had won their first-ever pair of Division I games. At Drake’s 
mini-tournament in Des Moines, SIUE beat Drake and Texas-Arlington. 
The SIUE players, on a winning streak and full of confidence, left the 
floor after the first half bathed in sweat. They did so without displaying 
any outward emotion. They just ran their plays, executed, and got back 
on defense. No facial expressions, no screaming, and no chest-thumping.

But this red-clad visiting team, with oversized white lowercase e’s 
sewn into their jerseys, only had 20 minutes of fight in them. Lipscomb 
dropped a 18-0 run on the Cougars out of the break, busting the game 
open. A tiny crowd beaded out towards the exits during the final media 
time out. The Bisons were up by 26 points. Hodzic rested for most of the 
second half after scoring 20 points and grabbing seven rebounds in 28 
minutes. 

The whole time, SIUE showed as much sentiment as they had dur-
ing their productive first half. There were no slumped shoulders, no 
drawn faces, no exasperated sighs. No whining, no complaining. They 
just played.

Then, with about a minute to go, a SIU Edwardsville freshman named 
LeShaun Murphy caught the ball at the foul line, took two steps, and 
launched himself from the Atlantic Sun logo. He split his legs wide. For 
a split second, he resembled Michael Jordan’s famous silhouette. Gaining 
full elevation and full extension, he slammed the ball through the rim 
with a resounding tomahawk dunk.

And then he ran back on defense, as stone-faced as the rest of his 
teammates had been all evening long. The sheer and raw athleticism 
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made for a small, seminal moment. Even the home fans were impressed. 
“Murphy, you’re awesome!” shouted one of the few fans in the Lipscomb 
LUnatics fan section. There was no college cynicism there. 

It was an instant that was not captured on film as nearly all sports 
moments in the modern era were. It was simply a message that little 
SIU Edwardsville, despite their pending postseason eligibility, dreamt 
of greatness too.
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BOTH SIDES NOW

Small Division I conferences are defined by the larger, more powerful 
college collectives that dominate their home regions. There’s the Atlantic 
Coast Conference, that pearl-string of schools along the eastern seaboard. 
Conferences like the Atlantic Sun, Big South and the historically black 
MEAC sit squarely in that area. They’ll never get the kind of recruits, 
media coverage or merchandise sales as Duke, North Carolina or even 
Georgia Tech. That’s why it’s called ACC country.

Farther inland lies the domain of the Southeastern Conference, the 
starburst cluster of powerful state universities with unmatchable athletic 
histories. That’s unfortunate geography for the Southland, the majority 
of the Sun Belt and SWAC, as well as for the old Ohio Valley Conference.

SEC basketball history begins and ends with the University of Ken-
tucky. It’s the most successful program in the history of the sport, having 
won a full three-quarters of its games. Once the SEC began sending its 
titleists to the NCAA Tournament in 1942, the Wildcats won 11 of the 
conference’s first 13 March tournaments. With seven National Champi-
onships, only John Wooden’s UCLA dynasty won more. 

UK’s list of head coaches included some of the premier team leaders 
of the 20th Century: Adolph Rupp, Rick Pitino, and Orlando “Tubby” 
Smith. So-called disrepair, in Kentucky terms, was a decade with no 
National Championships. 1998 was the last banner. It was an era puncu-
tated by that embarrassing loss in 2007 to Gardner-Webb, there in Rupp’s 
namesake arena.

The SEC, and UK’s “Big Blue,” cast a long shadow over the Deep and 
Mid-South. In Rupp’s day, most of the smaller D-I groups were either non-
existent or in the “small college” division. But the Ohio Valley Conference 
always had plenty of history. Morehead State, Louisville and Evansville 
banded together to form an alternative conference in 1948. In 1956, a 
six-team league began sending teams to the NCAA Tournament. In 1971, 
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Western Kentucky used the OVC as a springboard to the final four. 
But the six-round era was rough on the old league. In the 1960s and 

1970s, OVC teams won 13 NCAA games. Between 1990 to 2008, the 
league was completely winless at the NCAA Tournament.

The OVC was founded as a tough, hard-shelled league, and never was 
a conference for whiners, charity cases or cabooses. As it grew, it was a 
place for state universities in Kentucky, Tennessee and adjoining states 
big enough to play small-college football to group up – schools that were 
not large enough to compete on the same level as SEC powerhouses like 
Kentucky and Tennessee. As a true middle league, it was one of the 
original four conferences in the I-AA football playoffs, back in the 1970s. 

The OVC was innovative and forward-thinking about divisive athletic 
issues like race in the 1950s and female participation in the 1970s. Its 
sponsorship of women’s sports predated the NCAA’s 1982 certification 
of women’s championships.

In retrospect, nothing hurt the conference’s men’s basketball com-
petitiveness more than the NCAA’s expansion of its Tournament, and 
the ensuing rapid growth of Division I. There were new D-I conferences 
like the Big South and Atlantic Sun and Sun Belt. There was increased 
competition for recruits and coaches. 

It was a dizzying rate of change for a league that had kept its core 
membership mostly intact for four decades. But after 1979, the Ohio Val-
ley Conference couldn’t be the same, ever again. At one time, it was a 
seven-team league that sent its winner to an NCAA Tournament with 
24 or 32 teams. Schools like Western Kentucky or Murray State would 
often wreak bracket havoc in that smaller event. They were SEC killers.

In the 1980s, core schools left. Western Kentucky, the OVC’s stron-
gest basketball school with 19 conference championships, departed for 
the Sun Belt in 1982. The league named for the Ohio Valley lost its Ohio 
base. Akron zipped off to the Mid-American Conference in 1987, and 
Youngstown State jumped to the Mid-Continent the next year. After win-
ning the 1989 conference championship and upsetting Florida State at 
the NCAA Tournament, Middle Tennessee State joined Western Ken-
tucky as a Sun Belt member in 2000. 

During the OVC’s ensuing 18-year dry spell at the much bigger Dance, 
only one of its teams earned a single digit seed. That was charter member 
Murray State in 1998. That ninth-seeded Racers squad was blown out by 
No. 8 Rhode Island, by 23 points.

In 1991, there were only seven teams remaining in the league. In 
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the new era, this wasn’t enough. The conference was on life support, in 
danger of losing its automatic NCAA bid. The Ohio Valley Conference 
responded to shrinking membership and falling basketball fortunes with 
rounds of expansion. By the time the decade and century were complete, 
the league was back to a healthy ten with the additions of Southeast Mis-
souri, Tennessee-Martin and Eastern Illinois. Jacksonville State in Ala-
bama, not to be confused with Jacksonville University in Florida, joined 
in 2003. Rapidly rising Samford University, also in Alabama, was in for 
four seasons before moving up to the Southern Conference. The league 
offered that 11th spot to Division I newcomer SIU Edwardsville.

 But with that kind of dilution and constant change, there was no way 
the OVC could ever rise to the SEC’s level. The rich would stay richer.

The Ohio Valley is full of Mid-South college towns, municipalities 
that rely on their campuses as economic engines. There’s Richmond, 
home of Eastern Kentucky University. Martin, Tennessee, a distant rail-
road outpost in the northwest part of the state, is where the UT Martin 
Skyhawks play. Some school have nearby military bases, like Clarksville, 
Tennessee – about an hour’s drive north of Nashville, the home of Austin 
Peay State University. The town was made famous by a 1966 Monkees 
song about a last train. Clarksville is the nearest station to the base at 
Fort Campbell. 

But most OVC towns are like Cookeville, a former manufacturing 
center in western Tennessee. For three decades, it was the headquarters 
of Russell Stover’s candymaking operations. It’s tucked away off Inter-
state 40 on a long, lonely, primarily empty stretch of asphalt between 
Nashville and Knoxville, the epicenter of the University of Tennessee’s 
orange-colored SEC stronghold. Off the exit for TN-135, there’s a drag full 
of gas stations and light retail shops. After a few miles, the Tennessee 
Tech football stadium and basketball arena loom on the right-hand side.

When I arrived at the Eblen Center, head coach Mike Sutton was wait-
ing for me. He was stationed next to the pass desk. With my head down, 
I walked right past him and his motorized wheelchair. 

When he finally got my attention, he extended his hand, a meaty 
hook with fingers that didn’t bend like fingers should. I grabbed hold 
with a polite pincer grip. “C’mon, I can do better than that,” he said, 
thrusting the heel of his hand forward and forcing me into a proper 
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shake. “How’ve you been? Are you sticking around afterwards, can we 
visit after the game’s over?”

Sutton once used a wheelchair during games, but hadn’t for a few 
years. In 2009, he sat on the sideline on a high stool, and held a cane. He 
used the implement whenever he felt compelled to charge after the game 
officials, and he did so often. 

It had been almost five years since he led the Golden Eagles to the 
2005 Ohio Valley Conference regular season championship. It was an 
accomplishment that earned Sutton the league coach of the year award. 
But while attending the Portsmouth Invitational Tournament in Vir-
ginia, an annual NBA scout-fest for outgoing senior college prospects, he 
was unpacking luggage out of car and fell down. His legs became rub-
bery and weak, and all his extremities stopped working.

Later that day, in a Virginia hospital, motionless and attached to a 
ventilator, Sutton very nearly died.

He had suffered a sudden attack on his nervous system. Sutton was 
perfectly healthy beforehand, and there was nothing in his medical his-
tory or family lineage that might indicate or warn of such an attack. 
The diagnosis was Guillain–Barré syndrome, an autoimmune disorder 
– one of the rarest forms of non-trauma paralysis. GBS was occasionally 
referred to as Andy Griffith’s disease, after the actor who contracted it in 
the early 1980s. Griffith was unable to walk for seven months afterwards. 
He recovered after extensive and expensive therapy, but there was still no 
known cure for GBS. There was no medical consensus on what caused it. 
For doctors and researchers, it was one of the few remaining mysteries 
of the human body.

For weeks and months, with his wife Karen at his side, he struggled 
to stay alive. Once Sutton’s condition stabilized, he had to relearn every 
basic motor skill. At Vanderbilt University’s hospital in Nashville, sur-
geons transfered tendons from other parts of his body to his hands, so 
that he could write again. 

He returned to the sidelines at Tennessee Tech a year later. But on 
the long OVC road trips, he had to be carried on and off the team bus. 
Non-ADA compliant hotels had to remove door hinges in order to accom-
modate Sutton and the extra equipment that kept him mobile. Months 
went by, and his damaged nerves regenerated, one centimeter at a time. 
He eventually graduated from the wheelchair to a walker. Then, to a stool 
and cane. During games, he’d perch on the padded end of the scorer’s 
table to keep his balance.
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Everybody loves a comeback story. While he was in the early stages 
of battling GBS, national media outlets called and visited Cookeville on 
a regular basis. There were features and profiles and interviews, and 
Sutton became an inspirational “up close and personal” type of figure. 
Five years later, there were still a few journalists who came around to do 
followup stories every few months.

“A guy from Nashville came up last week,” he said. “He was here to 
talk about the health aspects. He wanted to watch our practice, and that 
happened to be the day I got my new orthotics, and was just getting used 
to them. I was wobbling around like a Weeble the whole time.”

The Golden Eagles’ basketball fortunes were teetering too. They 
weren’t winning games. Tennessee Tech hadn’t been to the NCAA Tour-
nament since the OVC upstart years of the 1960s. Back then, Johnny 
Oldham led the school to the 1963 conference title, followed promptly 
by a cold 111-42 elimination loss to Loyola of Chicago. Mike Sutton had 
been the leader in Cookeville since 2002, but he hadn’t lifted the team 
up to the Big Dance. The only time Tennessee Tech had even played for 
an automatic bid was the 2003 OVC title game, back in his first season 
in Cookeville. Tech lost by four points to Austin Peay, and had to settle 
for being the runner-up. 

In 2005, the year the Golden Eagles won the regular season title, the 
team was drummed out of the conference tournament, once again, by 
Peay. That was right before Sutton’s life changed forever. Four and a half 
years later, when I visited Cookeville again, Tennessee Tech was coming 
off two consecutive losing campaigns, finishing 13-18 in 2007-08 and 
12-18 in 2008-09. The new season was off to a horrible start, too. The 
Golden Eagles dropped a double-overtime, 91-90 decision to former OVC 
charter member Evansville, a school that had since moved on to the Mis-
souri Valley Conference. As Sutton looked on, clutching his cane and 
shaking his head, his team fell to its fifth loss against just three wins.

This wasn’t how a story about overcoming adversity was supposed 
to play out. The wins are supposed to happen, and then the champion-
ship in the final movie scene. Sutton hadn’t been lifted up on his play-
ers’ shoulders after Tennessee Tech won a conference championship or 
NCAA first round game. They were just a mediocre basketball team. 

There was talk on internet message boards that maybe, just maybe, 
the TTU basketball program would be better served by going in a dif-
ferent direction. As with Matt Kilcullen in North Florida, reassignment 
to a fundraising position was a way to defuse any appearance of unfair-
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ness. But this was a very delicate situation, more subtle than any surgery. 
There were over-arching implications in replacing Sutton for job-related 
reasons. His contract was due to expire at the end of the 2009-10 season, 
and non-renewal would require plenty of public relations, no matter what 
the final season record.

The school was definitely building for the future. A new bank of sky-
boxes and offices replaced a high bleacher section. The new space was 
all glass and blond wood, overlooking the Eblen Center court. After the 
game, with energy reserves to burn, Sutton gave me the grand tour. In 
his wide office space, he sat down and showed off the new orthotics that 
allowed him to walk just a little more normally. They were black braces 
that extended out of his shoes and up his pantlegs.

But that was the end of the health chat. He didn’t want to belabor any 
points or evoke sympathy. He wanted to talk about basketball. Karen, his 
wife and primary caretaker, went back home to rest after a long gameday 
evening, and Sutton organized a ride home with the basketball opera-
tions director. 

Then he eased back in his office chair, grabbed a remote control, 
and switched on an oversize high-definition television set attached to 
the wall. North Carolina and Michigan State were playing in the ESPN-
organized ACC-Big Ten Challenge. 

It was a tipoff scheduled for the second two-hour window in prime 
time, and this was Central Standard, so there were a few minutes left 
in the game. It was a rematch of the 2009 NCAA title contest, and UNC 
was trying to finish the Spartans to stave off revenge for the Tar Heels’ 
National Championship win in Detroit. 

Sutton made a few comments about the North Carolina players. I love 
what they do in transition. Always aware of each other. He talked about 
Tom Izzo, Michigan State’s head coach. Man, he’s a good coach. Always 
gets the most from his players. It wasn’t until he asked me my opinion 
about the MSU defense when he realized I wasn’t quite following. I didn’t 
know much about either team.

“You don’t watch any BCS ball?”
“No, sir,” I replied. “Not really.”
“Where are you Saturday?” he asked. “Big Blue and North Carolina at 

Rupp... don’t tell me you can’t get excited about that!”
“I’ll be at Butler,” I answered.
“Well, if it’s an afternoon game. If your schedule works out, Lexing-

ton’s a quick drive from Indianapolis.” He raised a hand to the side of his 
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mouth. “If you want to go incognito, I can definitely get you in the door 
with a ticket. I know a lot of people at UK.”

West Tennessee was OVC country only in the directional title sense. 
First and foremost, it was territory claimed in the name of the mighty 
SEC. Before Sutton took the job at Tennessee Tech, Jeff Lebo came within 
a point of the conference championship – after that, Lebo was off for a 
salary bump at Chattanooga in the SoCon. At the time, Sutton was a 
Kentucky assistant under Tubby Smith, one of the many graying coaches 
who’d waited a long, long time for his own opportunity to lead a pro-
gram. He worked his way up the long and winding coaching ladder, 
from Virginia Commonwealth to Tulsa to Georgia. There was a 13-year 
stopover at Meadowbrook High School, in the heart of Virginia. In his 
first season in Lexington working with Tubby Smith, UK won their sev-
enth National Championship. He was part of it, and he had the jewelry 
to prove it.

Sutton still loved the ‘Cats. In amongst his Tennessee Tech paper-
work, there was an oversize Kentucky souvenir ring on his desk. In raised 
gold lettering, it listed all seven of the program’s National Champion-
ships, including the one in 1998 that he helped win. He kept his own ring 
hidden and protected. Sadly, withered hands meant it didn’t fit correctly 
anymore.

With the game on TV over, with commentator Dick Vitale going 
hoarse after two hours of impassioned yelling, the assistants called Sut-
ton’s cell phone to inform him that “tape was ready.” The Evansville 
game was loaded into the digital video system, broken down, every play 
numbered, sequenced and cross-referenced. For a few minutes, Sutton 
rifled through the close of regulation time and the two overtime periods, 
controlling the speed of the film with his laptop. The images flickered 
forwards and backwards on the big screen. He tried to figure out which 
exact play would have made the difference between a win and a loss. He 
couldn’t find any one close call or missed screen would have made the 
Golden Eagles 4-4 on the season, instead of 3-5.

Quickly tiring of the all-too-recent past, he navigated back to the main 
menu of the video system. With a few quick keystrokes, he punched up 
Tennessee Tech’s loss from the previous weekend. It was a 112-75 blow-
out at the University of Kansas. 

There, on the screen, were the Golden Eagles in their purple and yel-
low road uniforms, hanging tough in the first half with the best team in 
college basketball.
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Six years after inventing the game, James Naismith moved west, and 
settled in Lawrence, Kansas. There, he helped develop the intercollegiate 
version of the sport. There on the digital tape, the name of the KU’s 
first coach was right there on the endlines: James Naismith Court. The 
Jayhawks’ program served as the game’s very tree trunk: Forrest “Phog” 
Allen, Adolph Rupp and Dean Smith. Kansas, Kentucky, North Carolina: 
the game’s primary branches of historical power. 

In 2009, the Big 12 titans were ranked No. 1 in the national polls, and 
were the very strongest contenders for the 2010 National Championship. 
The video was clear evidence of why. Sutton’s squad was hammered in 
the second 20 minutes. There was no way that the Kansas players were 
going to allow themselves to be any kind of Gardner-Webbed, like UK 
once was. 

“Watch Cole Aldrich here,” Sutton noted, freezing the frame and then 
looping through a five-second sequence of the Jayhawks’ 7-foot center 
several times. “We had him blocked out, and he just goes ahead and 
pushes through his man and gets to the basket for a dunk. Look at that! 
That’s why he’s an NBA first rounder. And Sharron Collins killed us all 
night. Oh, there he goes again!”

There was no sense of longing, no jealousy nor spite in his voice. 
Sutton lived in a place where small leagues and a major conference lived 
side by side and coexisted, where each knew its rightful place. An OVC 
team like Tennessee Tech didn’t really belong anywhere near any court 
that a SEC team like Kentucky inhabited. A Big 12 team like Kansas was 
hundreds, thousands of times better than his. That night, Sutton was 
simply being a fan, enjoying the opportunity to appreciate and admire 
basketball excellence. Even if it happened to come at the expense of his 
own squad, the players that he himself recruited and taught every day. 

And that team was struggling to compete, even in its own small 
league. His chances for resolving the standard comeback story structure 
were fading. It was never assured or guaranteed that he’d achieve glory 
as Tennessee Tech’s head coach, either after his initial hiring off Ken-
tucky’s bench or after his medical nightmare. If the Golden Eagles won 
the OVC title and returned to the NCAA Tournament for the first time in 
almost a half-century, the journalists would be back in droves. Somebody 
would write a screenplay. There would be stories and features on the 
coach who came back from the very edge... he couldn’t walk, and then 
he could Dance.

At midnight, the basketball ops man called. It was a subtle sugges-
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tion that it was time for everybody to go home. Sutton understood. He 
switched off the TV, gathered up his cane, and hobbled to the elevator. 
We said farewell in the parking lot. 

The desire to write somebody’s boilerplate story for them wasn’t what 
drove Sutton forward in his battle to stay alive. His continued struggle 
to regain mastery of his own body was his own battle. He was blind-
sided by an unforeseen setback, introduced to a dangerous and unwanted 
intruder, one that he had to live with every day. He was just trying to 
get to the point where he was free to be known as Mike Sutton, coach, 
and nothing more or less. He wanted to be defined by his love of college 
basketball, not the obstacles that stood in between him and the game.
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THE GAME WILL HURT YOU

Morehead is a tiny town of 5,000 people nestled into the northern edge 
of central Kentucky’s Daniel Boone National Forest. It’s heaven on earth 
for those who love quiet living, antiques, and quaint outsider folk art. But 
it lacks many of the amenities modern college basketball players prefer.

“If we want to go to a mall, we have to go into Lexington, and that’s an 
hour’s drive,” said Morehead State center Kenneth Faried, who grew up 
in hyper-urban Newark, New Jersey. “Whenever we want to go shop or 
go to a movie or meet girls, it’s never really a spur of the moment thing. 
We usually have to plan it out days in advance.”

The out-of-the-way Eagles ran one of the premier men’s basketball 
programs in the early days of the Ohio Valley Conference. In 1956, under 
Robert Laughlin, a high-scoring Morehead State team won two games 
at the NCAA Tournament. In 1983 and 1984, there was a brief resur-
gence. Wayne Martin brought the Eagles two consecutive bids, including 
a preliminary-round win in the latter year over North Carolina A&T of 
the MEAC. After that, it was a blur of losing seasons and early exits from 
the OVC league tournament.

One of the players who played for Morehead State during the early 
1990s era of Eagle adversity was Donnie Tyndall. He was a firecracker 
letterman guard. He loved basketball so much that he climbed aboard the 
coaching ladder after graduation. He spent four years as an assistant at 
LSU in Baton Rouge under John Brady. At Idaho and Middle Tennessee, 
Tyndall developed a national reputation as a master mid-major recruiter. 
In 2006, when he received his first Division I head coaching call, he was 
right back where he started. The little town just off undulating Interstate 
64, located many miles between other exits, boasted little more fine din-
ing than a full set of American fast food restaurants. But it was home.

“It was the thrill of a lifetime,” said Tyndall, who met his wife Christi 
while earning his bachelor’s degree at MSU. “It probably sounds corny, 
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but coming back to my alma mater after a decade away from town was a 
dream come true. It’s amazing how it all worked out.” 

Tyndall inherited a program in ruins. The Eagles hadn’t made the 
ten-team OVC’s eight-team conference tournament twice in a row. But  
though Tyndall was a Michigander by birth, Morehead considered him 
a native son and was ready for a new direction: up. The town warmed 
quickly to his oversized dreams.

“Take Gonzaga, for instance,” said Tyndall in 2006. “Fifteen years ago, 
they played in the old Kennel in a small league, and now look at them. 
We have a beautiful building and a great town full of people who have a 
real love of basketball. We have an administration with a real passion for 
the game and a drive to succeed. Why can’t that happen here?”

It was an odd sort of rhetorical question, considering that Tyndall took 
over a program that had just hit bottom. Before he arrived, Morehead 
State was a 4-23 team. But the new head coach and his new staff went 
about finding tough, bulky players for his chosen football-inspired style, 
and scoured the country from coast to coast. One of his early recruiting 
targets was a 6-foot-8 New Jersey native with long dreadlocks, a giant 
smile and a nasty game.

“I’d never heard of the place before,” Faried said. “I thought it was a funny 
name: Morehead. But coach made a good pitch and he stuck with me.”

The new Eagles became a quick and easy sell to locals, too. In Tyn-
dall’s first year at the helm, they immediately tripled their win total, 
and returned to the OVC playoffs in 2005-06. The following season, the 
league’s coaches and media picked Morehead to finish in tenth place. 
But the resurgent program increased its victory total again, to 15. The 
Eagles earned a No. 3 seed in the OVC tourney with a 12-8 record in 
league games. 

When Morehead State entered conference play in 2008-09, they rose 
to the top of the standings with three quick wins. That’s where they 
stayed for most of the season, thanks to league-best rebounding and 
defense, as well as the steady play of Faried. Not even a four-game Febru-
ary losing streak discouraged a program that was rebounding from an 
entire generation of adversity. Against top OVC seed Tennessee-Martin, 
the Eagles avenged a regular season-ending loss in the tourney semifi-
nals in Nashville. The games in March were the ones that really mattered. 
After missing the playoffs in the pre-Tyndall era, Morehead was back 
playing eliminators, and winning them. 

After a double-overtime title game against defending champion Aus-
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tin Peay, Morehead State was back in the Big Dance. The automatic bid 
was sealed by a storybook play, on a jumper by a seldom-used freshman 
named Steve Peterson. It took 25 years, but a proud alum and an anony-
mous hero brought the school back to the NCAA Tournament.

The signature photo of that game, the one that made the wire ser-
vices, wasn’t Peterson’s shot, or a Faried dunk. It was a beaming Tyndall 
walking across the court in Nashville with his two daughters, Taylor and 
Grace. Each held one of his hands. He was on his way to the basket stan-
chion, to cut down the last bit of the nets. In the photo, Taylor seems to 
be dragging her father towards the basket. Her dad is floating, lost in the 
victorious moment. Little bespectacled Grace, the younger one, blonde 
hair flying behind her, is suspended in mid-leap with her fist extended 
in triumph.

There was one extra game to play. Powered by Faried’s 14 points and 
21 rebounds, Morehead beat the SWAC’s Alabama State in the NCAA 
“opening round” game in Dayton, 58-43. That win earned MSU a spot 
as a true No. 16 seed on the proper 64-team bracket. Then Rick Pitino 
and Louisville handed them a loss in the true first round. Technically, 
however, the win over Alabama State was the OVC’s first actual NCAA 
Tournament victory since 1989. The end of the two-decade Big Dance 
drought was over. 

As for Morehead, the town was back on the NCAA map. “It’s very 
humbling to be part of this,” said Tyndall that summer. “When I go to 
the grocery store now, or check my e-mail, I always hear from people 
in town, or alums, or former players, who tell me that their pride and 
spirit have been invigorated by our success. Everybody who’s ever been 
connected with the team and the school feels like they’ve been part of 
this renaissance. And rightfully so. There’s a renewed buzz around our 
program now, I can constantly feel it.”

But Cinderella fairy tales have deleted scenes, time gaps, and they 
never seem to end cleanly with “happily ever after.” 

Early in the 2009-10 campaign, the Morehead State Eagles hosted Kent 
State University, a winning machine from the Mid-American Conference. 

The MAC is a collection of mid-sized Midwestern schools that play a 
tough, muscular style of basketball. In the 2000s, the MAC was generally 
misunderstood outside its geographic area. The quality and intensity of 
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play in the league was spectacular, with most games going down to the 
wire in exciting fashion. Teams spent Januaries and Februaries beating 
each other up.

None of that impressed the selection committee. The MAC only sent 
one team to the NCAA Tournament every year. It was usually Kent State. 
The Golden Flashes built the premier program in the league, posting ten 
straight 20-win seasons between 1999 and 2008. That period included 
five NCAA Tournament appearances. One of those was the breakthrough 
2001-02 campaign. The Golden Flashes beat Oklahoma State, Alabama 
and Pittsburgh on the way to the Elite Eight. With a berth in the Final Four 
on the line, Kent State lost to Indiana. But they had entered uncharted 
bracket territory in an era dominated by the major conferences.

When Kent State traveled to Morehead State in 2009, it was a man-
dated BracketBusters return game from the previous season – much like 
the Butler-Davidson matchup that began the year. On February 21 in 
middle Ohio, Kent State snuck past the Eagles, 79-76. 

By any account, biased or neutral, the return match in Morehead 
wasn’t very much like bracket-busting basketball at all. Both teams strug-
gled to make baskets. The ball spent almost as much time rolling around 
on the court as it did in players’ hands. Faried, who had become an upper-
classman and a junior, was struggling. After 40 messy minutes, the visit-
ing Golden Flashes left on their motorcoach with a 63-57 win. They headed 
back to Ohio, where a tough road matchup at Xavier awaited them.

Tyndall and Morehead State, on the other hand, were left to sit at 
home in Kentucky, contemplating a rough 1-3 start. The single win came 
against Brescia from Owensboro, a Division II school from across the 
state. The Eagles opened the year with a loss at Kentucky, a game any-
body would ever expect them to lose. They put as much of a fight as they 
could, but the Wildcats won, 75-59. 

Tyndall knew his squad should have beaten Louisiana-Monroe, a 
mediocre Sun Belt team, at their old Kentucky home. But the Eagles blew 
a late lead and lost 74-73. And they certainly had their chances against 
Kent State. They just didn’t step up and take command of the action.

“There are expectations now,” Tyndall said wearily in his office after-
wards, wiping his brow with his palm. “I don’t think that our team has 
handled those very well to this point. I don’t think that we have an ego 
team at all, or a selfish team at all, but I think what we’ve got right now 
is a bit of a complacent team. Which is disappointing. I’ve tried to do 
everything in my power to not let that rear its ugly head, but it has. What 
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happened was twofold. Number one, they heard all the buzz... and then 
what happened next was that some of our newcomers this season walked 
into a situation where everyone’s patting them on the back and telling 
them how great they are, before they ever scored a basket or rebounded 
a ball. That kind of thing seeps its way into your team, no matter how 
hard you try to have it not.”

A lot more changed during the offseason. Over the summer, Don-
nie and Christi divorced, ending a relationship that began almost two 
decades earlier in the classrooms at Morehead State. 

“When you work as many hours and spend the time away from home 
like I have for 15 years, it requires a huge sacrifice to your personal life,” 
he said. “That’s just the way it is. I don’t care how balanced you try to be, 
or how hard you work at things, there’s not as much giving as there is 
taking. What I’ve done, having gone through that, is try to understand 
that nothing is more important than my two daughters. I’m still a worka-
holic. All I care about, other than my daughters, is my basketball players, 
my coaches, and my program. Maybe that’s unhealthy, but that’s who 
Donnie Tyndall is. I can’t help that. I didn’t play at Kentucky or Duke or 
Carolina, I’m from Morehead State. So if I’m going to be successful, I can 
never, ever, ever back off. I have to work day and night. That’s what I do, 
and that’s who I am... right or wrong.”

While it never came down to a direct decision, the head coach had to 
weigh his love for his wife against his love of basketball. But the nature 
of basketball is that there’s no nurture to it. Anybody who dares to fall 
in love with the game falls victim to its constant demands. It demands 
hours, days, entire souls. 

And the game doesn’t love anybody back. It chews players and coaches 
up and spits them out, and forgets them altogether when they’re too old 
or unable to play or coach anymore. Others, more eager ones, will come 
to replace them. Hunger cannot cease, because there’s always a hungrier 
man waiting. This is the energy that drives the game ever forward.

“Two summers ago, I went to this conference where I heard Isiah 
Thomas and Chuck Daly talk,” Tyndall recalled. “I grew up in Michigan, 
so Isiah was one of my heroes. He said something that I wrote down, 
something I keep in my organizer and in my heart. He said, ‘The game 
will hurt you.’ So simple, so direct, but you know how Isiah talks. He was 
so eloquent. ‘I’ve done this, done that, played on Olympic teams, been 
MVP of the All-Star Game. But you know what... no matter who you are, 
the game will hurt you.’
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“I love basketball, and I’ve loved it since the fourth grade. It’s been 
who I am, what I am, and it’s what I’m about. But at the end of the day, 
especially during nights like tonight, you have to question yourself a little 
bit. I’m going to go home tonight, my daughters won’t be there, and I’ll be 
carrying around this loss to Kent State. Times like this, you have to say, 
‘Man, is all of this worth it?””

When Mike Sutton left the University of Kentucky for Tennessee 
Tech in the late 1990s, he put four hours’ worth of road behind him. He 
still wasn’t out of the giant footprint of the SEC. 

Tyndall’s Eagles had a more serious and looming SEC problem. They 
played their home games just 60 miles east of Lexington. In Morehead, 
there was no escaping the Big Blue. At the local McDonald’s, there was 
a tall stack of Kentucky schedules, with new coach John Calipari smil-
ing on the front. Reminders were everywhere. UK hats and sweatshirts 
hung in nearly every closet in town. In 2009, Kentucky won its 2,000th 
game. The Eagles had many hundreds of NCAA wins to go, and would 
never catch up.

“We’ll have to get on the schedule thing,” said Tyndall. “But we are 
making inroads. I walk into restaurants in town, and I see so many more 
people wearing Morehead hats and shirts. But it’s true, Kentucky loves 
the Big Blue. We don’t try to spin that into a negative or be anti-UK. We 
have a good product, we have our program heading in the right direction, 
and we’re only in year four. It’s an exciting time. But you’re right, I’d love 
to have Morehead schedules in the McDonald’s next to the Kentucky 
schedules. We’re trying to say, ‘Look, you can be fans of both.’”

That wasn’t an unprecedented idea. Way out west, in the upper 
lefthand corner of the United States, a small school from a small confer-
ence started winning NCAA games, and eclipsed the efforts of a school 
just an hour and a half away. While Washington State was no Kentucky, 
Gonzaga had managed to completely upstage a Pac-10 team in the Cou-
gars’ own backyard. Gonzaga was the model Tyndall chose four years 
earlier when he’d arrived in Morehead as an ambitious first-time head 
coach, trying to turn around a 4-23 team.

“People have said to me things like, ‘The success you’ve had is incred-
ible. I can’t believe how quickly you’ve turned the program around.’ But 
I’m telling you, it’s so hard. It’s so much harder than I ever thought it 
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would be. I’m just being honest here. I think we’re still in the infancy 
stages of catching a Gonzaga or a Butler. I think we’re closer to being at 
the level of a Kent State or a Southern Illinois. But to get to that elite mid-
major level like Gonzaga, where you’re mid-major in name only, that’s 
a 12 to 15 year process. I worked at Idaho in the 1990s, and I watched 
Gonzaga become Gonzaga. They used to have a little old fieldhouse that 
was like a high school gym. In my heart, I know how possible it is for it 
to happen here.”

There were encouraging signs that it was possible. “Think about this: 
we signed two guys early in my first three years, total. We signed six in 
the early-signing period this year. People might not realize what a huge 
step that is for a program, just to get seniors to commit in the fall, one 
full year in advance. The payoff from the NCAA Tournament is definitely 
there. But it’s going to be a long time before we can get the borderline 
McDonald’s All-Americans like Gonzaga does. But hopefully we’re mov-
ing towards the type of level where we can start beating BCS teams and 
raising people’s eyebrows.

“I mean, here we are, this little country town in the mountains, trying 
to make it on college basketball’s biggest stage, just an hour down the 
road from arguably the most prestigious program in college basketball 
history. We’re just trying to make a name for ourselves in the shadow of 
Big Blue. That sounds like a great underdog story, doesn’t it?”

On the wall of Tyndall’s office was a framed copy of that photo from 
Morehead State’s first step towards national respect, the picture taken 
just after the final buzzer of the 2009 OVC title game against Austin Peay. 
There was Taylor, forever pulling her dad towards the ladder so he could 
cut down the nets. And Grace was still in the air, not having come down 
from the clouds yet.

“What it comes down to is that I just want to do the very best job I 
can,” the coach said. “If I’ve done well enough in my career, I can send 
my daughters to Harvard or Yale or wherever they want to go to school. 
If they want nice cars at 16 years old, I’ll be able to get them nice cars. 
Maybe that’s a selfish way to explain what I do and why I’ve done it, but 
that’s my purpose now. I want to reward them and take care of them. 
Whenever I lose focus or have self-doubt, I remember that I’m doing this 
for Taylor and Grace.”



[        ]31
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BODY BAG

On August 12, 2000, Thomas “Top Dog” Williams and promoter Bobby 
Mitchell fixed a boxing match at the Paris Las Vegas casino. The govern-
ment went to great lengths to break the case. Federal prosecutors set up 
wiretaps and lined up witnesses to prove conclusively that Richard 
Melito, Jr., Williams’ opponent, was offered $5,000 to prematurely hit the 
canvas. “The call was made, money was offered and the condition was 
set,” Assistant US Attorney Eric Johnson declared at the trial. 

The jury agreed, delivering the unanimous verdict after just two 
hours. Both defendants faced five years in jail and over $250,000 in fines.

Nothing about this tale was particularly out of the ordinary. At the 
century’s turn, “shamming” was widespread in the world of boxing. Cor-
ruption was a major reason why boxing was no longer a major American 
sport. Pro wrestling became a far bigger draw: “sports entertainment” 
didn’t have to hide the idea that fights were scripted and staged. “Ulti-
mate fighting,” with real and actual blood, became a multibillion-dollar 
industry in the 2000s. But restoring the damaged and dirty image of 
boxing remained an important federal effort, fully funded by taxpayers.

Maybe Williams and Mitchell just entered the wrong business. In 
college basketball, paying an opponent a large sum of money to take 
a loss is completely legal and acceptable. Athletic departments openly 
include these payments in publicly published budgets, without any fear 
of government reprisal whatsoever. Even the big public schools do it, the 
ones that get their primary funding from state houses. Most early sea-
son matchups are still scheduled the old-fashioned way: home-and-home 
handshakes between coaching colleagues, or by tournament promoters. 
But there are always those “guarantee games.” Some coaches call them 
“money games,” or even “body bag games.” By any moniker, the setup 
is simple. 

One team shows up to lose.
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Instead of regularly setting up multi-game scheduling agreements 
with small-conference teams, all major conference powers from leagues 
like the SEC or Big 12 offer checks for tens of thousands of dollars. The 
deals are for cash, a trip to a famous arena and, more times than not, a 
30-point thumping. This is exactly what happened when Tennessee Tech 
visited Kansas, and when Morehead State went to face the Big Blue of 
Kentucky. Both schools received five-digit “appearance fees” to make the 
trips and take virtually predetermined losses. Neither visiting team ever 
really expected to beat KU or UK anyhow. And they certainly didn’t. 

As years went by, the little guys were getting good at the game. They 
played the angles. They knew that big schools needed to fill up early sea-
son schedules, and that it wasn’t easy to complete 28-game slates. Prosti-
tution prices headed into the stratosphere as summer turned to fall, and 
a little school could net up to $90,000 for a night’s work. Presbyterian, 
for example, a new Division I institution in the Big South, collected over 
one million dollars in appearance fees during the Blue Hose’s first two 
seasons. That money went towards new locker rooms and competitive 
coaching salaries. 

“I’m just amazed at how it goes into September now. Guys hold out 
for something more,” said Notre Dame assistant coach Sean Kearney in 
2005. Kearney would end up as the Holy Cross head coach in 2009. In 
the Patriot League, he’d get a taste of the other side of that coin, schedul-
ing money games at UNLV and North Carolina State. He learned to work 
the system too.

It was a flawed one. “Guarantee games” became one of the numerous 
ugly things about college basketball. Everything tended to work out on 
balance, though. The overall five-month season has karmic checks and 
balances that keep power-conference teams from scheduling too many 
guarantees. 

One notable example was the 2006-07 Clemson Tigers. That ACC 
team built a 14-0 early season record by buying games against Furman, 
Wofford, Georgia Southern and Western Carolina. Any more games 
against SoCon teams, and Clemson would have had honorary member-
ship. The university was able to turn profits from the games with ticket 
and concession sales, and the team padded its win total and player stats. 
But once the Tigers started playing conference games in the tough Atlan-
tic Coast Conference, the bubble quickly burst. Clemson didn’t impress 
the NCAA selection committee with a 7-9 league record. The Tigers had 
to settle for an invite to the National Invitation Tournament. 
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Two seasons later, Clemson bought North Florida, setting up a game 
that featured the widest disparity of RPI numbers in NCAA history. The 
undefeated Tigers, with a No. 1 RPI, beat the winless Ospreys, who were 
No. 343 and in last place on the national computer chart. It was a sad 
sight. The final score was 76-36.

“There’s more than one reason why they call these ‘guarantee games,’” 
said then-UNF head coach Matt Kilcullen, before he hauled a $60,000 
check back to Ospreyland. “Everybody is guaranteed something.”

Guarantee games are not a well-known feature of college basketball. 
The amount of the check is not included in the boxscore, or announced 
over the public address system before tipoff. Blissful ignorance is still 
possible, Many fans are able to go years and decades without know-
ing that guarantee games even exist. Most are shocked when they learn 
about these perfectly legal palookanomics. But few ever bother to ask 
why Atlantic Sun teams like North Florida shows up to play ACC teams 
like Clemson in the first place.

“A lot of the freshmen on our team don’t know we’re getting paid,” 
said then-Osprey Kyle Groothuis after that blowout loss to the Tigers. 
“They might not fully realize the big-picture aspect, that what we’re doing 
is ultimately for the good of the program. I just try to put all that out of 
my mind and treat this as a regular game. I go out there and play as hard 
as I can.”

For schools in conferences like the Big Ten, college basketball means 
endless legacy. It means banners, great coaches and legendary players, 
yellowed game programs and death-match rivalries. Stories and tradi-
tions are passed down from one generation to the next. For fans at schools 
like Michigan State and Illinois, the gameday experience isn’t limited to 
40 minutes of action. There are pep rallies and pregame pow-wows, huge 
flags unfurled at midcourt, and throaty chants that everybody knows. 
In the major conferences, college basketball is total immersion in total 
basketball culture.

For others, like those in the Texas-Louisiana collective known as the 
Southland Conference, existence includes showing up at those buildings, 
against those teams, to act as Washington Generals to their Harlem Glo-
betrotters. In November and December, Southlanders sacrifice their non-
conference win-loss records and general pride to power league teams, by 
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showing up and losing. They leave with a check, and they’re also helping 
to perpetuate the pageantry.

On an early season Saturday, Northwestern State traveled to the Uni-
versity of Indiana to play body bag basketball. The Demons flew from 
Shreveport to Indianapolis. Instead of driving the final 50-mile leg to 
Bloomington in a standard charter bus, the team rented three ten-seater 
GMC vans, the kind that are normally used as airport shuttles. 

“We could have spent $2,500 on a bus,” head coach Mike McCona-
thy explained. “But these cost us $500 total. Why spend all that extra 
money?”

Northwestern State was due to receive over $70,000 from Indiana as 
their appearance fee. The cash-strapped program was still smarting from 
the effects of Katrina, and Louisiana’s ongoing and sharp education cuts 
in her wake. The Demons needed to pull as much of a profit as they could.

The unconventional convoy caught some at Assembly Hall completely 
off guard. An hour and a half before the 3:30 p.m. tip, assistant coach 
Mark Slessinger drove a shuttle van to the gate of the VIP parking lot. 
Behind him in the wide seats were five players, two coaches and two 
guests. 

He rolled down his driver’s-side window. “We’re the visiting team,” 
Slessinger said.

“Ten dollars,” replied a pimply youngster who guarded the gate with 
a stack of parking coupons.

“No, we’re the visiting team,” Slessinger insisted.
A supervisor in a white parka came over and sorted everything out. 

The Demons’ three vans rolled in, towards the Assembly Hall loading 
dock.

The first thing that anybody notices upon entering Assembly Hall 
proper is the bank of five giant crimson-colored National Championship 
banners: 1940, 1953, 1976, 1981, 1987. Two were won by head coach 
Branch McCracken, whose name graces the court, and three by Bobby 
Knight. 

The program was steeped in the very tea of tradition. There were 
35 NCAA Tournament appearances, eight Final Fours, 11 Elite Eights 
and 20 Big Ten championships. These were numbers noted prominently 
around Assembly Hall, in case anybody forgot. The arena, open since 
1972, featured a stunningly steep concave seating bowl of 17,000 seats, 
each within easy shouting distance of the floor.

The Demon players and coaches, in their black hooded warmups, 
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only received a short glimpse of this college basketball grandeur. They 
paraded into the bowels of the building, through a long dark concourse, 
down towards the visitors’ locker room.

Visiting Big Ten teams have a specific locker room they use when they 
visit during January and February. Northwestern State, though, was led 
into the cramped enclosure used by the women’s soccer team. There was 
a small locker area, a tiny room for use as a coaches’ office, and a separate 
bathroom with three dingy showers. This wasn’t like the pink-painted 
football locker room at the University of Iowa, but there were definite 
emasculative intentions. A rusty vending machine near the showers, 
which dated back to the 1970s, offered tampons and feminine napkins 
for ten cents each.

Half an hour before tipoff, Coach McConathy removed his fedora 
and addressed the team. “It’s easy to be blown away by everything they 
have here. The banners, the striped warmup pants, these facilities. I just 
want all of you to remember that those Indiana players put their shoes 
on one at a time, just like you, and they put their peckers in their shorts 
the same way y’all do.”

One comedian’s beat. “Okay, maybe not the same way.”
The joke didn’t go over. The players were too intense and nervous, and 

their anxiousness was written across their faces.
Then Slessinger took the floor. He had been up late for three straight 

days reviewing film, looking for the cracks in Indiana’s armor. The Hoo-
siers were struggling in their second season under Tom Crean. Kelvin 
Sampson disgraced the program’s history with a recruiting scandal, and 
the Hoosier players scattered all across the country. Crean, formerly the 
head coach at Marquette, was rebuilding one of college basketball’s sig-
nature programs. The going was rough. George Mason and Boston Uni-
versity were able to exploit Indiana in wins at an exempt tournament in 
the Virgin Islands. 

As Slessinger scribbled plays on the dirty whiteboard, he stressed the 
importance of taking it to the opposition early. He made sure the players 
understood that they’d be opening with one offensive set, then changing 
to a different one after the first possession. Slessinger hoped to disorient 
Tom Crean’s Indiana staff with misdirection.

Finally, he stepped away from the whiteboard, and adjusted his flat 
glasses. “Gentlemen, it’s going to be one hell of a day,” he intoned.

One by one, the players’ uneasy and anxious expressions melted into 
smiles. They began chanting and hollering, and leapt from their chairs 
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to hop up and down. They huddled in the center of the tiny locker room. 
Demons on three!

The cruelest thing about a guarantee game is that there is always hope 
at the start. There has to be. If there is no hope, why enter the arena? Why 
not lay down from the opening possession, the opening tip? Why plan 
any plays at all? Why not simply throw the game, virtually forfeit, and 
leave with the check?

Northwestern State announced their intent to upset with a three-
pointer by the head coach’s son, senior guard Michael McConathy. The 
Assembly Hall scoreboard read 3-0 in favor of the visitors. Then they 
switched their offensive set, and Indiana was temporarily disoriented. 
The Demons hung close, matching every basket for eight fleeting and 
gutsy minutes. By the second media time out, the Hoosiers clung to a 
16-15 lead.

But there is always an inevitable moment in any guarantee game. 
Anticipation hangs over the court until it occurs. The home team always 
strings together a few quick baskets to open up a quick score gap. In 2008, 
North Florida was down by just one point, 17-16, until Clemson broke the 
game open and won by 40. In 2009, Tennessee Tech gave everything it 
had against the top-ranked Kansas Jayhawks until the score moved out 
of the single digits, and the Golden Eagles went on to lose 112-75. 

In every one of the hundreds of guarantee games all across the coun-
try every November and December, there is always that faint glimmer, 
even if it happens when the game was tied at zero at the beginning. 
Everyone always knows the moment is coming.

Northwestern State needed more than one coaching trick to win this 
game. Indiana nabbed an inbound pass that led to a well-picked jumper. 
Hoosier freshman Maurice Creek ran a steal back for an easy layup. Four 
minutes later, the Demons’ Will Pratt was stripped of the ball in the 
backcourt for another Indiana transition bucket. The home team was 
suddenly up 30-20. 

The Demons’ shoulders slumped. The troubled, anguished facial 
expressions returned. “Body language, guys,” McConathy yelled from 
the sideline. “This ain’t no funeral!”

But the grave was being dug, one whistle at a time. In any guarantee 
game, the home team is in charge of hiring the officials. As such, these 
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contests generally turn into five-against-eight affairs. Fouls mounted 
for the Demons. The Hoosiers entered the seven-foul, one-and-one free 
throw bonus. And then the automatic two-shot double-bonus soon there-
after. Indiana padded the lead further. McConathy was irate, yelling at 
head official J.D. Collins.

“You called that over there,” he said, pointing to the other side of the 
court while offering a standard head coach logic seminar. “Why won’t 
you call that on this end?”

Collins looked over at McConathy and simply smiled. Everybody 
knew what this game was about, and anything else was just acting.

Slessinger slid down the bench, next to a pile of purple warmup 
shirts. “They’re killing us, these guys,” he muttered, pointing to the men 
in stripes. “Absolutely killing us.”

Devon Baker, one of the New Yorkers who came to the Demons via 
the juco route, started getting hot from the outside. He hit a couple of 
three-pointers to keep the Hoosiers from running away before halftime. 
The break approached, and Northwestern State’s hopes were reduced to 
simply keeping the gap in single digits. The half ended at 45-35 anyway.

Back in the tiny coaches’ chamber, Slessinger stayed upbeat. “Hon-
estly, Coach Mike, and don’t take this the wrong way, but I’d rather be 
down ten than up one right now, if you know what I mean. I think if we 
continue to run our stuff, we can chip away at this.”

That was a hopeful pipe dream. Indiana leveled a numbing 20-5 run 
midway through the second half, and opened up a 79-55 lead. That effec-
tively ended any remaining dreams of any sort of upset. Northwestern 
State might have beaten Iowa once before, on a much bigger stage, but 
this Big Ten team wasn’t about to be taken out on anything resembling a 
miracle shot. Especially not on their home floor, under all those banners. 

And not with those referees. The Hoosiers entered the bonus with 
12:28 remaining in the game, when Northwestern State picked up its 
seventh team foul. From then on, the home team was able to get foul 
shots any time they wanted. All they needed to do was lean in a little bit.

As the run continued, Northwestern State did what too many teams 
in that situation do. The Demons supplemented their opponents’ efforts 
with bad mistakes, turning the guarantee game into a lock-stock laugher. 

Demons dribbled the ball off their feet, and 5-foot-10 guards made ill-
advised and fruitless drives at the basket. Doing battle with the Hoosiers’ 
bigs was a bad idea. There were missed front ends of one-and-one foul 
shot opportunities. Some misses were helped along by the energetic Indi-
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ana student section and their collection of large celebrity cutout heads. 
This was one of the newer traditions at Assembly Hall. Bobby Knight 
would never have approved of that.

Just under two hours after the game began, the Demons shuffled back 
into the locker room, losers by a long margin. Indiana 90, Northwestern 
State 72.

“We have to learn from this,” McConathy said to his gathered play-
ers. Their heads all hung low, their shoulders drooped like those of wet 
scarecrows. “We’re going to have to regroup. Somehow, we have to learn 
from this game. C’mon, let’s pack up, we’ll shower back at the hotel. Let’s 
get the hell out of here.”

In their black hooded sweatsuits, the Demons dragged themselves out 
of the locker room, up the long loading ramp and back to the three wait-
ing vans. In dead silence, they shrank into the screens of their iPhones 
and Blackberries. The three vans crawled through the quiet residential 
streets of Bloomington on a Saturday night. 

Nearly all were oblivious to the transaction that had just taken place. 
They were unaware of the separate set of rules, the unfairness and finan-
cial logistics of the game that they’d just played. As far as they knew, they 
had gone on the road to play a Big Ten team, they were blown out, and 
they weren’t any good. Simple as that.

Two hours later, there was a somber team dinner. It was funded by 
meal money ($20 hard-cap maximum) at the team hotel, the Hilton Gar-
den Inn. On the overhead television sets of a sports-themed hotel restau-
rant called Coaches was a Louisiana State-Arkansas football game. It was 
played in a packed stadium, deep in the heart of SEC country. 

“There’s not a lot similar about LSU and NSU,” McConathy mused as 
he gazed up at the TV.  Then he held up an index finger. “There’s a world 
of difference in that one little letter.”

The next morning, Slessinger sat with the team at the brand-new, 
white-interiored Indianapolis International Airport. He and the rest of 
the coaching staff had checked the team out of the Hilton Garden Inn at 
eight. Then they drove up to the Circle City, the Amateur Sports Capital 
of the World, in those three shuttle vans. They dropped the vans off at 
the airport, and made sure the tanks were topped off with plenty of gas 
in order to duck fuel surcharges.

As gate announcements blared in the background, Slessinger reflected 
on the guarantee game process. “To win one of those, you have to be per-
fect,” he said. “Absolutely perfect. Everything has to go right. Not a single 
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thing can go wrong.”
On December 5, 2005, Northwestern State realized that perfection. 

The Demons went to Gallagher-Iba Arena in Stillwater and knocked off 
the Oklahoma State Cowboys, 68-64. 

That was the elusive “win plus a check” that small-conference teams 
whisper dreams of. That raised the team’s profile considerably, and was 
a preview of the March giant-killing to come. The Demons received a No. 
14 seed in the NCAA Tournament, instead of the Southland’s standard 
15 or 16 position. The foundation of confidence built at Oklahoma State 
helped the team much later, when NSU beat Iowa in the NCAA first 
round on Jermaine Wallace’s shot. 

“I always admired the staff at OSU for the way they handled it,” Sless-
inger remembered. “Most of the time, whenever you win a guarantee 
game, nobody will call you back for a few years. But OSU was so classy. 
Their coaches came up to us before we played there the next season. They 
told me, ‘We’ve been preparing for you all week. The style you play really 
makes you a tough out. And when you beat us last year, it really made 
us want to get better.’”

He paused. “That was such a sign of respect. I’ll never forget that 
moment.”

Things were much different in 2009. A Big 12 money game at Texas 
Tech went according to script. There was the question as to whether a 
tough loss at Indiana would make the Demons want to get better, or if the 
team’s confidence was destroyed for the season.

“I hope it will make us better,” Slessinger said. “We’ll bus back to 
Natchitoches when we land today, and we have a practice scheduled for 
the exact minute we get back to campus. We play at Centenary Monday 
night. We’ll find out then, I guess.”

In a game that featured almost no defense and plenty of unguarded 
three-pointers, the Demons eked out a win at the Gold Dome against the 
Division III-bound Gentlemen, 83-80. 

Northwestern State wouldn’t win another game against a Division I 
opponent for two months.
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INFORMATION SOCIET Y

Sports information is like electricity or water. When the power’s on 
and faucets run, nobody remarks on how good they have it. Everybody 
takes utilities for granted. But whenever anything goes wrong, people act 
like it’s the end of the world. Same as with statistics. Sports information 
directors are expected to be perfect, to have the entire school record book 
on the tips of their tongues, to make sure every piece of equipment along 
the scorer’s table runs correctly and efficiently during games. And the 
thing is that SID’s usually are perfect, although they spend their days in 
perfect anonymity. It’s like with basketball referees: the only times 
they’re noticed or acknowledged is when something’s wrong.

Sports information directors are the unsung heroes of college bas-
ketball. The job is so thankless, and there is so little respect afforded 
them, that when SID’s are quoted in a news story, it’s nearly always as 
“university spokesman.” It’s as if “sports information director” is paral-
lel code for “sanitary worker.” And what are people doing interviewing 
janitors, anyway?

On a cold December Saturday in the Circle City, I was afforded the 
opportunity to become part of the machine. I arrived two hours before 
game time at IUPUI. That’s short for Indiana University-Purdue Univer-
sity at Indianapolis, an odd hybrid school that allows incoming students 
to pick which school’s degree they want to pursue. We’re raising by the 
power of two, the fight song goes. Both Indiana and Purdue. Doubly strong, 
we’re ever true to IUPUI.

The Jaguars were set for a non-conference matchup against the 
Duquesne Dukes, an Atlantic 10 team from Pittsburgh. They played at 
IUPUI Gym, known in Indianapolis and around the Summit League as 
“The Jungle.” Sports information director Ed Holdaway had already done 
most of the prep work when I arrived. He’d set up the four segments of 
the collapsible scorer’s table, plugged in the possession arrow and the 
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boxscore printer, tested the outgoing phone lines for the radio broadcasts. 
He turned on the scoreboard and shot clock, because somebody had to.

Most of the heavy lifting was over, but Ed quickly put me to work. 
We walked together down the long hallway from the interior gym, past 
IUPUI’s Olympic natatorium, to the closet-like media room. I set about 
arranging and stacking the information packets. There were game notes 
for the two participating schools, and to the side, the weekly conference 
releases from the Summit League and Atlantic 10 with statistical leaders 
and story ideas.

There were exactly ten of each printout, even though the expected 
media contingent was very light: just two. IUPUI had put together an 
8-3 record to open the 2009-10 season, but that didn’t raise any curiosity 
in a town dominated by the Colts first, and Butler a distant second. The 
IUPUI student newspaper, The Sagamore, wasn’t even represented on 
press row. The only journalists there were an Associated Press stringer, 
whose job it was to write a short 200-word postgame recap for the wire 
service, and the visiting Duquesne beat writer from the Pittsburgh Tri-
bune-Review.

As I arranged the copies in proper order, Ed brought out a white three-
ring looseleaf binder. “This is a very rare object,” he told me. “There are 
only two of these in existence.”

It was the 2009-10 Jaguars media guide. It was available online, but 
the IUPUI athletic department had joined many other small schools by 
not printing a glossy-covered version. I asked Ed if this was part of some 
sort of green, planet-friendly initiative on the part of the university. 

“No,” he replied. “Our print budget’s been slashed.”
At least the food budget stayed intact. “A big part of being an SID is 

eating pizza,” Ed intoned wisely as he gestured towards a tall stack of 
boxes from Hot Box. “Let’s see how much you can put down.”

I was only able to eat five pieces. In this battle of man versus food, 
this was on par with a guarantee game blowout.

The fun quickly ended as the evening’s first emergency presented 
itself. The writer from the Tribune-Review had trouble accessing the wire-
less internet. There was a login screen, he said, that kept asking him for 
a password. He didn’t have a password. 

As the teams warmed up with a repeated three-song rap selection 
that echoed off the cramped walls of The Jungle, Ed spent the final 45 
minutes before game time frantically trying to set up a guest account on 
the IUPUI system. He coordinated with the school’s information tech-
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nology department on his cell phone. SID’s are required to be jacks of 
all trades, MacGyvers in coats and ties. Sometimes, they have to be the 
Geek Squad too.

When the crisis was solved by way of a temporary password, Ed gave 
me my in-game marching orders. He specifically and painstakingly dia-
grammed them for me. My primary job would be distributing in-game 
boxscores. I sat on the end of the scorer’s table, closest to the IUPUI 
bench. This was a hot seat. I always seemed to be in the way of towels and 
empty cups thrown by demonstrative IUPUI head coach Ron Hunter. 

I sprang into action during media time outs, running down to the 
middle of the row, to where staff member Adrian Katschke ran the Stat 
Crew software on a laptop computer. I grabbed eight copies of the box-
score from a laser printer below his station. Then I had a delivery route: 
visitor’s bench, visiting radio, visiting SID, home SID, home radio, and 
home bench. Benches got two copies. The two journalists at the side 
table, the AP stringer and the beat writer, only received service at half-
time and at the end of the game.

Fans watching in the arena rarely think about media time outs. 
They’re not events that are generally counted down to or waited for, 
unless a bathroom trip is necessary. From home, an advertising break is 
an advertising break. Media time outs, which occur at all NCAA Division 
I games regardless of the actual level of media coverage, come at the first 
clock stoppages after the 16, 12, eight and four minute marks of each half. 
Eight per game, two minutes each. People in the arena get a truncated 
performance from the band and cheerleaders, or a foul shooting contest, 
or a presentation of a giant check or a trophy at midcourt. Even the writ-
ers don’t really contemplate them, unless a clock stoppage becomes a 
strategic element of a game.

But on the sports information side of things, MTO’s are very impor-
tant time-based landmarks. When the scorekeeper first raised his fist, the 
gesture that signals the extended two-minute stoppage on the next dead 
ball, I leapt out of my chair and ran towards the printer. Adrian had the 
stack of boxscores waiting for me. I whirled around the back of the table, 
distributing the grid accounts of the first four minutes of play.

I noticed there were six copies, not eight. At the time, I thought little 
of it, and simply gave each bench a single copy.

It’s difficult to lose oneself in game action when the main focus is the 
next media time out. Keeping an eye on the clock, not the scoreboard, is 
crucial. That’s what SID life revolves around. After the 12 minute mark, I 
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charged over to the printer again. But there was an orange blinking light. 
The dot-matrix message on the glowing green readout spelled “Paper 
Jam.” 

Adrian tried to clear the jam by opening and closing the tray. Then he 
quickly checked the insides of the machine. But there was no time to do 
anything. By then, the horn had sounded again to signal a resumption of 
play. I retreated back to my station.

When I ran over to the printer at the eight minute media time out, 
the printer still wasn’t fixed. Nor was it after four more minutes of play. 
The flow of sports information was disrupted. I felt strangely guilty and 
responsible, like a messenger that deserved to be shot. 

I looked over at the radio commentators to see if they were in need of 
stats. They didn’t seem to mind. It wasn’t really an issue to them, because 
they were talking amongst themselves, to all the people listening in their 
homes and cars. 

Everything was fine until halftime. When the buzzer blasted, the 
players and most of the coaches ran off the court, back to their respec-
tive locker rooms. An assistant from each team stood at the scorer’s 
table, waiting for the boxscores. This was the important information that 
would shape and sculpt their second-half strategies. 

But there were no boxscores. Adrian was under the desk, banging on 
the printer with his fists, trying to figure out what the malfunction was. 
All the while, the assistants hovered like buisness-suited spectres, stuck 
in limbo between their immediate need for sports information and the 
angry greetings they’d receive from their bosses if they didn’t bring a 
sheet of printed stats. “Well, go back out there and get it.”

After eight minutes of halftime, Adrian located the problem. The sev-
enth printout from the first media time out was smashed between the 
teeth of the exit mechanism, wrinkled away from the rollers. He tried 
to extract it with anything small and metal he could find: a pen, then a 
key. He turned to face a woman seated in The Jungle’s front row. She was 
holding a small baby in her arms. 

“Do you have a pair of tweezers?” Adrian asked with wild eyes.
She responded with the same type of startled, shocked, disgusted 

look that anyone would have if a stranger were to ask them such a ques-
tion, out of the blue. She started suddenly, then pulled her baby back 
towards her breast, an instinctive mother’s fear response.

In the chaos, I saw my chance to contribute. There was a single black 
binder clip on the table at Ed’s SID station. I extracted one of the silver 
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dongles, and straightened it. I hopefully offered, “Would this work?” 
Adrian speared the machine, and pulled out a long strip of accordioned 
paper. He turned to me and smiled, offering the scrap as a gift. It was a 
souvenir.

I could note that it was my quick thinking that saved the day. I could 
claim that I single-handedly unclogged the sports information machin-
ery that night. But that strip wasn’t the entire prinout. A serious situation 
required a serious solution. The IUPUI sports medicine staff delivered 
a proper pair of tweezers from their first aid kit. Finally, the entire page 
was extracted with some halftime to spare. The displeased assistant 
coaches got their boxscores, and the game could continue as planned.

The second half began, and the IUPUI sports information engine was 
back to full speed and full steam. At each of the four media time outs, 
I hummed and zinged about the sidelines, delivering fresh stats. They 
were straight from the printer and hot to the touch.

Once the game was over, Ed sent me back to the media room with 
the Stat Crew final box, the play-by-play printouts, and a separate box-
score that detailed the action from the first half. My assignment was to 
make twelve copies of the ten-page “final book”: the permanent, detailed 
and official record of the IUPUI-Duquesne game of December 19, 2009. 
This was hand-delivered to the locker room and to the writers. A copy 
was faxed to SportsTicker, Stats Incorporated, and the governing body 
of Division I college basketball, located right across town. It wouldn’t be 
an official game until the NCAA received evidence that it had actually 
occurred.

Ed gave me one last job to do. He gave me his cell phone. While I stood 
at the copier, I called the four local Indianapolis television stations, so 
they’d have the score for their late newscasts. “Sports desk,” they all said 
when they picked up.

“Final from IUPUI,” I’d say. “IUPUI 73, Duquesne 64. High scorer for 
the Jaguars, Robert Glenn with 27.”

A few of them had additional questions.
“Was that a conference game?”
“Could you spell Duquesne for me?”
“What’s IUPUI’s record?”
I held back. I stymied my urges to scream into the phone, to tell 

them that they were lazy and should really look it up themselves. Then 
I remembered that I was the source of information enlightenment, the 
expert. I was IUPUI’s fountain of sports knowledge. 
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I was the assistant sports information director.
With the players, coaches and fans long gone, Ed and I collapsed the 

four segments of the scorer’s table, unhinging the legs and flattening the 
desks. We placed the scoreboard switches and possession arrow, all the 
cables and cords, into a big cardboard box. Ed wheeled the box on a dolly 
back down the long hallway, past the natatorium, into the media room. 
That’s where he set up his laptop for the final time that night. In quietude, 
he’d write his recap of the game for the IUPUI website. 

It was also where the piles of game notes and weekly releases sat 
untouched, the ones that I had stacked and collated so carefully. They 
were unruffled, abandoned, and forgotten after three long hours. A 
microscopic layer of dust was beginning to accumulate.

“So, Kyle, what did you learn tonight?” Ed asked me. “Did you learn 
that sports information is rarely about information, and that it has abso-
lutely nothing to do with sports?”

“You know, Ed,” I replied with an exhale, a meaningful furrowed-
brow gaze and a firm back-pat. “I learned a lot tonight. I learned that 
sports information directors must never, ever be taken for granted.”

On tens of thousands of bumperstickers, a truism of the road: “With-
out truckers, America stops.” In the modern age, without sports infor-
mation, sports stop. SID’s toil in the background, making everybody on 
press row, radio people and print journalists and P.A. announcers alike, 
appear brilliant. SID’s make them look like infinite fonts of statistics and 
knowledge. Media people would generally much rather spend their off-
hours at bars and restaurants instead of researching. While they drink 
and make merry, SID’s are slaving away over game notes.

Small-school sports information directors take seriously what few 
have the time or patience to: efforts of athletes who will one day be doc-
tors, lawyers and janitors. At universities in conferences like IUPUI’s 
Summit League, teams that don’t even have a local beat writer, SID’s 
serve as the stewards of basketball history. They record what others don’t 
bother to remember.
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STOPPAGE TIME

The object of the game is to tally more points than the opposition, 
within a preset timeframe. That’s also the goal in other popular team ball 
sports like hockey, football and soccer. In each, there’s a ticking timer. 
Sometimes time slips away, and in other pastimes time is cumulative. 
College basketball’s game clock counts down twice, from 20 minutes to 
0.0 seconds. Two halves. Five-minute frames are added when neither 
team scores more points than the other in the regulation 40 minutes. 

The 20th Century evolution of sports added more clocks, small gears 
meshing within larger ones. Hockey’s on-ice indiscretions set the power-
play clock in motion, which measures the minutes of a man advantage. 
In football, there’s a timer that starts counting down after the end of 
every completed play. A team is punished with a loss of yardage or a 
down if it doesn’t start another play by the time that clock runs out. 

Basketball has a series of in-game deadlines too, dating back to the 
advent of the shot clock in a fledgling pro league. “Before the new rule, 
the last quarter could be deadly,” Bob Cousy once said. “The team in front 
would hold the ball indefinitely, and the only way you could get it was 
by fouling somebody.” This was something that James Naismith never 
got around to addressing before he died in 1939. His game had a serious 
clock problem.

Cousy played in the first NBA game that utilized a shot clock. On 
October 30, 1954, his Boston Celtics opened the league’s ninth season 
against the Rochester Royals. The two teams combined for 193 points. 
Four years earlier, Rochester battled the Indianapolis Olympians, the 
team that played home games at Butler Fieldhouse, to six overtimes. That 
lasted over four hours. It will forever stand as the NBA’s longest game, 
but it was hardly a white-knuckle 6OT thriller. 

In each extra period, there was one single shot.
Seven months prior to the first-ever game with a 24-second deadline 
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timer, Butler Fieldhouse was the site of one of the most famous basketball 
games ever played without one. During the fourth quarter of the 1954 
Indiana state final, Milan’s Bobby Plump froze the ball for over four min-
utes. The Muncie Central defense stood in starfish formation, waiting for 
a play to happen. Plump stood near halfcourt with the ball under his right 
arm, wiping his nose with his free hand, idly tugging at his shorts. It 
wasn’t on that seemingly endless sequence, but several plays later, when 
he hit a stop-and-pop jumper from the right side of the key. That last shot 
clinched Milan’s historic 32-30 win. 

The Milan Miracle might not have occurred had there been a shot 
clock that day. The Muncie Central players were Hoosiers, but if they 
won the school’s fifth state championship, there would be no “Hoosiers.” 
There would be no Jimmy Chitwood, no basket-measuring scene filmed 
at Butler-turned-Hinkle Fieldhouse. Plump, the real player upon whom 
the fictional Chitwood was based, might have been just another prep 
star-turned-accountant – not the namesake of one of Indianapolis’ most 
famous restaurants, Plump’s Last Shot. That was the business-world path 
Brad Stevens was on before he left Eli Lilly for an entry-level position at 
Butler. 

The ISHAA never instituted a play timer. When Gordon Hayward 
sank the winning layup that won Brownsburg the 2008 4A “big school” 
championship, the final score was just 40-39. Shot clocks cost over $1,500 
to install, and few high schools in the state had that kind of money. Espe-
cially not tiny Milan High, which in late 2009 was facing down district 
budget cuts of nearly half a million dollars. According to the Indianapolis 
Star, the school considered cutting coaching stipends and making those 
positions volunteer-only. Norman Dale would have had to get a real job.

The women’s college game adopted a shot clock in 1971. That, how-
ever, was a handheld stopwatch at the scorer’s table, open to interpreta-
tion and selective enforcement. It was difficult to standardize rules across 
a wide spectrum of colleges, but doubly difficult to systematize technol-
ogy at hundreds of venues nationwide – even in the new computer age of 
the 1980s. From the super-rich ACC and SEC to the cash-strapped SWAC 
and SoCon, every school in every conference would have to have an 
operational shot clock. Everybody had to play by the same rules, because 
there was one National Championship.

This was no easy feat, not possible without the NCAA’s national 
approval and oversight. Shot clocks had to be fully visible to players and 
officials, synchronized with the game clock, and hooked up to a central 
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control panel. The same year the NCAA Tournament bracket expanded 
to 64 teams, a 45-second shot clock was instituted for men. Starting in 
1993, if a team couldn’t complete its business in 35 seconds, the other 
side got the ball back.

Some of basketball’s timers still exist only in the minds of referees. In 
1933, many levels of basketball began requiring teams to bring the ball 
over the halfcourt stripe within ten seconds. Beginning in 1936, college 
players could no longer stand in the painted lane for more than three. 
Idling in the lane was recognized as an unfair advantage for forwards 
and centers on offense, and the new rule helped open the game up. Every 
fan, at some point in their lives, has stood up in the stands and bellowed 
“three seconds!” at a referee. When there is no displayed clock, the actual 
length of a second isn’t always one Mississippi. Sometimes it’s a Middle 
Tennessee State. 

Many of the game’s controversies over the years have involved these 
whirring internal clockworks of the mind. When time begins, and when 
it ends, is relative. Somebody has to start the clock and turn it off. In 
most cases, it’s a person at the scorer’s table. But when the one making 
the decision to start and stop time isn’t the one actually pressing the but-
tons to do so, miscommunication and human error inevitably happen. 
There’s a gap between.

A former NBA official named Mike Costabile attempted to bridge 
this divide with a patented “remotely actuated sports timing system.” 
This was a remote-control belt pack for on-court officials, who could flip 
a switch to control the clock themselves. “At the speed of light, 186,000 
miles per second,” according to his company’s literature. But Precision 
Timing was not standardized, approved nor endorsed by the NCAA, and 
it was a luxury most schools and conferences simply couldn’t afford.

The Missouri Valley Conference couldn’t, even though it rented out 
an NHL arena in St. Louis for its Arch Madness conference tournament 
every March. In the 2009 league quarterfinals, No. 7 seed Wichita State 
rallied from a 22-point second half deficit against No. 2 seed Creighton. 
Wichita freshman guard Toure’ Murry completed the comeback with 
a three-pointer. The Shockers were ahead by a single point, 62-61, with 
nine seconds left in regulation. 

It would have been one of the biggest upsets in league tournament 
history. Wichita State had a rebuilding team that won as many games 
as it lost. Creighton had 25 wins, as well as an outside shot at an NCAA 
Tournament at-large bid if they fell short of the title. As thousands of 
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Shocker fans screamed for one last defensive stop, Creighton streaked up 
the court, looking for the best available shot. Freshman Bluejay Antoine 
Young uncorked a weak, awkward, off-balance lob that fell out of bounds 
with 1.9 seconds left. But a Wichita player had touched the ball. The 
Bluejays retained possession and had one final chance.

The inbound pass came in to Creighton senior Booker Woodfox on the 
right wing. The MVC player of the year, always a target of double-teams, 
was well-covered by the Shocker defense. So he faked a shot, dribbled 
two full steps to the left, then leapt high in the air to release a soft jumper. 

It was good. Woodfox was immediately mobbed by hopping, happy 
teammates. Thousands of Creighton fans in blue and white gear roared 
their approval. 

On press row, writers and league officials asked each other how 
Woodfox could have possibly completed four separate physical tasks in 
only 1.9 seconds. It took that long just to pick up a pen. People wondered 
aloud if the clock had started late, if a few tenths had passed between the 
referee’s signal and the pressed button at the scorer’s table. 

But the play stood. Creighton’s 63-62 win was upheld. MVC commis-
sioner Doug Elgin reviewed the play over 20 times, then allowed journal-
ists from both Wichita and Creighton’s home city of Omaha to view the 
footage – frame by frame, in the production truck. 

On the internet, Wichita fans weren’t quite as easily convinced. Some 
quickly hashed together Zapruder-style breakdowns of the tape with 
clock overlays, which purported to show that Woodfox released the ball 
exactly 2.0 seconds after he first touched it. They claimed that a single 
tenth of a second had cost the Shockers a historic Valley upset.

Creighton was eliminated in the semifinals. The Bluejays never got 
that call from the selection committee. But Elgin remained haunted by 
the event, and couldn’t let it go. He was so convinced of the accuracy of 
the call, so willing to counter the appearance of any unfairness in his 
league, that he commissioned a high definition DVD showing the game’s 
final 1.9 seconds from every angle and at every speed. The film cost the 
league $20,000 to produce.

Between 2000 and 2009, Butler won six Horizon League tourney 
championships, appeared in the NCAA Tournament six times, and won 
six games there. There were frequent national rankings, lots of national 
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press, and two Sweet Sixteens. 
Butler was putting up big basketball results, but it was still a very 

small school. Its entire student population wouldn’t fill a third of Hinkle 
Fieldhouse’s bleachers. Butler’s athletic budget in fiscal 2009 was $11 
million, roughly $100 million less than that of Division I’s biggest spend-
ers at the University of Texas. The school saved a lot of money by play-
ing small-time, non-scholarship football, which didn’t do much for its 
national profile. Butler built itself as a basketball school, first and fore-
most. Without a lot of money to spend, the Bulldogs simply had to play 
smarter than the big boys. 

The Bulldogs’ formula was centered on ball control. Many of the But-
ler teams of the 2000s kept their turnovers per game to nine or ten, about 
half of the national average. If an opponent opened up a wide rebound-
ing margin, Butler could get those lost possessions back by limiting their 
own turnovers. With a high number of completed possessions per game, 
the Bulldogs also didn’t have to shoot the lights out. If they kept turn-
overs low, lost the rebounding battle and made just 40 percent of their 
shots, they were usually always in position to win at the end. Shooting 40 
percent was just fine if Butler had ten or more shots than their opponents.

Some of the program’s famous wins fit that pattern. In the 2007 
NCAA Round of 32 victory over Maryland, Butler was outrebounded 
36-21, shot just 44 percent, but turned the ball over five fewer times than 
the Terrapins did. The Bulldogs won, 62-59, and were off to the Sweet 
Sixteen. On their way to the Preseason NIT title in 2006, Butler shot just 
33 percent against Indiana and was outrebounded by 12. Eight fewer 
turnovers gave the Bulldogs the chance to win, and they did, 60-55. 

Another way to keep shooting margin-of-error high was to maximize 
the other team’s turnovers. The Bulldogs did this by playing hard defense 
until their lungs were hanging out of their mouths. Leading into the 
2009-10 season, Butler won 234 games in the decade previous. In none of 
those ten seasons did they allow more than 61.6 points per game. 

But this equation carried considerable risks. Both key components 
– low turnovers and solid defense – had to be in place. Otherwise, the 
results could get ugly. As the 2009-10 season entered its second month, 
Butler’s signature pattern broke down. In Anaheim at the ESPN-spon-
sored 76 Classic, a four-for-one exempt event, Tubby Smith’s Minnesota 
Golden Gophers torched the Bulldog defense for 82 points, including 
nine three-pointers. Gordon Hayward double-doubled with 13 points 
and ten assists, but the team shot 33 percent and coughed the ball up 21 
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times. That was too little, and too much. Minnesota broke the game open 
in the second half, and won 82-73. It was Butler’s first loss of the season. 

The Bulldogs rediscovered their winning formula the next day against 
struggling Pac-10 powerhouse UCLA. It was a 69-67 win, featuring 40 
percent shooting and only 13 turnovers. But Butler was caught in an 
ill-advised shootout with Clemson in their third game in Anaheim, and 
limped home with a 4-2 record. Their national ranking was damaged, 
perhaps irrevocably.

Even in early December blowouts over vastly inferior in-state schools 
Ball State and Valparaiso, Butler didn’t look like one of the top 25 teams 
in America, much less the 11th best. The Bulldogs were lazy and unin-
spired. Against Valpo, in front of 6,000 home fans on a Saturday night, 
Butler sleepwalked through the first half. They opened the second with 
17 points, a run keyed by a Hayward dunk and two three-pointers from 
Willie Veasley. The real Butler only showed up for five minutes, but it 
was enough on that night. 

“We’re not playing well right now,” deadpanned Brad Stevens after-
wards. “That’s really all there is to it.”

At the Jimmy V Classic at Madison Square Garden on December 8, a 
primetime ESPN audience saw the Butler formula break down for them-
selves. In a 72-65 loss to Georgetown, the Bulldogs shot 31 percent and 
turned the ball over just 11 times. But they were crushed by a 40-26 
rebounding deficit and a young star big man, Greg Monroe, who used the 
spotlight to full advantage. He was trying to get scouts’ attention.

Monroe quickly erased Butler junior center Matt Howard by drawing 
two quick fouls. Howard eventually got the other three, and the 2009 
Horizon League player of the year was disqualified. Monroe dominated 
the game with 24 points and 15 rebounds. Howard fouled out in five of 
the season’s first nine games. He was getting used to watching from the 
sidelines. 

The lanky Hayward, with 24 points and eight rebounds, provided the 
only Bulldog highlights in New York City. But most observers weren’t 
impressed at all by Butler. Hayward and Co. fell to No. 22 in the rankings. 
The ESPN announcers, as well as columnists across the country, were left 
wondering if a 6-3 club from the Horizon League, which had failed in 
three attempts to beat ranked opponents, was playing its way out of the 
NCAA Tournament before their eyes.

That Saturday, Butler was back at a packed Hinkle, with the ESPN 
cameras in tow for a home game against Ohio State. Finally, one month 
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into the 2009-10 season, the Bulldogs turned in a well-rounded, all-out 
performance worthy of a national ranking. 

Against the No. 13 team in the nation, Hayward turned in a nearly 
identical sheet as his performance against Georgetown. But this time, 
he had help. Veasley darted and dashed his way to 15 points and ten 
rebounds, a rare big man’s double-double for a 6-foot-3 guard. Though 
Howard fouled out again, he chipped in 13 points before he took his seat 
for good. Sophomore guard Shelvin Mack added 12. A late run put the 
Buckeyes away, 74-66. 

The win served to damage perceptions of Thad Matta’s Ohio State 
team more than it helped resuscitate the reputation of Butler. When the 
new Associated Press Top 25 came out, Ohio State dropped five spots to 
No. 18. Butler stayed in the twenties. In the eyes of poll voters, the Bull-
dogs still had a lot of work to do.

The Horizon League was previously known as the Midwestern City 
Conference, then briefly as the Midwestern Collegiate Conference, before 
a total rebranding in 2001. Butler was one of only two schools that was in 
the conference since its inception in 1979 (Loyola of Chicago the other), 
through all the name changes. 

By that time the MCC became the Horizon, fellow charter member 
Xavier was long gone. The Jesuit Catholic school in Cincinnati didn’t 
share a religious philosophy with Butler, but it had a similar-sized student 
population, the same intramural football status and an urban setting too. 
But Xavier had a sort of upward ambition Butler couldn’t match. After 
leaving the MCC for the Atlantic 10, the Musketeers didn’t want any-
thing to do with any kind of “underdog” or “mid-major” label. 

People at Xavier were touchy about how the school was perceived by 
the nation outside the city, but the Musketeers didn’t have many opportu-
nities to play for a national audience. The Atlantic 10’s primary coverage 
contract was with CBS College Sports, which in 2009 was available in 20 
million households. On December 19, ESPN2 and its 99 million homes 
brought a full-blown circus atmosphere to Hinkle Fieldhouse. It was a 
marquee game between two former MCC colleagues that were having 
success well beyond their means. 

The network’s color commentator for the noon matchup was Hall of 
Fame coach Bobby Knight, the former University of Indiana icon. He’d 
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long since been run out of the state by then-IU president Myles Brand 
and his “zero tolerance” behavior policy. In 2000, he grabbed the arm of 
IU student Kent Harvey, who reportedly addressed the coach with “Hey, 
Knight, what’s up?” 

Knight was terminated, leaving 661 wins and three National Cham-
pionships behind in Bloomington. He coached for seven more years at 
Texas Tech, never quite making it past the Sweet Sixteen. While there, 
he ran his win total to an unprecedented and unmatched 902 Division I 
victories. Only Don Meyer, the former coach at Lipscomb, had more. He 
finished his career at Division II Northern State with 923.

Then, there Knight was, courtside again, calling a game for ESPN2 
in the state of Indiana. He knew the building as Butler Fieldhouse. “I 
played here as a sophomore on an Ohio State team,” he told play-by-
play announcer Brent Musberger during the broadcast. “That would have 
been in 1959.”

During the entire game, three burly Indianapolis policemen stood 
behind the booth, facing the stands with arms folded, menacing any-
body who dared to come close enough to snap a cell phone picture. 

At first, it was hard to know how many in the packed arena were there 
to see the game, and how many were hoping to catch a quick glimpse 
or photo of Coach Knight’s famous head of impossibly white hair. In the 
far northwest Hinkle bleachers, a group of six students stood in the front 
row with a bedsheet that read “Bobby Knight Fan Club.” They all wore 
thin sweaters over collared button-up shirts, the kind that Knight always 
wore on the sidelines, with goofy powdered wigs. Though they were little 
children when Knight coached at IU, the man’s legend was grand enough 
to transcend generations.

But Knight was upstaged by the man for whom the building was 
named in 1966. December 19, 2009 was the 110th anniversary of the 
birth of Tony Hinkle, who passed away in 1992. Before the starting line-
ups were announced, the Butler fans and the Dawg Pound student sec-
tion sang “Happy Birthday.” 

Xavier didn’t spent the first month in the season with as much 
national press and pressure as Butler. The program lost head coach Sean 
Miller to Arizona State over the previous offseason, simply unable to 
raise the kind of funds necessary to compete with a multimillion-dollar 
Pac-10 offer. Chris Mack was the new man in charge. He was a 39-year-
old who played at Xavier back in the MCC days, a no-nonsense guard 
with a blonde Chris Mullin buzz cut. Mack spent his own unconsecutive 
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decade on the bench, first as a basketball operations director in 1999, 
and later as a full-time assistant under Skip Prosser. He followed Prosser 
to Wake Forest in 2001, then returned to Xavier in 2004. He was first in 
line for the job when Miller departed. 

Xavier’s 6-3 season start hewed to the same pattern as Butler’s record. 
There were losses to power-conference teams, easy wins over inferior 
squads, and a recent huge win over a team from Ohio. In Xavier’s case, it 
was an 83-79 double-overtime classic six days earlier against in-city rival 
Cincinnati, the state school with a full-scale football team and Big East 
membership. The Musketeers never backed down from UC.

But Xavier came out lethargic in the first half against Butler. Burly 
Matt Howard managed to stay out of foul trouble, careening and charg-
ing into the lane on the offensive end. He dropped in a leaning layup to 
send the Bulldogs ahead with a 9-2 lead. A Hayward three-pointer ignited 
a charge that extended the Bulldog lead to 15. The fresh legs of Xavier’s 
bench spelled the confused, overwhelmed starters. It turned out that all 
they needed was a 15-minute break. Xavier erased a six-point halftime 
deficit, breaking through with a lead just three minutes into the second 
half. 

Jordan Crawford was a former University of Indiana recruit. By the 
time he arrived at IU, the Hoosiers glory days were far gone. He jumped 
to the Musketeers during the turmoil between the eras of disgraced Kel-
vin Sampson and new hope Tom Crean. The 6-foot-4 sophomore began 
making shot after shot, and his poise and confidence helped his Xavier 
teammates surge as well. As a team, Xavier shot 69 percent in the second 
half. 

The Musketeers’ only problem was that they were fouling too much. 
With five minutes left, Butler was behind by just two points, 60-58. What 
the Bulldogs couldn’t get from jump shots and layups, they took at the 
foul line. Their next seven points came off free throws. With 38.5 sec-
onds left on the game clock, Xavier led 68-67.

Xavier inbounded under their own basket, with the length of the floor 
to go. The 35-second shot clock was still active, and Butler would get the 
ball back with at least a three-second possession, enough time to get a 
shot off. If they wanted more, the Bulldogs would have to foul. 

The ball came in off the baseline to Xavier guard Mark Lyons. Gor-
don Hayward wrapped his long arms around Lyons from the back, 
swung around, and swatted at the ball. The sideline referee, from a semi-
obscured view, suddenly raised two thumbs in the air. With the alternat-



1 4 8  [ 2 9 ]  S T O P P A G E  T I M E 

ing possession rule, Butler would regain control directly underneath the 
basket it was shooting at, with a full 36 seconds to run a play. The shot 
clock was still on.

Brad Stevens’ Bulldogs decided not to take all of that allotted time. 
With 33 seconds left, Mack launched a high, arcing three-point attempt 
from the left corner. The ball bounced high off the back of the rim. Hay-
ward, who immediately jumped into the lane when the shot went up, 
reached out and was rewarded with a key offensive rebound.

It was a brand new possession. The shot clock clicked off. Nearly 
everybody in Hinkle Fieldhouse was standing: the Butler bench, every-
body in the high bleachers, the Bobby Knight Fan Club, and the tie-dyed 
Dawg Pound student section too. The writers on press row, down in the 
northeast corner, strained to see the action on the far end of the court, 
so they could correctly recap it later. The three Indianapolis policemen 
behind Bobby Knight turned around to sneak a peek. The General him-
self, as well as Brent Musberger, stayed firmly in their seats for the benefit 
of the ESPN2 audience at home. They were the only ones sitting down, 
because that’s what they were paid to do.

Intensity engulfed the court. Butler, down by one, moved the ball 
around from one side of the floor to the other with quick shovel passes, 
trying to find the best and clearest shot. Xavier’s Dante’ Jackson, a 6-foot-5 
junior, snuck out to the perimeter to trap Shelvin Mack. Jackson slapped 
the ball away and dove after it as it dribbled past halfcourt. Butler’s Ron-
ald Nored collided with Jackson, and both fell into a heap as the ball 
trickled deep into the backcourt.

A referee raised his hands over his head. It was the flicking, chopping 
motion that indicated Xavier had touched the ball last. There would be 
no backcourt violation if Butler reassumed possession. Mack went deep 
into the other half of the court to recover the ball. Thousands of eyes were 
glued to the action on the floor, and very few noticed what had happened 
to the game clock. 

The officials didn’t notice. Musberger and Knight didn’t.
Butler commenced their final charge. Play was desperate and adrena-

line-fueled. The sound from the 9,114 inside Hinkle Fieldhouse was less 
of a roar than a sustained shriek. Mack drove the lane and kicked the ball 
out to Veasley. Veasley let loose a looping three-point attempt from the 
right side. Seven seconds left. 

The ball rattled against the corner of the rim, and fell to the court. 
Bodies were crumbling, sagging, slamming to the floor as players from 
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both teams reached for the rock. At 4.6 seconds left, only four of the ten 
players were standing erect. At 2.6 seconds, Hayward rose from a fully 
seated position on the floor. Veasley shoveled him a pass at stomach level 
before falling to the floor himself, spent. Hayward took a single confident 
pro-hop towards the basket. 

He laid it in. Hinkle Fieldhouse exploded in joy, arms raised every-
where, a lot of jumping up and down in every corner. The building was 
too rigidly and expertly constructed to shake or vibrate, so there was no 
release for the accumulated energy. It was all trapped static.

The clock still read 1.2 seconds. But the officials were notified that 
the clock had stopped at 14.7, right after Jackson and Nored collided at 
halfcourt. 

The officials went over the game tape with a stopwatch. On the broad-
cast, three men in striped shirts huddled around a monitor. They were 
trying to determine two time frames: the amount of actual time dur-
ing which the clock was frozen, and the exact moment when Hayward 
released his go-ahead lay up. Both coaches, Brad Stevens and Chris Mack, 
approached the scorer’s table for explanations, but they were both waved 
away. The fans weren’t aware of what was going on, and the din became 
a hollow buzz. Minutes went by, with no resolution and no clear answer 
as to what was going on.

Finally, after 13 minutes of delay and review, the officials brought Ste-
vens and Mack to the center of the floor. It was to isolate the two, because 
they had some news to break. They told both coaches that the game was 
over. Butler won, 69-68. 

Chris Mack was incensed. He swatted dismissively at the air, shouting 
at the officials. Composing himself, he quickly calmed down and fell into 
the postgame handshake line – four fingers, grip with the thumb, release. 

The peace was temporary, though. As Xavier backup center Kenny 
Frease left the floor, he yelled at the crowd, gesturing angrily. A small 
group of Xavier fans behind their team’s bench got into a shouting match 
with some Butler supporters. It quickly escalated from words to fists. 
Policemen rushed to the area to break up the skirmishes. The Musketeer 
fans exited Hinkle en masse, accompanied by cops, shouting and offer-
ing obscene hand signals all the way. 

There was chaos out on the court, too. Musberger and Knight were 
ushered out under heavy guard. Xavier’s Terrell Holloway, his jersey dis-
carded and wearing only his compression undershirt and shorts, angrily 
charged the scorer’s table. He was restrained by two men in suits. News 
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spread that somebody had torn a drinking fountain out of the wall near 
Xavier’s locker room. 

Order, eventually, was restored. A stack of copies of a typed statement 
appeared in the media room under the bleachers. “The game clock was 
erroneously stopped at 14.7 seconds,” it read. “When we put the stop-
watch to see how long the clock had erroneously stopped, 1.3 seconds had 
elapsed. The shot by the Butler player was released at 1.8 seconds. The 
ball went through the net at 1.2 seconds and the clock stopped correctly. 
Because we lost 1.3 seconds, that time is deducted from the remaining 
1.2 seconds, officially ending the game.”

A simple game, complicated by clocks. 





[        ]28
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THE SPOT TER

The date was December 21, 2007. At Manhattan College’s Draddy Gym-
nasium, a multi-purpose indoor gym in the Bronx, it was just another 
pre-conference tuneup basketball game before the tenant Jaspers began 
play in the Metro Atlantic Athletic Conference. A mere scattering of a 
crowd, numbers diminished by winter break and New York’s famous 
holiday shopping, watched the home team take on the faraway Pepper-
dine Waves, in from Malibu, California. Those who decided to show up 
saw a back-and-forth, no-defense, West Coast free-for-all. Manhattan 
barely prevailed, 80-79.

But when the boxscore rolled out of the printer, it made absolutely 
no sense. The total minutes didn’t add up to 200 for either team. Accord-
ing to the record, the participants hadn’t amassed 159 total points, the 
cumulative number that was clearly shown in block lights up on the 
scoreboard. 

Basketball, like the universe, requires balance and order. Just as the 
earth takes 365.242199 days to orbit the sun, so must missed shots equal 
the number of rebounds. But this sheet was pure chaos theory. This was 
far worse than any press row paper jam. During the postgame press con-
ference, the coaches couldn’t properly review the performances as they 
shared their thoughts on the game. Wire-service reporters scrambled to 
fill holes in their stories. How many rebounds did Tyrone Shelley have? 
There was a negative chain reaction that spread past press row, past the 
walls of Draddy Gym, out into the sports world. SportsTicker and Stats 
Incorporated, the purveyors and clearinghouses of statistical data, called 
the press row telephone repeatedly. Where’s the boxscore? In the eyes of 
the NCAA, there wasn’t one. With no true and accurate statistical record 
of the action, this game simply hadn’t happened.

It was Manhattan sports information director Michael Antonaccio’s 
last game on the job, before he took a similar position with the New 
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York Red Bulls of Major League Soccer. This was exactly what he didn’t 
need. Plus, it was the holidays. I caught up with Michael after the press 
conference. His brow was covered with sweat, his eyes wild. He stood in 
the middle of a hallway, holding an open laptop in one hand and a stack 
of looseleaf papers in the other. “We’re going to be here until two o’clock 
in the morning,” he said, completely out of breath. “We have to have to 
completely reconstruct this game from the tape.”

“Why, what happened?” I asked.
He ran down the hall, calling out behind him. “Stat Crew screwed up.”

At every Division I college basketball game, there’s an official scorer 
who sits with directly at the “T” that the center court timeline forms. 
Though the official scorer doesn’t come in with the three-person officiat-
ing crew, he or she wears the zebra-striped shirt of ultimate basketball 
authority. The official scorer keeps track of points and fouls in a coil-
bound book, and every player who checks into the game must do so with 
the scorer’s permission. This person is No. 4 in the chain of command 
in the arena.

But the statistical authority, the creators and guardians of every 
game’s official documented record, sit elsewhere at the scorer’s table. 
They’re huddled around a laptop. Every point, rebound, block, foul, steal, 
turnover and assist is recorded in Stat Crew, a software program that’s 
used all across Division I. From the eastern MAAC to the West Coast 
Conference, from sea to shining sea, Stat Crew is used. It is as much a 
basketball standard as the 35-second shot clock.

It is on this record that boxscores are built. No matter if the stats are 
individual or team-based, old-school standard or 21st Century “tempo-
free,” those press-row laptops are the genesis and basis of all college 
basketball data. Stat Crew records player accomplishments and admon-
ishments, one at a time, entered by uncredited and anonymous armies. 
They’re usually made up of work-study students, graduate assistants, and 
SID’s. 

And for one evening, I joined that group.
On an unseasonably warm New England night in the dying year 

of 2009, I came to Detrick Gymnasium on the campus of Central Con-
necticut State University. The Blue Devils were scheduled to play former 
Northeast Conference foe Maryland-Baltimore County, a school that left 
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for the America East Conference in 2003. These were all knowledge-bits 
that sports information director Tom Pincince reminded me of before he 
introduced me to Mike Bono, a recent CCSU graduate who’d been help-
ing with Stat Crew for years. Mike, in turn, introduced me to the series 
of signs and symbols that record the fastest-moving, most statistically 
intensive game on earth.

FIELD GOAL CODES: J - 2 or 3 point shot. D - dunk. L - layup. P - tip-in. 
Y - three-point shot.

NON-FIELD GOAL CODES: E - free throw. R - rebound. A - assist. F - foul. 
T - turnover. S - steal. K - block. O - time out.

RESULT CODES: G or Q - good field goal (2 or 3 pointer). Y - good 3-point 
field goal. R - missed field goal (followed by a rebound). X - missed 3-point 
field goal (followed by a rebound). K - missed field goal (due to a blocked 
shot). P - made field goal in the paint. F - made field goal on a fast break. 
Z - made field goal in the paint on a fast break. E - made free throw.

Stat Crew teams tend to work in pairs. One types away at the key-
board while the other, the “spotter,” calls out the action in code, which 
the typist enters into the system. “If No. 22 hits a ten-foot jumper, that’s 
J-22 good,” Mike explained. “If there’s an assist, it’s A, but we usually just 
say from. If there’s a miss and a defensive rebound, that might be J-22, 
RD-14. If it’s an offensive rebound, we leave out the D, so if there’s a put-
back, it’d be something like J-22, R-22, L-22 good. There’s a P for tip-in, 
which automatically adds an offensive rebound, but we don’t really use 
that here. Multiple actions can be the hardest to keep straight, but the 
toughest parts for someone new are the fouls and subs.”

I was quickly realizing, once again, how little I really knew about bas-
ketball. There are so many different ways to watch and analyze it, nobody 
could ever be a true master of the game. “I know this is information 
overload, but don’t worry about the codes too much,” Mike said, noticing 
that my eyes were glazing over. “It took me a while to get a handle on 
them. ‘Jumper,’ ‘layup’ and ‘rebound’ work just fine. Especially because 
you’ll be working with Vinnie tonight, who could do this by himself. He 
taught me everything I know about Stat Crew.”

At 7:20 pm, ten minutes before game time, Vinnie DiCarlo breezed 
in, waved to a few friends in the stands, and took over the seat in front 
of the Stat Crew laptop. He cracked his knuckles, and started inputting 
the starting lineups with the speed of a piano maestro. 
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If there was any such thing as a stat legend, Vinnie was it. He’d been 
using Stat Crew for nearly two decades, and had sports information 
director stints at places like Division II Southern Connecticut, and Princ-
eton. When the No. 13 Tigers upset fourth-seeded UCLA at the 1996 
NCAA Tournament, Vinnie was sitting courtside doing stats for the radio 
broadcast. With less than 30 seconds left, the score was tied at 41. Princ-
eton moved slowly down the floor, looking for the right time to run the 
backdoor cut.

And there it was. L-32 good from 30.
I was positioned on the right side of the Stat Crew booth. Vinnie 

sat in the middle, with Mike closest to CCSU’s bench. On my right was 
“Jasper” Joe Arnone, one of the legends of public address announcing at 
the small-conference level. In addition to my spotter duties, I was tasked 
with handling Joe, a former war hero and CCSU coach who, at 76, was 
still showing up for games in a dapper jacket and a binder full of metic-
ulously-prepared notes. To my knowledge, there was no other public 
address announcer who spoke every player’s full name and hometown 
on their first check-in from the bench, whether they were on the home 
team or just visiting.

“Joe’s going to turn to you a lot and ask you who just scored,” Vinnie 
said. “He needs that information to make the announcement, obviously. 
But the most important thing is that if he starts getting on the refs, pull 
him away from the microphone. Physically pull him away. He’s such a 
Blue Devil, and he gets really into it. He forgets the mic is on sometimes.”

Arnone announced the starting lineups, and the game began. Along-
side the flurry of action on the floor, there were letters and numbers fly-
ing in the Stat Crew booth. “Y-24 good... Y-15 good... Y-23, R-15, L-15, R-15, 
L-15 good!... L-24 good!... T-3... J-10, RD-0... L-15-Z good!”

Before long, I realized I had completely lost track of the score. I had 
no idea that UMBC was shooting the lights out with a 60 percent conver-
sion rate, or that the Retrievers’ sophomore big man Robbie Jackson was 
putting together the game of his life in his black road jersey. This view of 
the game, from the Stat Crew booth, was all trees and no forest.

“When I watch a game on TV now, I’m always doing Stat Crew in my 
head,” Vinnie said during an early media time out. “I remember back in 
2007, when we won the conference and went to play Ohio State and Greg 
Oden in the NCAA’s. My wife asked me afterwards how the game was, 
and I couldn’t remember. There was this run in the second half...”

“Honestly, I couldn’t tell you what offense either team is running right 
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now,” Mike chimed in. “Defense? Zone... man to man... I really have no 
idea.”

Stat Crew forces an unlearning of everything, and a rewiring of the 
basketball brain. It’s big and orange, but don’t follow the ball. Watching a 
game from an analytical perspective, one has to treat the ball as an instru-
ment in a larger context, the drop of fuel that makes the engine go. But 
recording actions at the granular level of Stat Crew requires a pinpoint, 
persistent focus. To properly perform those duties, one must develop 
a specific and sharp tunnel vision. All that matters are two things: the 
basketball, and who’s holding it. The other nine players move around 
the floor in an irrelevant blur, and don’t exist until they touch the rock.

And this is why I was an initial failure as a Stat Crew spotter. Vinnie’s 
expertise and Mike’s experience saved this UMBC-CCSU game from 
becoming a disaster on the scale of Manhattan-Pepperdine 2007. I said 
DR instead of RD, signaling a dunk and a rebound instead of a defensive 
board. That made no sense in context, but that was how I always wrote 
it out on paper. Putting the adjective at the end was like a Romance 
language, not English. On breakaways, I forgot to add the Z that would 
automatically add a fast break bucket to the boxscore’s “points-in-the-
paint” column. 

Then I tuned my focus too narrow, and forgot to add assists. Usually, 
I cheat and just wait for the public address announcer to tell me who 
dished the dime. Now, here was “Jasper” Joe tugging on my right arm, 
asking me to whom the assist went.

But Vinnie patiently corrected me every time. Mike was keeping track 
on paper in case the action moved too fast for Vinnie to capture on the 
keyboard, acting as an analog backup system. Finally, with one second 
to go in the first half, a UMBC player hit a buzzer-beating jumper. The 
other two Stat Crew members were blocked out by the backside of CCSU 
head coach Howie Dickenman and by the ref who was positioned on the 
sideline, respectively. 

With my unobstructed view, I was finally able to be useful. With a 
cloudy blur of bodies circling aimlessly, sophomore guard Chris de la 
Rosa received a pass from freshman Brian Neller, and he immediately 
converted an arcing 20-foot shot.

“Did you catch that, Kyle?”
“J-10 good from 31,” I said.
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Fifteen years earlier, Stat Crew software was the survivor of a death-
struggle with a competing program called StatMan. Like VHS over Beta, 
or Windows over MacOS, the winner of the war may not have been the 
superior product, but Stat Crew did better at appealing to the intended 
market. It was eventually purchased by CBS, which not only had control 
over television rights to the NCAA Tournament, but every single point, 
rebound and assist recorded in Division I. 

“With StatMan, you had a window in which to enter the shorthand 
text of the play,” Vinnie recalled. “It gave you an incredible level of con-
trol. It was like a stick-shift as opposed to an automatic. But the problem 
was that if you entered something wrong, it would throw an error mes-
sage. You’d have to enter it all over again. Meanwhile, the action on the 
court didn’t stop to wait for you to get it right.”

Stat Crew destroyed StatMan, and its command-line accuracy, by 
introducing on-screen modes, rotating screens, and real-time input. By 
Y2K, Stat Crew was the undisputed industry standard. Its system of let-
tered codes became the foundation for all Division I college basketball 
statistics, and there wasn’t any room for any new startup competitor to 
edge in on the action.

But Stat Crew never really and truly entered the 21st Century. The 
program remained fundamentally unchanged. For starters, it was writ-
ten for the Disk Operating System, which was introduced to consumers 
in 1981 by IBM and finally dropped from the market in 1995. That year, 
Microsoft Windows stopped being a pretty graphic interface for DOS, 
and became an independently coded, built-from-scratch operating sys-
tem. But in 2009, there was no Windows 7 version of Stat Crew, no ver-
sion for Vista or Windows Me or even Macintosh. Some newer laptops 
couldn’t run Stat Crew at all. Users would have to download and install 
a DOS emulator in order to do their jobs.

Stat Crew became too firmly entrenched, took on too much of a mono-
lithic monopoly, to be replaced by any superior product. It was too late for 
change. If there was ever a Stat Crew version 2.0, it would shock users into 
mass protest. The NCAA’s three-decade journey towards a standardized 
shot clock was clear evidence that the patchwork geography of college 
basketball was inherently resistant to change. Evolution was difficult. 

“They tweak it every year,” Vinnie said. “Hooking it into the Internet 
was a big step, so that ESPN and Yahoo can have live stats in real time. 
But it’s DOS, and DOS died 15 years ago. You can only take this so far.”

I asked Vinnie how he’d improve on Stat Crew. “The core of it, the 
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inner workings, those will probably never be changed now,” he answered. 
“But I still think there are a lot of possibilities in terms of input. Maybe a 
touch screen interface? Some kind of graphics, anything.”

Windows 3.0, introduced by Microsoft in 1990, was revolutionary 
in the consumer and business desktop computing markets. It gave users 
clickable icons that would trigger DOS commands behind the screen. 
But almost 20 years later, Stat Crew was still waiting for its Windows 
3.0 moment. In the interim, that arcane system of codes and letters 
remained, passed down from one stat-keeping generation to the next. 
And there were plenty of people who didn’t bother to pick up the torch.

“As you might imagine, there’s a lot of spotter turnover,” said Vinnie. 
“It’s not like there are a lot of out-of-work SID’s out there to draw from.”

There was a limited time for conversation, and play resumed. The sec-
ond half moved along quickly: sneaker squeaks, swooshes through nets, 
cheers from the crowd and warmly delivered public address announce-
ments. As with many games with no television coverage, with media 
time outs that were more ironic than anything else, the 40 minutes of 
regulation play were completed in just over an hour and a half. But after 
UMBC tied the score at 66 with 38 seconds to go (L-23 good from 10), the 
Blue Devils dribbled their way into an empty possession. There was noth-
ing for us to record except for a last-second formality: T-3, S-21.

When overtime began, “Jasper” Joe clicked on the microphone and 
intoned with inimitable class and grace, “Let’s have a big hand for both 
teams and the fine game they’re both playing.” The CCSU crowd, well-
trained to be utterly dignified through long years of proper training, 
gladly complied.

The first overtime period was tight and taut. In the Stat Crew booth, 
those five minutes passed with the same level of emotion as the very first 
minutes of the game. There were ten points for each side. L-10 good... Y-3 
good... L-32 good. Y-32, RD-15... and that was it. Seventeen seconds of clock 
ticked away without a number or a letter, and the game was tied again.

A second overtime. With a Y-3 good, CCSU shifted into the odd dig-
its, making a third overtime unlikely. And then, an L-32 good broke the 
game open. The Blue Devils prevailed by an 89-86 score, their fourth win 
against six losses, sending UMBC to a 1-11 record. 

With a few well-practiced keystrokes from Vinnie, the box and the 
complete “final book” came rolling off the printer. The official scorer in 
his striped zebra shirt came over to the booth, and quickly crosschecked 
the stat sheet against his handwritten notes. With that, the book was 
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official, ready to be faxed to local news outlets, to Stats Incorporated and 
SportsTicker. The NCAA got a copy, so it could be a part of the official 
record and take up residence in the Indianapolis data mine.

A nationwide electronic chain reaction happened, just like it did after 
each of the 5,000 college basketball games played in Division I that sea-
son. While the CCSU staff collapsed the bleachers, and as the UMBC 
players gathered in the Detrick Gym lobby to wait for their bus, the 
numerical record of another completed game zinged around the wires 
and fell into order in giant databases. 

Ironically enough, a game elsewhere was having Stat Crew issues at 
that very hour. In regards to a recently-completed non-conference tilt 
between Central Michigan of the Mid-American Conference and the 
SWAC’s Alcorn State, a wire-service advisory declared that the stats 
“would not be available for an indeterminate amount of time.” 

Watching a game from courtside through a telescope was mind-bend-
ing. It took some time to adjust back. Later that night, Northeastern was 
playing Kent State in the Cable Car Classic, the non-exempt campus-site 
tournament played on Santa Clara’s home floor. As I watched the players 
circle and spin around the basketball in chaotic orbits, my mind was still 
in Stat Crew mode.

Y-3, RD-2... home, 22 in for 3... T-3, S-32, L-23 good!

 







PART TWO
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IN PARENTHESES

In the 1930s and 1940s, when college basketball’s first National Cham-
pionships were decided, there was no Stat Crew, no sports information 
infrastructure, no split-second game or shot clocks, and no Precision 
Timing. There was no such thing as a guarantee game or an exempt 
tournament. But there were conferences.

Each college conference has a similar genesis story. There was a meet-
ing of a group of college presidents or athletic administrators in a board-
room, or maybe it was a hotel. They gathered and, after some discussion, 
decided to form a league and draft a charter. Then, perhaps, they had a 
nice dinner together. Starting college athletic conferences was never a 
spectator sport.

The oldest Division I conference started with seven members in 1896, 
five years after the invention of basketball. It became a Big Ten in 1916. 
The league was never officially labelled by its nickname until 1987. Until 
that point, it was the Intercollegiate Conference of Faculty Representa-
tives. In 1990, the Big Ten added an 11th institution, as well as a word-
mark that made clever use of white space. 

In 1907, on the other side of the Mississippi River, the Missouri Valley 
Intercollegiate Athletic Association formed following an exciting round-
table meeting at the Midland Hotel in Kansas City. In 1927, the league 
split in two, along lines of institutional size. The six bigger schools, like 
the flagship state universities of Kansas, Missouri and Nebraska, left and 
formed their own league, which kept the MVIAA name. That conference 
eventually became known as the Big Six, then the Big Eight, and then 
the Big 12. 

The smaller schools stayed together as the Missouri Valley Confer-
ence. Despite their divergent paths, those two groups maintained the 
same founding date, and both still claim to be the nation’s second-oldest 
collegiate league.
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The long history of conference movement is so much cell division, 
a set of lineages that read like the long “begat” passages in the middle 
books of Genesis and Chronicles. But there’s an automatic Darwinism 
that comes standard with any conference. The University of Chicago, for 
instance, shifted its priorities away from athletics after 50 years in the Big 
Ten, after its teams stopped winning conference games. Grinnell College 
from Iowa ended up on the small-college side of the MVIAA split in 1927, 
but left the Valley a dozen years on. By 2010, both Chicago and Grinnell 
were in Division III, the same level that Centenary and New Orleans 
would drop to. D-II and D-III are where the colleges who don’t or can’t 
spend over a million dollars a year on sports end up.

Over the course of the 20th Century, Division I conferences formed, 
reformed, split and splintered. In the west, the Big Five grew into the 
Pac-10. The Southern Conference formed in 1921, and it was pulled apart 
twice. First in 1932, with a mass western breakaway of big state schools 
that formed the SEC, and then again in 1953 when the larger eastern uni-
versities left to build the Atlantic Coast Conference. The abandoned left-
overs stuck together and, like the Missouri Valley Conference, became a 
basketball-centric league of smaller institutions.

A key leading indicator of conference movement is football. The size 
and power of two institutions is most accurately measured on the grid-
iron. That’s where larger state schools, with tens of thousands of students 
and deep coffers, have always been capable of crushing tiny colleges with 
fewer available resources. Some of these games had scorelines like 63-0 
or 72-3. So separation was inevitable and necessary... it wasn’t just pride 
that was getting hurt.

In 1978, the NCAA split Division I into two groups: I-A and I-AA. Fate-
ful, somewhat, that the basketball National Championship game a year 
later was between a major Big Ten football school and a small university 
from the Missouri Valley Conference. Beyond the Bird-Magic headlines, 
Michigan State and Indiana State were two institutions for whom a grid-
iron battle would not have been a fair fight. In fact, the football Syca-
mores lost at Eastern Michigan that same year, 27-8.

As the event became a mainstream phenomenon, such disparities in 
size became a key part of the NCAA Tournament’s new intrigue. Over the 
ensuing three decades, the Big Dance was where smaller Division I mem-
bers like Butler and Xavier and Northwestern State, schools that could 
never compete in football stadiums on even terms, could level the field in 
40 minutes. The I-AAA colleges with athletic budgets in the millions of 
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dollars but no football teams at all, like Belmont, had their chances too.
In the age of subdivision separation, newer leagues were born out of 

the push and pull of the football question, like the Sun Belt, Colonial, 
Atlantic Sun, Southland, and the historically black MEAC and SWAC. 
They were all granted automatic bids to the NCAA Tournament. 

For competitive reasons as well as financial ones, schools gravitated 
towards leagues full of institutions with similar sizes and circumstances. 
So over the years, conferences took on unique, fundamental identities 
that supplemented their geographies. 

Indeed, each of the 32 NCAA Division I leagues could be neatly sum-
marized in a thumbnail sketch. The Atlantic Sun was a group of tiny 
southeastern colleges too small for football and slightly too big for Divi-
sion II. The Ohio Valley Conference, an inland Mid-South minor football 
league for state university satellites. The MCC-turned-Horizon, a mid-
western city basketball conference in Big Ten territory. And so on.

The calendar year turned. November and December were full of out-
of-league matchups, body bag games and tournaments both exempt and 
not. There were the occasional interdivisional games with teams from 
D-II, D-III and the NAIA. NCAA rules allowed up to four of those in a 
28-game schedule. But once 2010 began, it was back to league play for 
everybody who was in one. 

These games meant so much that they were set apart, stored in paren-
theses. In wire service articles, SID game notes and NCAA publications, 
the overall record would be listed, then the conference regular season 
mark. Like this: 26-6 (15-3 HL). That was Butler’s record during the 2008-
09 season.

All conferences spent over two months of every season together, no 
matter what. Dates with familiar league opponents were usually played 
as pairs of home-and-home matchups, 12 to 20 games in total. In all 
conferences except the old Ivy, which never had a conference tourna-
ment, the regular season pointed towards seeding positions in March. In 
proper time, parentheses became brackets.

In major conferences, blood feuds like USC-UCLA and Alabama-
Auburn were already played in the autumn. Schools from smaller leagues, 
many of which held “basketball homecomings” instead of football ones, 
had to wait until the winter to battle it out. In Virginia, Old Dominion 
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and VCU fans hated each other bitterly, and couldn’t wait for their two 
matchups. In the Horizon League, Loyola of Chicago and UIC would have 
two intraleague city games. Saint Francis (N.Y.) played Long Island twice 
in Brooklyn, thanks to NEC scheduling. Temple and La Salle and Saint 
Joseph’s would have their Philadelphia Big Five struggles, pre-scheduled 
and without politics, due to the Atlantic 10’s slate. Belmont and Lipscomb 
would battle for the Boulevard in Nashville again, two more times.

Inside the parentheses, each conference’s regular season had its own 
defining rhythms. Road trips were landmarks in the season schedule. 
Teams would always try to stay in the same hotels every year, so there 
would be some sense of familiarity. Longtime Missouri Valley coaches 
kept mental files of all the good restaurants in Carbondale. Morehead 
State’s Donnie Tyndall loved the annual road trip to Southeast Missouri 
State, because there was a Red Lobster in Cape Girardeau – the only place 
in the OVC with Cheddar Bay Biscuits. 

Some road trips were feared. Mainland schools in the WAC lived in 
dread of the Hawai’i trip, three lost days of island hopping to keep an 
annual scheduled date with the Rainbow Warriors. Teams in the Sum-
mit League would always keep track of when the Southern Utah swing 
was coming. That required flying from the upper Midwest to Las Vegas 
overnight, followed by a two-hour bus ride across the Nevada desert to 
Saint George. In the Sun Belt, which stretched from Miami to Denver, 
every road trip was an equal-opportunity headache. 

But after six weeks of non-conference chaos, the cadences of a league 
felt like home. Everything was all new to freshmen, but by Senior Day 
four seasons later, most players would say that they’d miss the gyms, 
the heat of the rivalries, and all the scouting adjustments before the  
second matchups. Those simple little things were the only predictable  
elements of college basketball, and were the only guaranteed memories of  
any career. 

 
Conference season, from a national perspective, was a blur of simulta-

neous horse races. There were stacks of standings tables, first place teams, 
12th place teams, win streaks, losing skids. There was just too much 
going on. Most fans chose to shut out the noise by following their own 
school’s conference exclusively, and that was time-consuming enough. 
Many simply waited for March, when the selection committee funneled 
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a season full of results into a 65-team bracket. In cities like Indianapolis, 
they focused on the NFL instead. 

The Butler Bulldogs were 8-4 after 12 games. In seven weeks, the 
team went from being No. 11 in the country to the relative ignominy of 
“others receiving votes.” On New Year’s Day, they carried just 19 AP poll 
points, considerably fewer than the 910 points carried by the team that 
held the No. 11 spot at the time, Michigan State. At the time, it was just 
another hidden statistic, one among thousands of numbers bearing no 
foreshadowing significance whatsoever.

“They’re at risk of doing what Stephen Curry and Davidson did in 
2008-09, beginning the season in the Top 25 and then missing out on 
the dance,” wrote Sports Illustrated ’s Luke Winn. “Butler’s overinflated 
preseason ranking was the fault of us, the pundits, who got too carried 
away and put them in the top ten, but Gordon Hayward & Co. are still 
good enough – in the top 30-35 teams nationally – to belong in the NCAA 
tournament field. If they don’t make it, that’s their fault.”

Indeed, a season that began against Davidson appeared to be a remote 
repeat of the Wildcats’ 2008-09 struggles under increased scrutiny. But-
ler tumbled out of the Top 25 after a ten-point road loss to Alabama-Bir-
mingham, a Conference USA team. In the voters’ eyes, the controversial 
clock-aided victory over Xavier brought the Bulldogs no forward momen-
tum whatsoever. To them, it was almost as bad as a loss.

After beating Butler, UAB head coach Mike Davis noted dryly that 
there had been lots of available game tape, thanks to a full month of 
ESPN telecasts. Butler tried to spring their low-turnover, low-rebound, 
low-shooting percentage formula, but UAB was able to do what Minne-
sota and Georgetown had done: eliminate Matt Howard with fouls and 
take over the paint. Additionally, the Blazers frustrated senior shooter 
Willie Veasley into five fouls, and were therefore better able to concen-
trate on putting hands in the face of Gordon Hayward. Butler’s star soph-
omore came away with 12 points and 15 rebounds, but shot just 4-for-12 
from the floor. 

There has always been a pack mentality on press row. Pundits and col-
umnists hesitate to be the first with any given opinion. Those who go out 
on a limb alone risk appearing more like fools, rather than like experts. 
But when 2009 transitioned to 2010, few were holding back about Butler. 
The Bulldogs had no business being in the Top 25, what with a single win 
over a ranked opponent in four chances. Butler just didn’t have the depth 
at center, the perimeter defense or the deep bench to be a true national 
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power. And how could any team expect to win by shooting a baseball 
batting average every game? 

It was generally agreed: Butler would need to win the Horizon League 
to get into the NCAA Tournament.

In the ten-team Horizon League, there were three pairs of schools 
that were fairly close to one another. There were two teams in Wisconsin 
(Green Bay and Milwaukee), two in Chicagoland (UIC and Loyola), and 
two in eastern Ohio (Youngstown State and Cleveland State). Butler and 
new member Valparaiso, recently in from IUPUI’s Summit League, were 
both located in Indiana. Then there were two relative oddballs: Wright 
State in Dayton, and Detroit Mercy in Michigan, a long drive from any of 
the other member schools. 

Some leagues, like the eight-school Ivy League, were organized in 
close pairs, and each was able to have a “travel partner” for scheduling 
purposes. Twosomes never shared buses or hotels, but they’d go out on 
the road at the same time. One weekend per season, Penn and Princeton 
headed to New England to play Dartmouth and Harvard on an alternat-
ing basis, Friday and Saturday. On another weekend, Dartmouth and 
Harvard returned the favor and went south to Jadwin Gym and the Pal-
estra. The Horizon wasn’t so neatly organized, but each team played two 
games per week, oftentimes over a long weekend with one of the confer-
ence’s travel partner pairs. 

On December 31 and January 2, for example, Butler hosted the two 
Wisconsin schools. Both Green Bay and Milwaukee bused down I-94, 
through Chicago and then further down I-65, and alternated games at 
Hinkle Fieldhouse and Valpo’s ARC over a Thursday and Saturday. 

For Butler, that was traditionally a good home weekend, usually 
resulting in a two-game cheesehead sweep. The return games tended to 
go sour. In 2008-09, Butler lost at Green Bay and Milwaukee, accounting 
for two of their three regular season conference losses.

The Green Bay Phoenix came in to Hinkle Fieldhouse on New Year’s 
Eve with a superior non-conference record to Butler’s: 10-4. The Phoenix 
had a double-digit loss to UAB too, but theirs came on Kent State’s neutral 
floor in a season-opening mini-tournament. Some Phoenix fans took to 
the internet to poke fun at the Horizon League’s basketball celebutantes: 
why aren’t we receiving votes?
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Butler had an answer for that. They slammed down a 9-2 run out of 
the break and coasted the rest of the way for a 72-49 win. With that, the 
Bulldogs were the only undefeated team in Horizon League play. 

The Green Bay game was the Bulldogs’ first real blowout of 2009-10. 
For the first time in the season, Brad Stevens took the opportunity to 
empty his bench at the end of the game. Garbage time. That just hadn’t 
been possible against Xavier or Ohio State. Redshirt freshmen Emer-
son Kampen and Chase Stigall were Indiana all-state performers in high 
school, but found themselves deep on the depth chart in college. Both 
saw action against Green Bay. Kampen, a gawky 6-foot-9 kid from the 
Muncie suburb of Yorktown, grabbed his first college rebound. Stigall hit 
a free throw for his first-ever college point.

Milwaukee had a lot of mid-decade accomplishments under Bruce 
Pearl, but they were back in the Horizon League’s midsection by 2010. 
The Panthers had already lost to Loyola and Valparaiso, but they had 
a people’s hero. His name was James Eayrs, but he was better known 
around the league as “Big Lumber.” ESPNU announcer Jim Chones gave 
him the nickname during a broadcast, and it was strange enough to stick. 
At 6-foot-9 and 300 pounds, Eayrs served as inspiration for overweight 
fans all across the conference. Few were able to root against him. If they 
were just a foot taller, they could be out there playing Division I college 
basketball too. 

On Saturday, Butler’s run came earlier in the game. It was a spurt 
midway through the first half, putting the Bulldogs ahead 30-16. But the 
advantage wasn’t big enough for Stevens to spring the benchwarmers. 
Down the stretch, there was just enough Big Lumber to keep the game 
close. The Bulldogs completed the home Wisconsin satellite sweep with 
an 80-67 victory.

It was the Bulldogs’ final weekend of the winter break, and the stu-
dents weren’t back yet. Some Indianapolis residents watched the games 
on local television, though many more were focusing on the Colts’ first 
loss of the NFL season after 14 consecutive wins. Anybody following 
Butler in early January would note a subtle alteration in the team’s pro-
duction methods. The chemistry and physics of the team were changing. 

Against Milwaukee, Gordon Hayward collected 16 points and ten 
rebounds before fouling out for the first time in his college career. He 
bailed the team out a lot in non-conference play, most notably with the 
game-winning layup against Xavier. One of the common factors in But-
ler’s losses was that Hayward was taking on too much of the load. 
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Against Minnesota, Clemson and UAB, he finished in double figures 
in points and rebounds, but it didn’t do the team much good. Butler 
didn’t win those games. Whenever the team truly excelled, like in the 
temporary redemption match against Ohio State, Hayward had help 
from senior three-point specialist Willie Veasley. But Veasley was an 
unreliably streaky shooter, scoring ten points one game and two the next.

During the Wisconsin home weekend, more offense emerged. Shel-
vin Mack was Hayward’s teammate on the gold medal-winning United 
States Under-19 team from the previous summer. The sophomore guard 
scored a game-high 14 against Green Bay, and sliced in eight outside 
shots versus Milwaukee. Until that point, he’d never scored as many as 
25 points in his college career.

Shelvin Mack wore No. 1 on his white, blue and black jersey, but it 
wasn’t the kind of “one” that indicated ranking, bravado or chart-like 
superiority. His No. 1 was fundamental and foundational, as in, it starts 
with me. Other numbers were never possible without one, the lowest 
number but the cleanest divisible for all greater. Mack was bred as a 
point guard. He was the player who brought the ball up the court, ran 
the offense, and figured out which of the available players could achieve 
two or three points on any given possession. 

As the 2009-10 season moved to its middle third, Mack gained enough 
confidence that he included himself in that arsenal. His shot was a bio-
logical gyroscope, almost like a frog’s jump. If given half a second by a 
screen or a pick, he launched himself into the air, reached the apex of 
his jump, then snapped his elbows out to form a perfect diamond. His 
release was impeccable, coming just as the arc of his leap brought him 
back down to earth. 

And those shots were increasingly going in. The Horizon League 
named Mack player of the week for his two breakout performances 
against Green Bay and Milwaukee. 

Hayward and Stevens usually ran the Butler press conferences, 
but Mack gave quick and curt replies whenever writers filed interview 
requests to sports information director Jim McGrath. They were the kind 
of non-answer answers that wouldn’t even fill out a quote line in an 
article.

It wasn’t that he was shy. Before his senior year at Bryan Station High 
School in Lexington, Kentucky, boys’ basketball coach Champ Ligon was 
fired without warning or any clear reason. Mack organized a protest 
petition and set up a MySpace page. “I am all about bring Champ Ligon 
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back,” it read. “Or finding sufficent reasoning to why Champ Ligon was 
unrightly fired as Bryan Station’s head basketball coach!”

Mack collected over 800 signatures in two weeks. Bryan Station 
brought Ligon back. The Defenders finished their 2007-08 season with 
a 30-3 record. 

Mack’s passionate play on the floor was starkly at odds with his qui-
etude off it. During his gold medal summer, as longtime Indianapolis 
Star beat writer David Woods once noted, Mack earned an A grade in a 
summer speech class. While talking to him about basketball, however, 
his mind was clearly elsewhere. Perhaps he was diagramming a play in 
his head, figuring out how to get Gordon Hayward the ball at left elbow 
extended. In his mind, he might have been setting up a 17-foot jumper 
from his favorite spot on the floor. Every minute he was off a basketball 
court was defined as a minute he wasn’t on a basketball court.

As Butler’s conference season went on, Mack’s game grew. On January 
8 at Wright State, he scored 21 more points. Most of those were during a 
first-half flurry that ruined the Raiders’ pregame strategy: double-team 
Gordon Hayward. 

When the Bulldogs traveled all the way out to Detroit, a comfortable 
early lead became a 40-minute tie. In the overtime period, a late Hayward 
three-pointer saved Butler from an upset disaster. The game was tied 
again. But it was No. 1 who saved the day for the Dawgs. With a bunny 
jumper in the lane with 59 seconds remaining, Mack was a hero again. 
The Titans’ 30-foot desperation heave at the buzzer fell short, and Butler 
escaped Callihan Hall with a 64-62 victory.

The Bulldogs’ win streak carried them all the way through January. 
But by this time, Butler was no longer any sort of blip on the national 
basketball radar. Even though the first-place Bulldogs had an RPI rating 
in the mid-teens, hoops pollsters had already found another upstart to 
rally behind. 

On January 18, Northern Iowa entered the writers’ poll at No. 20. The 
Missouri Valley Conference’s Panthers were 16-1 (7-0), a record blem-
ished by a single loss to DePaul in November. UNI beat Boston College, 
Iowa and Iowa State in non-conference games. Then the Panthers won 
their first seven league contests, including road wins at Creighton and 
Southern Illinois, the two schools that ruled the league during most 
of the 2000s. This was a serious basketball team, with an all-business 
demeanor. The no-nonsense, crew-cut squad was rounding into the kind 
of Cinderella candidate people were hoping Butler would be.
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Until January 19, a nationally televised game at Wichita State. Koch 
Arena was known in the Valley as the “Roundhouse” for its shape and its 
oppressive acoustics. In that building, the Shockers dominated Northern 
Iowa. When the AP poll came out the next week, the Panthers weren’t in 
it. They were down among the “others receiving votes,” just like Butler.

Nobody knew more about the fickle fancies of the national basketball 
establishment than Bob McKillop. His young Davidson Wildcats were 
deep into Southern Conference action, traveling around the Carolinas 
in the team bus. Meanwhile, Stephen Curry, who’d foregone his senior 
season, was traveling around America in private jets with the Golden 
State Warriors.

During the third weekend of January, Butler was crushing Youngstown 
State by 30 points in a Horizon League echo chamber. Northern Iowa was 
capturing the attention of poll voters, only to lose it days later. Davidson, 
meanwhile, was at a tiny gym in Spartanburg, South Carolina, losing to 
Wofford College. Wofford had never even been to the NCAA Tourna-
ment before.

And so Davidson was 3-3 in the SoCon, 8-10 overall. After the season-
opening drop at Hinkle Fieldhouse, Davidson lost three games in rapid 
succession at a neutral-site exempt tournament in Charleston. Each was 
televised on various ESPN channels, a scheduling decision that predated 
Curry’s NBA departure. But ESPN was stuck with broadcasting a young 
team losing to South Florida, La Salle and Penn State. Two of the Wild-
cats’ wins were confidence-builders against Division III schools: Fredo-
nia State and the College of New Jersey. Needless to say, Davidson wasn’t 
receiving any poll votes at all.

Northwestern State had been off the national grid for over three 
years, and toiled on, forgotten. The Demons took full advantage of the 
NCAA’s four-game lower division scheduling allowance. They needed all 
the confidence they could get. East Texas Baptist was a D-III school, and 
LSU Shreveport and Missouri College were in the NAIA. The Demons 
won those games easily.

But against Southern University at New Orleans, a historically black 
NAIA school, the unthinkable happened. On January 4, on the Prather 
Coliseum court, underneath the giant vinyl mural of Jermaine Wallace, 
SUNO hit 15 three-pointers and won in overtime, 95-89. The only con-
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solation was that the basketball team wasn’t as bad as the football team. 
The gridiron Demons had just completed a perfect 0-11 season.

The familiar sequences of the Southland didn’t shake the Demons 
from their low funk. For the first game of conference play, Northwest-
ern State’s team bus went deep into the bayou to the hidden town of 
Thibodaux. There, Nicholls State torched the Demon defense in a 79-72 
decision. A home loss to Southeastern Louisiana set them back to 0-2 in 
the league, and 5-10 overall. 

Then a long western road trip to Corpus Christi was made even more 
interminable by a 98-83 pounding. The rest of the conference came to 
learn that the toothless D of Northwestern State could be burned by 
repeated three-pointers. Without talented shooters of their own, the 
Demons’ old-school Buna offense was easy to crack. Opponents just had 
to wait them out.

“It’s pretty bad down here, we can’t get any stops at all,” assistant 
coach Mark Slessinger reported after the Texas trip. The stress and frus-
tration were mounting. “I just hope they let us back next year.”

In leagues like the Southland, teams were competing for a single 
prize: an automatic bid to the NCAA Tournament. Others were fighting 
for streets and cities. 

As the Atlantic Sun race unfolded, the two strongest teams were both 
in Nashville. Both the rebuilding Belmont Bruins and the constantly 
upstaged Lipscomb Bisons were tied for first place after five games. 
Lipscomb was 4-7 in non-conference play, but that didn’t matter for a 
team that had no chance at a NCAA Tournament at-large berth. They 
just wanted to finally win a league at the Division I level, and their path 
was still clear. 

On January 11, the 125th Battle of the Boulevard took place. By the 
luck of the A-Sun’s scheduling draw, it happened at Allen Arena. Going 
into the game, each team carried a single loss. Lipscomb was stunned 
by Kennesaw State on the road in a 97-91 three-pointer battle. Belmont 
stumbled at home against Florida Gulf Coast, one of the Atlantic Sun 
schools that wasn’t eligible for the postseason yet. 

In the A-Sun, women’s and men’s teams traveled together on the road, 
in separate buses, and played twi-night doubleheaders. This was com-
mon practice in the smallest leagues, and served to save money. Women’s 
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games generally started at 5 o’clock, just as people were getting out of 
work. The men’s tipoffs would end up at around 7:30 p.m. local time – or 
later, if the women went into overtime. 

When Lipscomb and Belmont played each other, there was little need 
for buses. Walking or biking the two miles down Belmont Boulevard to 
the other gym was always an option. For the 125th Battle, there was a 
packed house at Allen Arena, and both sides were well represented. The 
Lady Bisons won the women’s game, a welcome omen for the home fans. 
When big Bosnian Adnan Hodzic sliced through the lane for Lipscomb’s 
first basket of the men’s contest, there was a shower of purple and yellow 
confetti. 

On the court, there was no rain at all. Both teams struggled to find 
shots as defense on both sides ratcheted up to city-game levels. Belmont 
became self-defeating. The Bruins’ lack of age and poise started to show, 
as they hastily chucked up three-pointers on offense and hacked Hodzic 
in the paint at the other end. 

Mick Hedgepeth and Scott Saunders, two sophomore big men, played 
most of the second half for Belmont with four fouls. That forced Bruins 
head coach Rick Byrd to play them sparingly. “That’s going to happen 
every once in a while and you just have to play through it,” Byrd said 
afterwards. “Both of those guys need to be smarter and position them-
selves better to avoid fouls.”

Keaton Belcher, the most experienced of Byrd’s players, was a non-
factor, scoring eight points and pulling down only five rebounds. None 
of the Belmont players had double figures in anything, and the Bruins 
missed 22 of their 25 three-point attempts. In the end, the game was won 
by a single heroic performance.

There was a Lipscomb guard named Josh Slater with a certain dare-
devil intensity, who wore the rare number zero on his jersey. Even though 
he was in his junior year, he played every game like it was Senior Day. He 
wanted every performance to count. He had 16 points and 14 rebounds 
against Belmont, and the Bisons took back ownership of the Boulevard 
with a 64-53 win. With the win came sole possession of first place in the 
Atlantic Sun.

The game didn’t make much of an impact on the national scene, 
beyond a fleeting blip on the SportsCenter score ticker. There was no 
highlight package. None of the four-paragraph wire stories made men-
tion of the heated rivalry or its 125th instance. Only that Slater, a player 
that few fans outside Nashville had ever heard of, had a good game. 
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Players at Belmont and Lipscomb knew where they stood. Very few 
expected to be playing basketball after they graduated. Slater, for his part, 
had other plans for his future. He felt compelled to serve. Days after the 
Bisons’ home game against SIU Edwardsville, there was a team workout 
and a post-practice lunch. Slater took his Jimmy John’s sandwich down-
town and donated it to a homeless shelter. He was spending a lot of his 
free time volunteering.

The Boulevard rivalry was full of hidden human stories. Hodzic’s 
family fled bullets and bombs growing up in Sarajevo. The only rea-
son he was in America was because as a child, he required eye surgery 
unavailable in war-torn Bosnia. Belmont’s Andy Wicke, part of the super-
class that nearly beat Duke in 2008, took summer trips to Brazil, Ukraine, 
Venezuela and South Africa as part of the school’s sports ministry. He 
was one of the 2008-09 Bruin seniors for whom priorities changed, once 
chasing conference championships was placed in among a wider per-
spective.

 An afternoon’s drive west, at Tennessee Tech in Cookeville, was a 
man who had balanced the big and little pictures. Mike Sutton went 
from a deathbed back to the sidelines, simply because he loved the game 
too much. He spent two evenings a week on his raised stool, holding his 
aluminum shovel-handle cane in an ever-strengthening hand, yelling 
at officials. It didn’t do much good. His Golden Eagles quickly faded in 
the Ohio Valley Conference race by losing three quick games to Eastern 
Illinois, Eastern Kentucky and Morehead State.

Donnie Tyndall’s team had not lost since Christmas Week, when the 
Eagles traveled to the Mountain Time Zone for the Gossner Foods Classic 
mini-tournament. They were defeated twice there – by the hosts, Utah 
State, as well as Weber State from the Big Sky Conference. Once in the 
league, Morehead State caught fire. Powered by the inside-outside tan-
dem of dreadlocked big man Kenneth Faried and senior guard Maze 
Stallworth, the Eagles piled up wins.

 Along with a 77-64 win at Tennessee Tech, the Eagles knocked off 
Austin Peay and Tennessee State at home. Then they beat Jacksonville 
State on the road in Alabama. The most convincing statement came at 
home against Southeast Missouri, a team reeling from NCAA infractions 
centering on small cash payouts and illegal player scouting. The final 
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score was 80-40, a perfect double-up, and the visitors managed just 23 
percent shooting. That would stand as one of the lowest percentages in 
Division I that season.

Morehead State had just one early loss in league play. It came in a con-
ference preview game early in December against Murray State, an 86-56 
thrashing. While Morehead State was 6-1 midway through January, the 
Racers were a perfect 7-0. 

Murray State didn’t have any OVC stars. Instead, they featured a six-
player unit who each averaged between nine and 11 points per game. The 
Racers found a way to score, somehow, on nearly every possession, and 
always made half their shots. It was the kind of squad that few outside 
the league knew about in January, but one that would be impossible to 
scout for in March.

Tyndall’s team wouldn’t get another shot at Murray State until Febru-
ary 25. That game would be at home. In the interim, there were a lot of 
bus trips all over Kentucky and Tennessee and Illinois and Missouri, a 
lot of late nights and team meetings and scout sessions, countless pizzas 
and Subway sandwich runs. The two teams at the top of the OVC were 
making it look easy, but there were ten teams in the league, each repre-
senting a similar-sized institution, each with nearly identical resources. 
Each was doing the same thing. 

“We won 20 games last year,” said Tyndall. “People don’t understand 
how hard it is to win one game in Division I. I’m telling you... try busing 
all the way out to UT Martin on a Thursday night and try to win that 
game. It’s an absolute motherfucker. For them to beat us, or us to beat 
them. It’s a bitch.”
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CIT Y AND CAPITAL

Manhattan is the self-proclaimed center and capital of the universe. 
It has a solid claim to that title. New York City contains the World’s Most 
Famous Arena, Madison Square Garden, where some of the most famous 
moments in college basketball history happened. But in that famous sky-
line, Division I teams were hard to find. 

The Columbia University Lions played their Ivy League home games 
at the only D-I school in Manhattan, up in the triple-digit streets near 
Harlem. Levien Gym was hidden so far beneath Columbia’s campus that 
it might as well have been in another borough altogether. Manhattan 
College of the Metro Atlantic Athletic Association was actually located 
in the Bronx, on the northernmost point of the No. 1 subway line. From 
Times Square, the trip took an hour. 

There was a lot of geographical misdirection going on. Long Island 
University, despite its name, actually played in the middle of Brooklyn. 
A long time ago, however, every college basketball fan in the country 
knew what and where Long Island was. The Blackbirds played regularly 
at MSG, under a thick cloud of cigar smoke, surrounded by sharp gentle-
men in their coats and fedoras. 

In 1936 at the Garden, a key coastal showdown and the first of many 
“games of the century.” LIU played Stanford in a contrasting style battle 
of slow versus fast. The hard-charging Cardinal beat the methodical 
‘Birds by 12 points. With Hall of Fame coach Clair Bee crouched on the 
sidelines, Long Island won the National Invitation Tournament in 1939 
and 1941. But MSG was never their home arena, no matter how much 
they won or lost there, no matter how often their fans’ signature chant 
(“Allagaroo, garoo, garra! Allagaroo, garra!”) rang out across the rafters.

The 2009-10 season marked the 75th anniversary of college basket-
ball at Madison Square Garden. It was celebrated with commemorative 
logo T-shirts, and with retrospective reels on the MSG cable network. For 
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most of those 75 years, the World’s Most Famous Arena didn’t have a true 
home team to call its own. Or, for that matter, any roots at all. Four differ-
ent arenas have carried that name since 1879. MSG IV, at 33rd Street at 
7th Avenue, was built in 1968. All four were temporary rental properties 
that had to import their hoops from elsewhere. 

There were early season events at MSG, like the Jimmy V Classic and 
the NIT Season Tip-Off, but those were TV shows for the general Ameri-
can public. They hardly ever featured local teams. Saint John’s, the Big 
East school from Queens, used to play all their home games there, but the 
program fell into disrepair and disrepute after player sex scandals in the 
mid-2000s. Since the 1980s, the Big East held its conference tournament 
there every March, but the last teams standing usually took bridges and 
tunnels to get there. 

And then, closing MSG’s annual college basketball season in late 
March, right before the circus set up shop in April, was the sad old 
“first tournament.” At one time, the NIT was the gold standard, the true 
national championship of college basketball. But the NIT persisted and 
played on, even though the NCAA had long since rendered it irrelevant.

The late 1930s were a time not unlike the late 2000s. Sportswriters, 
coaches and athletics administrators were constantly bickering about 
the best interests of the game. In 1938, a group of inspired New York 
City scribes took it upon themselves to organize and sponsor a national 
championship, one that would be decided by play, not polls. They were 
inspired by the inventor himself, James Naismith, who set up a tourna-
ment for teacher’s schools and small colleges in 1937. Held in Kansas 
City’s Municipal Auditorium, the eight-team National Association of 
Intercollegiate Athletics championships were an experiment in national 
bracketing. The first NAIA champion was Central Missouri State. 

This event for bigger state universities and well-endowed private insti-
tutions would be in the cultural capital of the United States. Entry was 
by invitation only, so the writers called it the National Invitation Tourna-
ment. Temple University, from 100 miles away in Philadelphia, stormed 
to victory in the first-ever NIT. 

Coaches wanted more control over entry procedures and format. In 
1939, the National Association of Basketball Coaches set up a competing 
event. The eight-team, three-round NABC tournament was won by the 
“Tall Firs” from the University of Oregon. 

But if coaches were businessmen, they wouldn’t be coaches. The tour-
nament was a far-flung financial failure, with games in Philadelphia, 
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San Francisco and Chicago. The NABC lost many thousands of dollars, 
which in post-Depression 1938 translated to hundreds of thousands of 
2010 dollars.

In 1940, the NABC asked the NCAA to take over the financial side of 
things. Did they ever. Oregon was named the first NCAA Tournament 
champion in retroactive fashion.

The NCAA and NIT coexisted for a while. Some teams even competed 
in both events. In 1950, the City College of New York became the first and 
only team to win the elusive double crown of college basketball. CCNY 
was later rocked by a point-shaving scandal that resulted in the disman-
tling of the program. Players were paid to throw contests and otherwise 
influence game scores, and the bad money bled through the entire city’s 
basketball culture. 

The crimes infected Clair Bee’s program too. A Long Island player was 
sentenced to a year in jail for his involvement, and the Blackbirds didn’t 
field a team for six years. The NCAA placed a ban on championships in 
the NIT’s hometown. Even in 2010, restrictions persisted.

The NCAA was protecting the game from the Mafia, but New York-
ers felt as if it was acting out a vendetta against the city. College cold 
war was declared on the Big Apple, and its home tournament was in the 
crosshairs. The NCAA began awarding automatic and exclusive berths to 
the champions of its 25 Division I conferences, filled out the rest of the 
bracket with independents, and forbade all participants from playing in 
the NIT. The first tournament became a sad exercise in finding the best 
second place team.

In the 1970s and 1980s, the NCAA Tournament expanded to 48, then 
64 and 65. There were more at-large teams, narrowing the potential NIT 
field even further. Finally, the weakened first tournament was so incon-
sequential and marginalized that it became a cheap commodity, avail-
able for sale. In 2005, the NCAA bought out the NIT’s remaining assets, 
and shrank its bracket from 40 to 32 teams.

Five years later, there were rumors that the NCAA Tournament was 
going to expand again. It would be the final deathblow. A gigantic 96-team 
playoff, featuring nearly one-third of all eligible Division I teams, had a 
simplified math to it: 64 plus 32, minus New York City.

The city’s college basketball barrenness had many other dimensions. 
It was always a breeding ground of great high school players, but nearly 
all of the blue-chip recruits were going elsewhere. While the NIT was 
fading in importance, so were the region’s college programs. Among 
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schools from the five NYC boroughs, none reached the NCAA Tourna-
ment between 2007 and 2009. No metro team had won a game there 
since 2004, when Manhattan beat Florida by 15 points in a 12/5 upset.

In 2010, no local team appeared to be in any position to throw water 
on the drought. At the time, Manhattan and Fordham had become per-
petual rebuilding projects. On Long Island (the island), Hofstra was drop-
ping games in the CAA. Columbia lagged far behind Ivy League-leading 
Cornell. Out on Staten Island, Wagner started the season 2-13, and was 
designated by the RPI formula as the nation’s absolute worst team. 

For a while, the city’s only hope looked like old Long Island. The 
Blackbirds won their first five Northeast Conference games. But then LIU 
lost five of their next seven, and that was that. 

Most of the laws and budgets that New York City have to live with 
are written 136 miles north, up the Hudson River, in New York’s actual 
and true capital. 

Albany is one of the most important places in America’s history, 
although it’s an overshadowed and covered past. Its power and prestige 
date back to when the States weren’t even United yet. The city throws 
back to a time when being along a major waterway like the Hudson was 
far more important than proximity to roads or train tracks. Albany is so 
old that it held a tricentennial in 1986. 

In more recent times, New York’s Capital District was home of the 
first NBC-TV affiliate. Andy Rooney was born there. Local author Greg-
ory Maguire wrote the L. Frank Baum parallel novel “Wicked,” which 
was turned into a stage play that captivated Big Apple audiences. And 
from a college basketball perspective, Albany was producing much more 
successful teams than New York City was.

Albany became a small-conference stronghold. In 2009, it hosted the 
tourneys for both the Metro Atlantic and America East. SUNY’s Univer-
sity at Albany jumped to Division I in 2000, then won the America East 
in 2006 and 2007. The Great Danes came as close to a 16/1 upset as any 
team in NCAA men’s basketball history ever had. In March 2006, against 
Connecticut, Albany was up by as many as 12 points in the second half. 
But the Big East Huskies found a way to come back and win, keeping top 
seeds perfect in the first round. 

And then there was Siena College. The Saints rose to the Division I 
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level in 1976. Most of the school’s early D-I life was a flat rollercoaster 
of mediocrity. In March 2002, they were blessed by the oddest sort of 
March magic. 

Siena won nine and lost nine in Metro Atlantic play, good for a confer-
ence tournament No. 6 seed. They won four games in four days, and were 
the surprise league champions. At the NCAA play-in game in Dayton, the 
Saints beat Alcorn State to become just the second team with an overall 
losing record to win a game at the Big Dance. 

Three years later, they hired Fran McCaffery.
A studious man with glasses and perpetually folded arms, McCaffery 

was a wandering coaching journeyman on a two-decade trek. From the 
top job at Lehigh, he went to an assistant job at Notre Dame, and then 
had a six-year term as head coach at the University of North Carolina at 
Greensboro. After compiling a 90-87 record there, four years removed 
from an NCAA Tournament appearance at UNCG, a desperate Catholic 
school from upstate New York with a long string of bad seasons granted 
him a spin.

McCaffery’s first season at Siena was an aesthetic disaster. In 2005-
06, he coolly looked on as his inherited collection of brash, undisciplined 
ballers flailed their way to a 15-13 record and a fourth place finish in the 
MAAC. The second year was a two-game improvement in the standings, 
as well as addition by subtraction. With five underclassmen, the Saints 
went all the way to the conference title game, where the season ended 
with a loss against Niagara. Anybody who saw a Siena game that season 
knew the culture had changed. 

But few observers could have guessed that the big breakthrough 
would happen so quickly. The first fired shot of the 2007-08 season was 
an early upset of Stanford, then ranked No. 20 in the country. Twenty-
one wins later, a MAAC championship. At the 2008 NCAA Tournament, 
No. 13 seed Siena upset No. 4 Vanderbilt by 21 points. The Saints, a team 
with quick guards and mid-sized bigs, was well out-rebounded by the 
larger Commodores. But they made nine three-pointers and shot 57 per-
cent, which more than made up for the glass gap. 

McCaffery spent most of the game with arms folded, watching his 
team tear apart a stunned SEC defense. The Saints lost two days later 
in the second round to Villanova, but they had successfully broken into 
the national college basketball consciousness. An NCAA first round win 
made the little Catholic school a well-known giant-killing quantity.

A year later, Siena was back for more. The Saints won a league-record 
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16 games and lost only twice on the road. They avenged one of those 
MAAC defeats in the title game with a 77-70 win against Niagara. Siena’s 
profile was strong enough for a No. 9 seed, and McCaffery’s team was 
matched up against No. 8 Ohio State. 

The game was in Dayton, right in the Columbus-based Buckeyes’ 
backyard. The crowd was overwhelmingly red, white and Big Ten. But 
the Saints rallied from an 11 point deficit in the second half, overcoming 
an early stretch of sloppy play to force overtime with a 56-56 regulation 
tie. 

Then, with three seconds left in the extra period, with Siena down by 
three, 5-11 junior guard Ronald Moore hoisted a well-guarded distance 
blast from the top of the key. It went in. Five more minutes.

With three seconds to go at the end of the second overtime, Moore 
had the ball again at the very same place on the court. But this time, Siena 
was only down by one. Just as calmly, he sank that three-point shot. Siena 
won 74-72, and advanced to its second consecutive Round of 32. McCaf-
fery, fully adrenalized, picked Moore up in his arms and carried him all 
the way to the locker room.

Until a No. 16 finally prevails over a No. 1, winning an 8/9 game will 
always mean that the top seed is next. Louisville put the Saints out in 
the second round. At the end of another summer, the rest of the MAAC 
faded into the background. As far as the rest of the country could tell, it 
was Siena’s league, and nothing more. 

West of downtown along Interstate 90, past places with storybook 
names like Corporate Woods and the Slingerlands, is the State Univer-
sity of New York at Albany. It’s better known in college basketball circles 
as simply “Albany.” In 2009-10, the Great Danes were celebrating a full 
decade in Division I. Their first ten years went a lot better than most 
schools’ first ten years. Albany already had two conference champion-
ships and NCAA appearances, and they’d nearly pulled off college bas-
ketball’s ultimate unthinkable against UConn.

In local terms, though, UAlbany’s signature moment came two years 
before that. When the Great Danes moved up to D-I, they opened an 
annual city series with Siena. It was no Belmont-Lipscomb or Xavier-
Cincinnati yet, but all feuds have to start somewhere. 

Siena easily won the first three games, but it became a true rivalry in 
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2004. State school trounced Catholic college, 86-65. It was one humilia-
tion among many humiliations. The Saints finished 6-24 that season, and 
that was the end of Bob Lanier’s tenure. Siena hired McCaffery over the 
summer, and the rest was onions.

“We’re babies, we’ve only been D-I for a decade,” said Will Brown, an 
energetic young head coach who started at Albany in 2001. “They had a 
big head start. They’ve been at this level since the 1970s. I have tremen-
dous respect for their program and for everything Fran’s done, and I 
hope they have respect for us too.” 

The Great Dane breakthrough of 2004 turned out to be a fleeting 
exception. Siena took hold of the series again. But most games were 
tight. Each matchup from 2005 through 2008 featured a single-digit split, 
including a 76-75 double-overtime city classic in 2006. The 2009 edition 
wasn’t close at all. Siena, coming off a pair of NCAA Tournament wins 
over two seasons, had a team full of seniors, and sights set on accom-
plishments far beyond the city limits. The Saints won 83-54, tightening 
their stranglehold on the three-century-old metropolis and new-century 
college basketball enclave.

“Albany is just a great college sports town,” Brown said. “We have 
arena football, minor-league hockey and single-A baseball, but Siena and 
Albany basketball have become the central focus during the winters. 
That game has become a huge deal, a real hate game for our alumni. You 
hear about ‘Rivalry Week’ on ESPN, you know? They should really show 
our game on national TV. We’re always going to have 13,000 people in 
the Times Union Center for that game, screaming their lungs out. I just 
wish more people got to see it.”

A total of 12,960 people paid to watch the 2009 Albany-Siena game. 
It took place the same week as the Jimmy V Classic in New York City, 
an event that imported Indiana, Pittsburgh, Georgetown and Butler. The 
attendance at MSG that night was only 8,975, and the upper seating sec-
tion was closed off, darkened for television purposes. The World’s Most 
Famous Arena was half empty, with no city games on the upcoming 
schedule.
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THE OUTSIDER

The present comes history quickly in college basketball. Just as the 
Big Apple went from decadent capital to ghost town in two decades, the 
capital city of Albany would become just another basketball backwater 
as soon as it stopped sending teams to the NCAA Tournament. 

Siena’s accomplished class of 2010 was full of players like dynamic 
upstater Edwin Ubiles and Buckeye-killer Ronald Moore. Fans wondered 
how McCaffery planned to replace them, if he would even still be in 
town in 2010-11. There would be lucrative major conference jobs avail-
able when spring came, as there always were, and the program had a hot 
coaching commodity.

Across town, UAlbany had already fallen off. Jamar Wilson, a two-
time America East player of the year from the Bronx, graduated in 2007. 
After that, the Great Danes went from two consecutive NCAA Tourna-
ment appearances to two losing seasons. All that was left of Wilson was 
his retired number 31, printed on a vinyl sheet, suspended at street level 
in underground SEFCU Arena.

The most successful programs, like Kentucky and Kansas and North 
Carolina, never go missing for long. Players arrive and come to promi-
nence. When they leave, there are usually always plug-in replacements 
waiting. To follow a college basketball dynasty is to root for proper main-
tenance. There are no surprises, just expectations.

Smaller schools in smaller conferences experience flashes of great-
ness, and inevitably disappear again. Out of nowhere, there’s a top player, 
a potent scoring tandem, or a genius coach with a genius system. Then 
come conference championships and NCAA Tournament victories. Great 
players graduate, and coaches get higher-paying jobs from richer schools 
who want to co-opt a winning formula. 

Once they are gone, and they usually do leave, all that are left are 
banners.
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Just over 150 miles north of Albany, right before Interstate 89 comes 
to a dead stop at the Canadian border, is the town of Burlington. The 
Great Danes won their two conference championships, but in the early 
2000s the America East was the sole domain of the University of Ver-
mont. 

The Catamounts won 89 games over four years with a power tri-
angle. T.J. Sorrentine was a sharp and diligent point guard with close-
cropped hair. He fed the ball to a sturdy mountain-man named Taylor 
Coppenrath, who played with an animalistic wild streak not unlike that 
of future Butler star Matt Howard. Then there was was the head coach 
who brought the two together, Tom Brennan.

Brennan was a glad-handing gentleman with a craggy face and an 
easy smile. He was a Burlington celebrity, and not just because of his high 
profile position as the local college basketball coach. From 5:30 a.m. to 
nine on weekdays, he was a morning radio personality on a show called 
“Corm and the Coach.” With local DJ Steve Cormier, he performed zany 
skits, recited poetry, and talked about his wife Lynn, known to listeners 
as “Miss Lynnie.” 

Brennan loved Miss Lynnie, and he loved a downtown Burlington bar 
called the Rusty Scuffer. He held court for hours, gabbing with fans and 
friends about basketball. Many of the offensive sets the Catamounts ran 
were named after the bartenders there, but they weren’t really set plays. 
“I know two plays,” he would tell people. “The Producers, and ‘put the ball 
in the fucking basket.’”

In the extreme cold of northern New England, out of towners are gen-
erally treated with hostile suspicion. But Brennan was a golden legend 
in Burlington. He’d been around so long, the locals simply forgot that he 
was really from New Jersey.

He arrived in town in 1986 from Yale. He’d managed just 46 wins 
in four seasons there. If an Ivy League job outside the Penn-Princeton 
power axis was coaching purgatory, Vermont was basketball Siberia. In a 
sport where a team is only as good as its recruits, few teenage prospects 
wanted to spend the best four years of their lives freezing and losing. 
There weren’t many local players to draw from, because Burlington was 
far enough north to be practically Canada. Hockey country.

Without any real pressure or expectations, Brennan’s teams dawdled 
along. He lost 50 of his first 58 games there. In Brennan’s first three 
seasons, Vermont had records of 5-23, 3-24 and 6-21. Over the course of 
the 1990s, things got slightly better. The Catamounts barely broke even.
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Everything changed when the new century began. Sorrentine came 
in from Pawtucket, Rhode Island. He didn’t mind cold winters at all, and 
no in-state schools like Providence or URI wanted his services. Brennan 
found Coppenrath locally in West Barnet. He was a 6-foot-9 manchild 
who had only played varsity basketball since his junior year. The com-
bination somehow clicked. With Sorrentine running the offense and 
Coppenrath owning the paint, the Catamounts reached the NCAA Tour-
nament three straight times. 

In 2005, when both were seniors, they capped their careers with a 
first round upset of Syracuse. Sorrentine sealed the 60-57 overtime vic-
tory with a three-pointer. It was just the 17th 13/4 upset since the bracket 
expanded to six rounds. 

Brennan wept uncontrollably on national television afterwards. It 
would be his final win as a college coach. Two days later, Michigan State 
eliminated the Catamounts in the second round, and Brennan retired. 
Though he never won as many games as he lost at Vermont (264-276), 
Brennan spent 2004-05 on a pre-retirement victory tour. Commenta-
tors and columnists across the country gushed about this charming 
small-town hoops story, playing out like a cold northeastern version of 
“Hoosiers” – but with far more comedy. Ben & Jerry’s even named a 
limited-edition ice cream after him: Tom Brennan’s Retire Mint. 

At every stop, the outgoing coach unleashed a torrent of one-liners. 
“Lou Gehrig died,” he liked to say. “So now I’m the luckiest man on the 
face of the earth.” Unbeknownst to Brennan, his press conferences were 
screen tests. ESPN made plans to hire him as a studio analyst, a job 
that would begin in the 2005-06 season. Retirement would be limited to 
coaching duties only.

During the Catamounts’ four-year run through the America East, the 
locals were convinced of who would take over after Brennan retired. It 
would be Jesse Agel. Agel graduated from the University of Vermont, 
and joined Brennan on the bench in 1988, the darkest of the program’s 
dark days. Unlike his boss, Agel was a tireless worker, a true student 
of the game. He had an unlimited appetite for game tape, X’s and O’s, 
late nights in the office and long drives on the recruiting trail. While 
Brennan spent his mornings in the radio booth and his evenings at the 
Rusty Scuffer, Agel was figuring out how to beat Boston University and 
New Hampshire. He was also trying to convince prep players to spend 
their college careers in a town where January temperatures averaged 15 
degrees Fahrenheit.
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Before home games at warm little Roy L. Patrick Gymnasium, Bren-
nan came out of the locker room as Van Morrison’s “Jackie Wilson Said” 
played over the speakers. It developed into a tradition. The crowd sang 
along, as Brennan would beam and wave. After a tearful final regular 
season serenade in late February 2005, the fans chanted, “We want Agel! 
We want Agel!” 

But one day later, Vermont athletic director Bob Corran informed 
a stunned Catamount team that returning players wouldn’t be getting 
Agel. The university planned to hire an outsider. During the America 
East tournament, the players wrote Agel’s name on their shoes, along 
with the number 17: the number of years he had put in as an assistant. 
The protest was ineffectual. The Michigan State loss would be Agel’s last 
game at Vermont too.

At the time of his hiring at Vermont in 2005, Mike Lonergan was an 
assistant at Maryland under Gary Williams. Before that, he was the head 
coach of the Catholic University Cardinals in Washington, DC. Lonergan 
won 251 games over 12 years at Catholic, seven consecutive Capital Ath-
letic Conference regular season titles, and the 2001 Division III national 
championship. Thanks to Lonergan, Catholic was known in the lower 
levels of college basketball as the “Duke of Division III.”

He was a DelMarVa native through and through. He had a distinct 
Mason-Dixon drawl, not the yup-nope of a Vermonter. While he didn’t 
know exactly what he was walking into, he was warned by friends. “Peo-
ple kept telling me I was crazy,” Lonergan said. “They told me, ‘Don’t take 
this job, it’s poison.’ They kept on reminding me of everything that the 
team lost, Coppenrath and Sorrentine and all. But I would never have 
come if I didn’t think we could win.”

The Catamounts lost the first three games of the Lonergan era. The 
new coach had a very young team, so he tried to go on the road as much 
as possible. He didn’t want the home fans to see the painful rebuilding 
process for themselves. Lonergan played Big East guarantee games at 
Providence at Pittsburgh. When he set up home-and-home scheduling 
contracts with other coaches, he sweetened the deal by offering to open 
at their gyms.

But he couldn’t stay out on the road forever. Vermont was obligated to 
host a return BracketBusters game against powerful Nevada of the West-
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ern Athletic Conference. That resulted in a 15-point loss. There was the 
back end of a previous home-and-home agreement with Siena and then-
new coach McCaffery. That was an easy 11-point win for the Saints. As 
Lonergan tried to win over a rabid fan base who had wanted Jesse Agel 
instead, there was a looming presence in a seat of honor under one of 
the baskets. In a long leather coat was Tom Brennan, head coach-turned-
season ticket holder. 

Brennan’s ESPN job required him to work in Connecticut, but he 
didn’t want to move to the network’s Bristol headquarters. He commuted 
by air, so he and Miss Lynnie could keep their house on Lake Champlain. 
They could still be with all the friends they’d made over two decades, 
and come to all the Vermont home games too. Before the Nevada game, 
he walked out to center court and helped unfurl the 2005 championship 
banner in the rafters. One final time, “Jackie Wilson Said” came on over 
the loudspeakers. “Da-da-da DUM DUM, da-da-da-da-DAH...”

Lonergan didn’t have a theme song. He was trying to start his own 
legacy in Burlington, but there were constant reminders of the old guard. 
His first Vermont team went 13-17, but saved face with an urgent run to 
the America East title game. On March 11, 2006, in subterranean SEFCU 
Arena, the America East handover ceremony took place. Will Brown, 
Jamar Wilson and UAlbany picked the Catamounts apart, 80-67. The 
Great Danes went on to nearly topple UConn as a lowly No. 16 seed.

Whether or not Jesse Agel could have taken the 2005-06 Vermont 
team back to the Dance will never be known. But the new coach didn’t 
attract many fans among the locals in that first season. He was just too 
different. 

Brennan was ruddy and relaxed. Lonergan was all business, his hair 
slicked and his shirts rarely rumpled. The old coach would head to the 
bar, win or lose, but the new one would spend hours picking apart the 
stat sheet, blasting poor performances with sharp criticism. He down-
loaded every sequence to an internal video recorder, and he’d unwind by 
replaying the game out loud to anybody within earshot.

“I’m not Tom Brennan,” he said during one of those evenings. “Nobody 
can be someone they’re not. He was more about high-fives and hugs. 
I’m hard to play for. That’s not to say that I’m a Gary Williams, yelling 
and screaming all the time. Outside the gym, I’m your best friend. But 
between the lines, I’m real demanding.”

The new style rubbed many in the community the wrong way. Loner-
gan would get polite applause before games, but Brennan could attract 
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a bigger crowd reaction for getting up from his seat and heading for the 
bathroom. Internet message forums, which Lonergan fully admitted to 
reading, became anonymous sounding boards. Fans found fault with 
player rotations, defensive decisions and even recruiting targets. Some 
were more direct, and wrote to the new coach through the conventional 
postal service. 

“At the beginning, I really took things personally,” he recalled four 
years later. “There are always small groups that can be vocal, anyone can 
get on some message board and say stuff. After my first season here, I 
called Coach Brennan one time and met him for lunch, and I brought 
him this letter from some guy who said he was a Vermont fan. This letter 
was ripping me left and right, talking about what a horrible coach I was. 
I mean, I had one returning starter from the 2005 team, Martin Klimes. 
We had a losing record, but we still made the league championship game. 
And this guy wanted me fired!”

That letter, and those early lunch conversations, helped forge a bond 
between Lonergan and Brennan. “Coach took one look at the letter, 
laughed, and said, ‘That guy wrote me a letter like that every year.’ He 
told me that after the first one, he didn’t open them and wrote ‘Return 
To Sender’ on the envelopes. Then he dropped them back in the mail, 
just to piss the guy off. 

“So I felt better after that. Nowadays, I don’t even read the internet 
anymore.”

As the seasons ticked by, the friendship grew. The wins started com-
ing as well, and quickly. There were 25 in Lonergan’s second year, the 
same number that Brennan’s final team had. But the Catamounts missed 
out on the NCAA Tournament after a 60-59 squeaker loss against Albany, 
at home this time, and had to settle for a berth in college basketball’s 
lesser tournament, the NIT. 

But that Albany game was a warning to the rest of the conference, and 
a signal that Vermont had a brand new style. Lonergan showed off his 
first major recruiting coup to an ESPN audience. He’d done something 
that Brennan and Agel had never done: convinced a raw and real talent 
from “down south” to come live in Burlington.

The New Jersey town of Metuchen is perhaps most famous for being 
a commuter-train stop between Trenton and New York City. It’s defi-
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nitely Rutgers country. But Marqus Blakely was overlooked by all Big 
East schools, and ended up in the America East instead. Like Butler’s 
Gordon Hayward, Blakely experienced a massive growth spurt during 
high school, 5-foot-7 to 6-foot-4. He also developed an intimidating call-
ing card. 

He could dunk. 
Rich Stoner, Blakely’s coach at Metuchen High School, once told the 

Burlington Free Press about how Blakely won an all-star game dunk con-
test. He grabbed somebody out of the stands, positioned him in the lane, 
and jumped over him as he flew to the hoop. The fan was six feet tall. 
But Blakely was no one-dimensional leaper. In one county championship 
game, he scored a quintuple-double, with double-digit figures in points, 
rebounds, blocks, steals and assists. Metuchen had 16 losing seasons in 
a row before Blakely put the town back on the Garden State basketball 
map.

“Marqus was dominant in high school and AAU because of his jump-
ing ability,” Lonergan said. “When he got here, I thought he could be an 
undersized power forward, but he wasn’t really a basketball player yet. 
In his freshman year, he only averaged 13 minutes a game. My assistants 
always wanted me to play him more, but he was behind Klimes, who was 
probably the best defensive player I ever coached. Marqus really didn’t 
have the intensity he has now, but he’d get a dunk every once in a while 
and show his talent.”

One of those slams came on a transition play early in the 2007 Amer-
ica East title game. Blakely had one defender to beat on a fast break: 
Albany’s 6-foot-8 Brent Wilson. He elevated in the paint and smeared his 
crotch against Wilson’s face as he slammed the ball home. As the Albany 
defender lay on his back, Blakely paused for a moment with shoulders 
and elbows out, a freeze frame that recalled Muhammad Ali standing 
over Sonny Liston in 1965. 

Vermont lost the game, but won YouTube. An online video, showing 
the dunk from all angles, was viewed tens of thousands of times that 
spring. 

His coach, who’d given up on the internet by then, still wasn’t 
impressed. “He was a YouTube legend, but not really a great player yet. 
I brought him in after the season, and challenged him to put a lot more 
time into basketball. I told him, ‘Klimes is graduating, so you’re going 
to have double minutes. You should double your stats too.’ And then he 
went and tripled his stats!”
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In 2008-09, his junior season, he was the America East player of the 
year. He averaged 16.1 points, tied for the conference lead in rebounds 
with nine per game, and fully replaced Klimes’ lost intensity. He won the 
award as the league’s best defensive player, both as a sophomore and as a 
junior. Though there was no highlight reel for his defense, he kept dunk-
ing. During the exempt Rainbow Classic’s third-place game in Hawai’i, 
he skywalked to the basket and generated another viral video. 

The new-look Catamounts did not take that last step and return to 
the Big Dance. Vermont’s 2007-08 season, full of injuries and outgoing 
transfers, ended in the conference semifinals against eventual champion 
Maryland-Baltimore County. Vermont rebounded to 24-9, but was put 
out by Will Brown and Albany in the first round of the league playoffs. 

So Vermont entered the 2009-10 America East with high expecta-
tions, unfulfilled goals, and the league MVP in tow. The Catamounts 
pieced together a 9-5 record in non-conference, including a win in the 
Legends Classic at Rutgers. At one point, they won seven of eight games. 
To begin league play, they hosted 1-12 UMBC. Another January snow-
storm swirled around Patrick Gym, and the Catamounts made quick 
work of the Retrievers. Blakely had game highs of 17 points and 14 
rebounds in an easy 73-58 win. 

Watching the game from his folding-chair throne under the basket 
was Tom Brennan. He was back in town full time, and returned to his old 
morning radio show with Steve Cormier. ESPN let him go. In a round of 
layoffs that claimed 100 jobs and left 200 empty positions unfilled, the 
worldwide leader in sports declined to pick up the option year on Bren-
nan’s three-year contract, and brought on recent players to fill their studio 
positions. “They didn’t want me anymore,” he’d say glumly to anyone 
who asked at the Scuffer. “They wanted kids.” 

Small-conference college basketball lost its most ardent television 
supporter. For Lonergan, having Vermont’s greatest basketball ambas-
sador slip in an on-air plug from time to time was great for recruiting. 
But he also admitted that the new situation had its personal benefits. 
“Selfishly, for me, it’s great. He’s back on the radio doing his show, which 
I love, and he has a better feel for our team. Coach Brennan always makes 
suggestions, and I always listen to what he says. He always brings me 
up when I’m down, and he always gets me in a good mood. He knows 
how seriously I take this, and his presence is good for me. He never took 
it too seriously.”

Not commuting to Bristol meant the retired coach had a lot more time 
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to be around. “Coach Brennan calls me after every game on the road on 
the bus, and he comes in the locker room before home games. We’ll go 
out and have a beer somewhere, and we’ll have lunch every couple of 
weeks when we’re at home. He really cares about the program and our 
kids. Coach Brennan always tells me, ‘Mike, you and I are just bearers 
of the torch.’ I call him Head Coach Emeritus. I think that at some point, 
the University of Vermont should officially name him that. If we ever 
get a new arena, they should build him an office and put ‘Head Coach 
Emeritus’ over the door.”

After just half a decade, the old and new eras were in parallel harmony. 
But some locals weren’t quite won over yet. Out in the digital anonymity 
of internet message boards, Lonergan had simply graduated from out-of-
towner to can’t-win-the-big-one. Strangers with screen names wondered 
if their fifth-year head coach was simply an opportunist. 

Perhaps Lonergan was planning to ride Marqus Blakely’s coattails 
straight out of town, they said. Rumors abounded that he would take 
the first opportunity to go back to where he belonged, the Mid-Atlantic 
region. With UMBC’s 1-12 start, head coach Randy Monroe had to be 
looking over his shoulder. There were a number of Colonial Athletic 
Association schools near Washington that were having bad seasons. 
Vermont scheduled a non-conference road game at Mount Saint Mary’s, 
a Northeast Conference school in Emmitsburg, Maryland. Cynics looked 
for patterns.

“Maryland is where I grew up,” Lonergan said while unwinding after 
the UMBC game. The hour-long dissection of the boxscore was complete, 
and he put his feet up on a chair. “I really liked it there, and that’s where 
I’m from, but Burlington is the best place I’ve ever lived. I miss Mary-
land, because my Dad and my sisters live there. I like playing teams like 
Mount Saint Mary’s because I want to recruit that area... yeah, for selfish 
reasons, I like going down there to see my family. 

“But this is my home, and two of my four children were born in 
Vermont. My kids have never complained about the cold. I’m actually 
shocked about that! I asked one of my daughters recently, ‘Would you 
ever want to move south?’ And she said, in no uncertain terms: nooooo!”

He made an emphatic side-to-side hand gesture, laughed, then took 
on the role of chamber of commerce functionary. “I might not be a Ver-
monter, but I sure hope they like me, because I’m not planning on going 
anywhere. I couldn’t be happier here. During the summers, there are 
always activities for the kids, always something to do... any evening, my 
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wife and I can go down to Church Street and watch the street performers. 
I feel like I live in a rural neighborhood, but I’m three and a half miles 
from work and five miles from a really cool downtown. You read about 
how Burlington is always being named on ‘best places to live’ lists. It’s a 
great place to raise kids. The crime is low, and there’s no traffic.”

Lonergan paused, smiled, and realized he’d gone completely over-
board. “Seriously, I’m not trying to do an infomercial or anything, but I 
really love this place.”





[        ]24
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GHOST STORY

The Palestra, the brick-faced concrete and steel “Cathedral of College 
Basketball,” opened in 1927 at 215 South 33rd Street in Philadelphia. 
Some go so far as to call it college basketball’s birthplace. While the col-
legiate version of the game certainly predates the building’s construction, 
it’s hard to argue against the idea that the Palestra is one of the special 
places where college basketball first came to life. 

All the premier teams of the 1930s and 1940s played there, thanks to 
shared building management with Madison Square Garden. Midwestern 
and Southern teams that came to the East Coast for a non-conference 
weekend usually played a game in New York, and then a game in Phila-
delphia. The Palestra hosted 52 NCAA Tournament games before the 
annual event grew too big for it, before the larger Spectrum roundhouse 
was built on the city’s south side in the late 1960s. 

The Palestra stayed viable because it had regular tenants. The Spec-
trum superseded it as a national venue, but the University of Pennsylva-
nia’s home games, Big Five city tilts, and local high school showcases still 
took place there. Unlike the transitory MSG, a building that moved three 
times, the Palestra became a fixed pilgrimage point. Countless players, 
coaches, fans and writers have gained a deeper appreciation of the game 
within its walls, due to its unique intimacy. 

It’s dark and warm there. The steel arcs of the ceiling form a giant 
grey embrace. During games, fans’ collected cheers hang 20 feet above 
the court as a statically charged hum. The press row is wedged into the 
seating area, between the two benches, and journalists have to move 
through rows of fans to get to their assigned seats. Indeed, the only way 
to tell scribes and spectators apart are thin, wobbly desks that are barely 
the depth of a sheet of paper. 

At the Palestra, there’s no physical difference between bleachers and 
benches. Players and coaches can hear every conversation in the stands, 
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and every word spoken on the benches is perfectly audible in the crowd. 
It’s a shared, give-and-take basketball experience that every true fan of 
the game should be a part of, if only just once. 

I was lucky enough to experience this many times. I was a student 
at Drexel, the school whose campus boundary with Penn spans Market 
Street on Philadelphia’s west side. While in school, I lived at 34th and 
Powelton Streets, exactly a nine minute walk from the Palestra. I spent a 
hundred nights watching Villanova, Saint Joseph’s, La Salle and Temple 
play Big Five ball, and I saw Penn play Ivy games on Fridays and Satur-
days. My Drexel student ID would get me in for free sometimes, depend-
ing on who was working at the ticket office. For most games, admission 
was eight dollars plus the cost of the essential Palestra Illustrated game-
day magazine. 

When I moved to Philadelphia, the Palestra was falling apart. Paint 
peeled in its halls, strange odors permeated its corridors, and thick lay-
ers of grime and dust coated the ceilings. In 2000, a $2 million reno-
vation brightened the corners and added museum-style exhibits to the 
concourses. There was the complete history of the Cathedral, decade by 
decade: the 1939 eastern semifinals of what would eventually be known 
as the NCAA Tournament, remembrances of the Hall of Fame players 
like Wilt Chamberlain and Julius Erving who once played there, and 
records of the bottomless Penn-Princeton rivalry.

Spending enough time around the Palestra revealed other stories too, 
about the things that happened at night when the basketball games were 
over. Those were some really strange tales, ones that involved people who 
weren’t there, about voices and noises of unknown origin that emerged 
only when the arena lights were all turned off. Some people came right 
out with it, and used the H-word.

Mikaelyn Austin was a guard on the Penn women’s team in the early 
2000s. “When I first arrived at Penn, the upperclassmen used to tell us 
that the Palestra was haunted. Being a bit of a scaredy-cat, I made sure I 
was never the last to leave the building after a late night practice. By the 
time I got to be a sophomore, however, I had more or less come to the 
conclusion that the upperclassmen were just yanking my chain. After all, 
I was a freshman from the West Coast, and didn’t know better.”

Austin was also a budding photographer, taking classes in black and 
white photography. “I don’t exactly remember what the assignment was,” 
she said. “But I decided the shoot would take place in the Palestra at 
night... late at night. So there I was, with the help of one of my team-
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mates, snapping away for my class assignment... when all of a sudden, 
we heard a noise that seemed to be coming from the corridor. At first 
it was a soft sort of clicking, isolated to one corner of the building. But 
then it began to pick up in rhythm... it began getting much, much louder, 
and was moving around us in a counter-clockwise direction. It sounded 
as though a group of people were running around the corridor wearing 
metal shoes, getting faster with every bounding step.

“My teammate and I took one look at the horror on each others’ faces. 
I grabbed all my photography equipment and we both ran out of the 
gym, not stopping until we reached the front of my dorm, four blocks 
away!”

After she graduated from Penn, Austin went on to become an inde-
pendent film director. Her first project was an award-winning 2006 doc-
umentary called “The Palestra: Cathedral of Basketball.” Along with the 
“Palestra 2000” renovation and museum, the movie helped reestablish 
the barn on South 33rd as one of the premier historical landmarks of the 
game. Without help from others, the building hadn’t been able to speak 
for itself.

The accounts of the great teams, games and players were inspiring. 
But I couldn’t get the other stories out of my head. I kept going back to the 
idea of noises, voices, and ghosts who couldn’t leave, destined to spend 
eternity running laps in the Palestra concourses. Were they players who 
were never able to live down tough losses? Or had they just found their 
heaven, wishing never to leave? In 2010, I decided to camp out at the 
Cathedral, and find my own truth.

Penn sports information director Mike Mahoney was far more recep-
tive than most people would be. Sleeping in the Palestra wasn’t that 
uncommon. In the 2000s, an annual tradition called “The Line” became 
Penn’s preferred method of distributing student season tickets. Students 
camped out in the gym on a late autumn night every year, and when 
morning broke, the first who came would be the first served. 

For the 2009-10 season, The Line wasn’t very long. Participation in 
the Red & Blue Crew, the student supporters’ club, was at an all-time low. 
The program was in a historic period of struggle: in January, the Quak-
ers had gone over 330 days without a win at the Palestra. The program 
was a husk of what it was before: an Ivy League powerhouse with 23 
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NCAA Tournament appearances and 13 wins there. The Quakers lost in 
the 1979 national semifinals to eventual National Champion Michigan 
State, but their Final Four feat would be considerably overshadowed by 
the Indiana State game two days later.

Even though only a few diehards camped out for tickets in 2009-10, 
there were no reports of paranormal activity or outbound cell phone calls 
to the Ghostbusters. The place was safe. So after a week full of legal and 
administrative clearances, Mahoney was able to get permission for me 
to sleep there. We picked a mutually agreeable Wednesday night in late 
January, and I trudged across Philadelphia’s Center City with a rolled-up 
sleeping bag under my arm.

When I first started going to games at the Palestra in the mid-1990s, 
the doors were always unlocked during the day. Anybody, regardless of 
university affiliation, could walk into the Cathedral and shoot around, or 
spend some reverent studying or thinking time there. I did, often. 

In 2010, people couldn’t just walk in anymore. During the Palestra 
2000 renovation, the creaky street-facing front gates were replaced with 
thick, dark-lacquered wooden doors. A sophisticated new computer secu-
rity system restricted entry. Mahoney and I spent the evening at adjoin-
ing Hutchinson Gym, watching Princeton’s nationally ranked squash 
squad destroy the sad-sack Penn team. Then he brought me over to the 
Palestra. He swiped his Penn staff ID card. The electronic door bolt siz-
zled and cracked open.

“Last chance,” he said. “Are you absolutely sure you want to do this?”
“Yeah,” I replied. “No going back.” It was 9:00 p.m., and I set up my 

camp on a camera riser in the southeastern corner. 
At the start of my campout, I didn’t have the Palestra to myself. In the 

bleachers, several Penn students sat among piles of books. I slipped in 
without attracting any attention, and jumped into my sleeping bag. But 
I was mesmerized by a whirring hum from some distant machine. The 
radiator in that far corner was very warm. I drifted off to sleep. My mind 
became a sea of black oil, dreamless and silent.

Two hours later, at 11:30, I awoke to what sounded like a jackhammer. 
BANG, BANG-BANG, BANG... BANG, BANG-BANG BANG. It was Brian Fitz-
patrick from the Quaker men’s team, shirtless, getting in some late-night 
practice. He was dribbling two basketballs at once. The curved roof of 
the Palestra pointed the sound directly towards my corner. BANG-BANG, 
BANG.

Exactly at midnight, practice was over. The lights went out, and I was 
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on my own.
At 2:30 a.m., I awoke again. CLANG, KLINK, BANG, KLOK, CLANG! 

Mikaelyn Austin prepared me for all of that. She told me that those 
weren’t ghost Quakers, working off past defeats in leg-irons. “I later came 
to learn from my coaches that the sound was nothing more than the old 
Palestra pipes,” she said. “Playing tricks on our ears.”

The steam pipes were playing tricks on my brain. I could understand 
why they scared people off. For 45 minutes, around and around the con-
course the phantom players ran in their heavy metal boots. Further away, 
then closer, then to the other side of the building, and then back again. 
CLANG, BANG! BASH! KLOK, KLING, CLANG! 

Just as suddenly as the noise started, the Palestra fell dead silent. 
Whatever ancient technology triggered the steam pipes switched off, 
abruptly ending the percussive clatter. The winter night outside was 
bittercold, just above freezing. The inside of the building was slightly 
warmer than a pleasant room temperature, thanks to the Palestra’s 
clanky defense system. 

Then, a wave of shivering cold swept over me and through me. I 
pulled the sleeping bag tightly over my body, thinking that a harsh wind 
had entered through a drafty crevice. But my face was warm, and so was 
the outside of the sleeping bag. The nearby radiator was still on, burning 
hot. I could confirm that by reaching towards it. This cold was inside me. 
My heart was a popsicle inside a dark freezer.

Then I heard a soft, low murmur. It intensified, becoming louder and 
louder. I figured that this was another trick of the pipes, some kind of 
steam hiss. Inside my head, it felt like a rush of blood, like the ringing 
that comes when surroundings go totally quiet all of a sudden, when ears 
expect sound and instead generate their own. Perhaps it was a wind gust 
from the outside.

Or maybe it was me going crazy. I could have sworn it was the sound 
of voices, distantly whispering. There were no clear words... it sounded 
like the symphony hall chatter that comes before the conductor raises 
the baton. Perhaps it was just a dream, the kind that comes after too 
much thinking. A disorienting, half-awake hallucination about lying in 
bed, the relative reality that comes when one wakes up in the same place 
they just were.

So what happened next might have really occurred. Then again, it 
might not have.
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The alarm went off at 4:00. I was up and awake, with full knowledge 
of which side of the line I was on. The Palestra was dead-silent and dark. 
My mouth was desert dry, and I was hungry. I hadn’t packed a snack. So 
I padded down the aisle in my socks, into the east concourse, past the 
scoreboard that tallies the all-time record of the Penn-Princeton rivalry. 
Down a long ramp I went, around the perimeter of the court. At the door 
of media room, another thick wooden thing just a decade old, I tested 
the handle. The door creaked open easily, but the refrigerator was empty 
and locked. 

One door to the right was the Class of 1971 Lounge. Completed in 
1996, it served as a room for alumni halftime relaxation. That door 
swung open too. Behind the bar, there was an unopened one-liter bottle 
of Coca-Cola. I drank warm Coke out of a tiny Dixie cup, looking over a 
collection of glass-encased Big Five jerseys and photos in the lounge. This 
was basketball heaven, my own private hall of fame.

At 5:15, I was back in my corner with my sleeping bag. There was 
the distant sound of another heavy door. I knew it was Dan Harrell, the 
65-year-old custodian and caretaker of the Palestra. 

I’d seen Harrell a hundred times, sweeping up after games, quietly 
collecting trash. In an era during which most people were all too eager 
to talk about themselves, Dan was a mysterious figure. He was a larger-
than-life, white-haired, square-jawed man’s man. From the looks of him, 
he’d obviously played some football. In 15 years of watching games at the 
Palestra, I’d never heard him speak. The closest was when he roared at 
little kids for running on his court before he was done cleaning up, which 
would send them running, screaming toward the exits.

Harrell rummaged around in the back rooms. He turned on a tiny 
boom box that he set up next to the press room door. He tuned the radio 
to WRTI-FM, the jazz-classical station at Temple University. Billie Holi-
day sang “It Had to Be You,” her voice echoing into every corner of the 
Palestra.

The previous evening, Mahoney warned me that the Penn facilities 
staff hadn’t forwarded a message to Harrell that I’d be there that night. 
So I stayed in plain sight in the bleachers. I didn’t want to startle him or 
otherwise incur his wrath.

I approached slowly. He was still taken aback. Once I identified and 
introduced myself, I offered to help. “Wait, you slept where?” he asked. I 



O N E  B E A U T I F U L  S E A S O N   2 0 7

pointed towards the southeastern corner. He shook his head in dismay. 
“You should have slept in the locker room, on the training table.”

Six o’clock came. In Philadelphia, that was the hour when WRTI 
switched from overnight jazz to morning classical. Six-thirty meant bas-
ketball practice. There was a slow influx of Quaker basketball players and 
coaches. They all knew the routine. Nobody dared step on the floor until 
Dan completed a full wipe-down with a solution-dipped towel, attached 
to a 45-pound oak strip log with a long rope. He dragged it behind him 
like an ox cart, holding the rope close to his stomach. After four laps of 
the court, the blond lacquered wood shone behind him, reflecting the 
first rays of sunlight streaming through the high Palestra windows. 

Then the Penn players encroached, dribbling basketballs with thun-
derclap echoes. They shot layups and jumpers as Harrell pulled apart 
his makeshift floor-cleaning machine. He was much nicer than I ever 
imagined him to be. He told me a story about a homeless person he found 
sleeping in a locker room one morning. This was long before the renova-
tions and the increased security. 

“’You’re going to call the cops on me, right?’ the guy said. ‘Yeah, I’m 
going to have to.’ ‘Can you let me take a shower first?’ So I let him take a 
shower. When the cops showed up, I told them to wait for a few minutes. 
I had to grab the guy a towel.”

After a light chuckle, Harrell’s face straightened suddenly. “You didn’t 
hear anything, did you?”

“Well, I heard whispers,” I admitted. “And...”
His eyes lit up. “See? It’s not just me,” he exclaimed to anybody within 

earshot. “You know, I wouldn’t say the Palestra is haunted... it’s more 
like... maybe, spirited. Zack believes me, right? You’ve been here late at 
night and heard things, right, Zack?”

Sophomore guard Zack Rosen, the team’s leading scorer, was jumping 
rope nearby. Once he heard the question, his face became momentarily 
ashen. He nodded seriously. He didn’t elaborate, and went right back to 
counting his jump rope reps. Zack Rosen had secrets.

Over the next two hours, with stirring classical music in the back-
ground, the 1-13 Penn Quakers ran through an early-morning practice. 
They did drills and layup lines and played a halfcourt scrimmage. If this 
was an underdog sports movie, this scene would have been the quick-cut 
montage sequence. A rag-tag bunch of players was coming together to be 
a championship contender. 

But they were just preparing for their first two Ivy League regular 
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season games. This was the Yale and Brown road weekend, a trip up to 
Connecticut and Rhode Island with travel partner and rival Princeton. 
In the distant past, this was an annual sweep. In 2010, the goal was mod-
est: a 50-50 split. Everybody in the league had already signed the Ivy 
title over to its newest power, Cornell, which had won two consecutive 
championships.

Halfway through the practice, Mike Mahoney came in and sat next to 
me in the bench-bleachers. “So... how did it go?”

“I think I heard voices,” I said. “I’m pretty sure I did, but I’m not totally 
sure. I think I saw stuff too.”

“Seriously?”
“It wasn’t a replay of the 1939 NCAA Tournament regionals, like I was 

hoping for,” I replied. “Mike, I’m telling you this, because I feel compelled 
to say it out loud. Tell me if I’m totally crazy or not.”

“Sure, Kyle.” And then I told him what I thought I saw in the dark 
silence.

Behind the west endline of the court was where the Red and Blue 
Crew, and the Penn pep band, sat during games. There were four entry 
passageways, alternately painted red and blue during the Palestra 2000 
facelift. These led fans in from the front section of the gym – the heavy 
doors, lobby and glass box ticket booth – to the seating area. When the 
gym lights went out at midnight, the west concourse stayed illuminated. 
Four beams shone through the passageways as I fitfully slumbered up in 
the southeast corner. Those were my night lights.

At around 3 a.m., I saw a shadow cross from left to right behind the 
far left passageway, in the northeast corner. The backlight was erased, 
and then it was bright again. But the darkness didn’t cut across the other 
three lights. Somebody was there.

I jumped quickly out of my sleeping bag. I skittered down the bleacher 
aisle between sections 211 and 212, down through a passageway, and I 
ran down the south concourse. It took me about 45 seconds to get from 
one side of the building to the other. I peeked around the corner, to the 
west end lobby. But it was quiet and empty there. Under yellow light, 
there were the cased displays honoring the Big Five city teams and a 
golden plaque that read, “To win the game is great, to play the game is 
greater, but to love the game is greatest of all.”

There was nobody to be found.
Most Americans have been entertained by some form of media hav-

ing to do with the paranormal, by ghost hunters and ghost whisperers. 
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Some truly believe the lines between worlds are blurred. According to 
Pew Research, the percentage of Americans convinced they’d made con-
tact with ghosts doubled between the years 1995 and 2009, from nine to 
18 percent. There has never been a consensus on what a ghost really is: an 
apparition or invisible presence, a lost spirit in search of a voice or body, 
an easy explanation for the seemingly inexplicable, or just the phantas-
mic power of our overactive and underutilized human imaginations.

But when I slept over, I knew I wasn’t the only one there. Whoever 
the second, or third, or 80th were, I’m not able to guess. They were pres-
ences, non-existent ones. Dan Harrell was right: the Palestra was indeed 
spirited.



[        ]23
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CLEANING THE CATHEDRAL

During the two-hour Penn practice, Dan Harrell made the rounds with 
his dust mop, chatting up the coaches and managers and Mike Mahoney. 
Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed that Harrell was leaning in close, 
making subtle and hidden hand movements, the kind that one makes 
when they’re talking about somebody who’s in the vicinity. Once the 
other party looked in my direction, at me and my coffee, they’d quickly 
look away once our gazes collided. They’d nod gently and reassuringly. 
Then they’d tilt their head, speak with an open-palmed gesture. “He’s all 
right,” or some variation. This process repeated several times as predawn 
became early morning.

After practice, Harrell approached me. “When you said you wanted 
to help, I thought you were kidding,” he said. “In fact, I thought you were 
a little nuts.”

I presented my credentials. “I’m non-union, I work hard and I work 
for free,” I said. Usually, that gets me in the door. Not this time.

“Well, you’d better be pro-union,” Dan replied.
I assured him that writers are generally too stuck in their own heads 

and up their own rear ends to collaborate or unionize. For that reason, 
we never formed any kind of national union or professional certification 
process. I told him I was good friends with some Steelworkers out in 
Pittsburgh, and that was good enough for Dan Harrell. I was about to 
take on the greatest temp job I’d ever have: assistant Palestra custodian 
for a day.

The Palestra contained four main Penn locker rooms, one in each 
corner of the building at floor level. The basketball facilities were on 
the west side: the men’s team was in the corner closest to Chestnut 
Street, the women in the southwest crook. Harrell fetched a old blue and 
white vacuum cleaner, and we wheeled it into the women’s locker room. 
(“Housekeeping!” he cautiously announced as we entered.) The women’s 
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team had a practice later on in the afternoon, and the place needed to be 
cleaned up. 

The floor was covered with shoes and shirts and unmentionables. 
Dan carefully moved the items into loose piles. “I don’t tidy up so much 
that they can’t find where they put things,” he explained sheepishly. “I 
sorta meet ‘em halfway.”

It took 15 minutes to vacuum all the blue and red rugs in the main 
women’s locker room and coaches’ office. When Mikaelyn Austin played 
for Penn in the 2000s, the team that occupied that locker room earned 
the program’s first-ever Ivy League women’s title. In 2010, it was mired 
in the same kind of slump as the men’s team was.

The women’s team started the 2009-10 season 1-14. Combined, Penn 
basketball had just a pair of wins against 29 losses. As I vacuumed, I 
noticed that the locker room walls were covered with handwritten mes-
sages of confidence and affirmation. “I will be a source of strength to my 
teammates in times of struggle,” read one. It was touching to read those 
comments. I realized that I’d much rather be on a last-place team with 
people like that than on a mediocre squad full of selfish players who 
didn’t care about each other.

Harrell inspected my work afterwards. “That looks better than when 
I do it,” he remarked. He may have just been acting nice, but I earned the 
opportunity to do one of the most important jobs in the entire building. 
Practice was over, and another practice was coming up. The Palestra 
court needed to be cleaned.

We stood courtside as the last few members of the men’s team shot 
their final three-pointers and free throws before morning classes. The 
northbound bus for Yale-Brown weekend would leave campus later that 
afternoon, and they wouldn’t get to shoot around for a while. 

“The floor’s clean, it don’t need to be washed,” Harrell said. “Do you 
hear it?” He paused to allow for the squeak of the players’ sneakers. “You 
can hear how clean it is. I have to wash it every morning, because the dust 
comes down overnight. Real thick. Sometimes I’ll wash it two or three 
times during the day when there’s a lot of activity. But that floor’s clean. 
It just needs a once-over with the dust mop.”

Once the court was cleared, I maneuvered the four foot-wide mop 
along the Palestra’s hallowed floorboards. Steering was harder than it 
looked. It was all in the wrist. Several Penn assistant coaches and staff 
members sat in the corner, discussing the upcoming road trip and final-
izing meal plans. As I passed, they gave me the old joke about missing 
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a spot.
But it turned out that I really did miss a spot. Harrell made sure I 

remembered to sweep out the corners around the scorer’s table on the 
north end of the floor, down by the two benches. He knelt and picked up 
a maroon feather from beneath the bleachers. He held it up to the light 
and inspected it. It was immediately familiar to any Philadelphia college 
basketball fan.

“This is a Saint Joseph’s Hawk feather,” he intoned with all the grav-
ity of an expert ornithologist. It fell off the team mascot, who stayed in 
constant motion during each Hawks game, flapping his or her wings up 
and down over 3,000 times. Saint Joseph’s visited the Palestra three days 
earlier to play Penn in a Big Five city game. “They always come off from 
all that flapping. Whenever they play here, we’ll keep finding these for 
three or four days afterwards.”

After I mopped the court, Harrell fetched another old vacuum, an 
orange stand-up model, from behind the west bleachers. It was an 
ancient Hoover, with an inflatable bag that puffed up when the machine 
was turned on. But this one was so old that the on-off switch didn’t work 
anymore. With a yellow extension cord, he plugged it into an outlet in 
the men’s locker room. Then he vacuumed the bottom of the dust mop 
I’d just used. The dusty grey turned slightly off-white.

While he cleaned the mop, Penn assistant coach John Gallagher 
approached me. “Let me tell you a little story about Dan,” he whispered. 
“Have you heard the one about Denzel Washington?”

I thought the story might be about Quaker legend Jerome Allen. Allen, 
who resembled the actor enough to play him in a biopic, was part of three 
Penn teams that each finished 14-0 in the Ivy League of the early 1990s. 
The school hired him as a third assistant in the summer of 2009, and he 
was suddenly promoted to interim head coach after just seven games. 
The team was so bad that the school fired Glen Miller after an 0-7 start. 
But this story wasn’t about the accidental coach. Denzel’s son Malcolm 
was a freshman guard on the team.

“Well, Denzel came out and watched practice about a month ago,” Gal-
lagher said. “And Dan, he’s never watched a movie in his life... no, really, 
I’m serious. Everybody in the world knows who Denzel Washington is, 
but not Dan. All he knows is Palestra sports. So Dan and Denzel were 
talking for about 20 minutes, and at the end of it, Dan asks, ‘So what do 
you do for a living, Denzel?’ 

“And Denzel says, humble and unassuming as could be, ‘Dan, I’m a 
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trying actor.’ And Dan replies, ‘Good luck with that, Denzel... good luck 
with that.’”

Dan’s love affair with the Big Five dated back to his Philly childhood. 
It kept him busy, distracting him from popular culture. “Here, take a 
break, Kyle,” he said. “I want to show you something.”

He led me through a grey unmarked door on the floor level that led 
into darkness. Down a dingy ramp we went, deep into the ground below 
the city. We were entering the very bowels of the Cathedral. The passages 
were covered with dust and cobwebs, lined with pipes and tubes of all 
kinds. As we made our way down the corridor, it became louder and 
warmer. We passed by an ancient switchboard overflowing with broken 
wires. Harrell opened a side door to reveal a gaping cylinder, five feet in 
diameter. There was an overwhelming blast of hot wind. He closed the 
door immediately.

“Did I scare ya?” he asked with a sideways grin. 
There was a short stack of steps that led down to a basement with a 

sand floor. “This is how I used to sneak into games when I was a kid,” 
he said. 

“We’re underneath Hutchinson Gym right now. I’d come down here, 
go up that tunnel, and out to the floor. The door was in a different place 
back then, closer to the bleachers. The security guard would look left, 
then right. When he looked left, I knew that was the time to run and 
find a seat.”

A lot had changed since Harrell snuck into games. Many years had 
passed since the peak days of the Big Five, when legendary head coaches 
like Harry Litwack and Jack Ramsay and John Chaney and Rollie Mas-
simino roamed the Palestra sidelines. Fans would be able to hear every 
word they said, every shouted instruction and salty rejoinder. Back then, 
the game felt closer, Harrell told me. Years put distance and new layers 
between fans and the action: bigger arenas, television, star journalists. 
At the Palestra, there were still no such barriers.

In those Philly glory years, the four corner ramps that led from the 
concourses down to court level weren’t grey gloss-painted concrete, and 
they didn’t have to be vacuumed instead of swept.

“A lot of dust and debris builds up here,” Harrell explained. I used the 
old blue and white vacuum to clean the pebbles, dust bunnies, splinters 
and paper scraps from the ramps. The ramps were quite steep. I found 
that the best way to complete the task was to push the vacuum straight 
uphill. There were a few dark splashes on the ramps, too. Those wouldn’t 
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come off, no matter how hard I tried.
“Yeah, people spill their Cokes sometimes,” he said. “But believe it or 

not, a lot of those dark spots are residue from the concourse floors. Some 
of that’s wax that drips down. We need to power-wash these ramps about 
once a week. But it’s a two-man job, a union job. I wouldn’t have you do 
that. It gets real slippery.”

But there was plenty I could do. I vacuumed the volleyball locker 
room, as well as locker room No. 4. The coaches of the Penn varsity teams 
were scheduled to come in later to play their weekly Thursday lunchtime 
pickup game. “They do it to release all the stress,” Harrell said. “Coaching 
is a stressful job. I know, ‘cause I did it for a lot of years.” I found out that 
he once coached Penn sprint football, an East Coast hybrid game played 
by Ivy League schools and service academies.

“In case you haven’t figured it out, I’m also the tour guide around 
here,” Harrell said dryly. In between jobs, he introduced me to the elec-
tricians, managers and equipment men who helped keep the Palestra 
running. I saw the original court, the one that dates back to the build-
ing’s opening in 1927. In 2010, it was the floor of the facility manager’s 
office. I heard stories about the old twin electric scoreboards at either end 
of the Palestra, each over 50 years old, which required constant upkeep 
and maintenance. Squirrels got into the building and kept chewing on 
the wires.

The Palestra had one of the few remaining scoreboard setups with a 
manual electric message system. A keyboard operator entered the letters 
one by one, and they showed up in yellow lights on each end, one at a 
time. The operator would have to start over if there was a mistake. It 
was state of the art once. And there was an analog portion too. The two 
participating team names were spelled out in clear plastic tiles, slid into 
backlit bars before every game by way of modified broom handles. Dan 
showed me where they kept all the letter tiles in neat stacks.

And then it was 1 p.m., the end of a full day’s work. “One last job to 
do,” Dan said. “Let’s take out the trash.”

The accumulated garbage from the morning’s practice went into the 
trash bins behind the Palestra. We talked to some of the sanitation work-
ers from Hutchinson Gym, who had spent the morning cleaning up after 
the Penn-Princeton squash game the previous night. According to them, 
visiting Tigers fans had trashed the place. 

“You know what the problem with Princeton people is?” asked Har-
rell, using a dead-serious tone as a windup for a joke. “They think they 
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shit ice cream.” He laughed, along with everybody else, at a joke he’d told 
a thousand times. 

“They warned you about my language, right?” he asked me. I told him 
that I’d heard worse. I sat in with the Red & Blue Crew a few times dur-
ing Penn’s championship years, and they really let the Princeton people 
have it back then.

The Palestra’s caretaker recalled what a newly hired administrator had 
told him years ago when he’d expressed a policy opinion in a loud and 
vulgar manner. “She told me, ‘I think you need to change your image.’ I 
didn’t know what to say. Who says something like that? I’ve been here 
forever, and who’s this person right off the boat telling me to change my 
image? Hey, I like my fuckin’ image.”

Though he was known across campus as Palestra Man, Harrell’s 
image-defining moment came in 2000, when he took a degree from 
Penn’s College of General Studies. A full 38 years had passed since he’d 
graduated from Philadelphia’s West Catholic High School. He earned the 
Bachelor of Arts with expensive Ivy League credits that came included 
with his staff position at the university. 

On commencement day, after Harrell’s last class was complete, he 
paraded down Locust Walk to the football stadium with his famous dust 
mop, which was decorated with “Penn 2000” in red and blue letters on 
the head for the occasion. Taped to the handle were pictures of all his 
relatives who didn’t live to see the big day. “They originally weren’t going 
to let me take the mop into Franklin Field,” he said. “Something about a 
breach of protocol. But I got it in there.”

Harrell told me he’d even taken a few steps forward on his Master’s 
degree with a handful of postgraduate credits. But he just didn’t have the 
time to take the classes. “I might soon, though. I talked to the retirement 
guy a few weeks ago...”

His voice trailed off. The Palestra was protected from destruction by 
historical registers, but I wondered who would keep it clean when he 
wouldn’t or couldn’t anymore. I asked him if there was a succession or 
contingency plan in place.

“I really don’t know,” he said. “They can’t even get people to come 
over here when I’m out sick or something. People just get overwhelmed 
by how complex this place is. What you saw today was only a little piece 
of what goes on here. You should come on a Monday or a Tuesday, after 
a full weekend of games. Then you’ll really get an idea of what this job 
is like.”
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And then it was time to go. I shook his hand and promised that I 
would come back. Whenever I was back in town, I told him, he could 
count on me to help keep the Cathedral clean.

“One last thing,” Dan called out after me as I walked away, up the grey 
concrete ramp I’d vacuumed a few hours before. “Youse need to change 
your image!”

There was only one correct response. “Hey,” I yelled back across the 
Palestra floor, my voice echoing across the empty arena. “I like my fuckin’ 
image.”
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GET BIG

Malik Rose recruited me to Drexel University. Not in person, but 
through a 17-inch color TV set. The invite came in the form of slam 
dunks and jump shots. I was living out in Oregon, looking for a Philadel-
phia-area school to attend, and there was this 6-foot-7 guy, leading the 
Dragons to a 12/5 upset over Memphis in the first round of the 1996 
NCAA Tournament. 

I’d never heard of this little university from the North Atlantic Con-
ference, even though I’d driven across its campus before. I didn’t even 
know that I was on a campus. That’s how well Drexel blended into the 
landscape of West Philadelphia back then. But here was a two-hour bas-
ketball infomercial on CBS. And as far as I was concerned, it was per-
fectly-targeted marketing.

University athletic budgets can also count as advertising expenses. 
After tiny Butler University reached the Sweet Sixteen in 2003, enroll-
ment grew by 20 percent. At George Mason University in Virginia, a 
sports management professor named Bob Baker released a study that 
showed that after the school’s Final Four run in 2006, applications for the 
2007-08 academic year increased by 350 percent. Washington, DC is a 
region cluttered with universities named after dead founding fathers, but 
George Mason didn’t need an expensive marketing campaign to stand 
out. According to the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Postsec-
ondary Education, GMU’s 2006 men’s basketball budget was $1.02 mil-
lion. That was roughly the cost of three 30-second ads on a CBS Final 
Four telecast. But George Mason received two bonus hours of exposure.

Schools that never made it past the NCAA second round, like North-
western State, Vermont and Siena, received a lot of free publicity too. 
A first round win was a big deal. It meant two packed days of national 
exposure, countless positive articles in national publications, and mil-
lions of eyeballs. 
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Drexel’s first round win came at a key moment in the university’s 
history. It was the college’s centennial, and the private non-denomina-
tional institution was struggling through a decade of mismanagement, 
debt and layoffs. In the late 1990s, a new administration swept in, led 
by Greek engineer and businessman Dr. Constantine Papadakis. Drexel, 
without the constraints of church or state, could be run like a corpora-
tion. Papadakis made sure that nobody would ever drive across campus 
again without realizing it was an institution of higher learning.

Drexel was going to get big.
The campus was squeezed into several blocks of west Philadelphia, 

with the University of Pennsylvania to the south, and a series of old low-
income neighborhoods to the north. But Drexel followed the same play-
book as any other large entity in the dying days of the American Dream: 
rapid expansion, mass acquisitions, and whirlwind takeovers. 

Enrollment quickly doubled. Drexel’s leading export had previously 
been engineers, but by the turn of the century, the university had more 
business majors. Drexel established a law school. Then came a merger 
with MCP Hahnemann, a local medical college, and that was re-branded 
as the Drexel School of Medicine. Vacant lots on campus were trans-
formed into skyscraping dormitories. New buildings went up in every 
spare corner, their construction funded by five-digit annual tuition 
checks and a massive influx of new research funding.

Malik Rose was long gone by the time I got to Drexel in 1997. The 
Charlotte Hornets chose him with their second round pick in the 1996 
NBA Draft. He only spent a season there, and then went on to win two 
NBA championships with the San Antonio Spurs in 1999 and 2003. 
Drexel recruited Rose out of Overbrook High, the same prep school Wilt 
Chamberlain attended, so his Philadelphia ties were unbreakable. He 
would come back to campus every so often, and he would always bring 
his rings. They were very shiny.

Back in the American 19th Century, before the widespread fever for 
intercollegiate sports, an academic reputation was all a school needed. In 
the 21st, however, athletes and coaches became more important ambas-
sadors than professors and academics. Wins became far more significant 
than white papers. Sports had been such an afterthought for the engi-
neers of Drexel that the school dropped football in 1973, due to a lack of 
attendance. For a long time, basketball wasn’t very consequential either. 
The program began in 1894, went through ten coaches in 30 years, and 
five of those couldn’t even manage nine total wins. That’s how many 
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victories the Dragons had during the eight seasons when there was no 
coach at all. 

In the 1950s and 1960s, Drexel gained strength in Division II, then 
known as the “college division.” Head coach Samuel Cozen took the Drag-
ons to four small-school national tournaments, and won 70 percent of his 
games over 16 years. That first burst of upward athletic mobility inspired 
a move up to Division I (the “university division”) in 1973, and into a 
2,300-seat, low-ceilinged multipurpose facility. 

The Dragons were playing in a league called the Middle Atlantic Con-
ference at the time, a double-decker group that had both a college and 
university division. A year after Drexel crossed the line from the D-II to 
the D-I side, it joined a mass exodus of the bigger schools, all of which left 
to form the East Coast Conference. That group included three of Phila-
delphia’s Big Five: Saint Joseph’s, Temple and La Salle. Though they were 
league peers of Drexel for a short time, the Dragons were still a distant 
No. 6 in their own city.

In the early 1980s, Temple and Saint Joe’s left the ECC to become the 
Philly axis of another new league. The Eastern 8 grew into an Atlantic 
10. La Salle and Drexel stayed together in the ECC for another decade, 
until the Explorers left in 1992 to become the far east outpost of the Mid-
western Collegiate Conference – Xavier and Butler’s league. Both Xavier 
and La Salle ended up in the A-10 in 1995. Through all of this, Drexel 
was left behind. 

The ECC was picked apart by newer groupings. In 1990, Bucknell, 
Lafayette and Lehigh left for the Colonial Conference (not to be confused 
with the Colonial Athletic Association) to play basketball. The rest scat-
tered for other fledgling conferences. The southern schools went to the 
Big South, the westerners to the Mid-Continent. Drexel, along with Dela-
ware, fell in line with the North Atlantic Conference, a bunch of schools 
in New England that included Maine, New Hampshire, Vermont, Boston 
University and Hartford. In 1996, Drexel and Malik Rose (“the Shaq of 
the NAC”) carried the league’s flag into the NCAA Tournament’s second 
round. 

The next year, the flag would be completely redesigned. A lot of leagues 
were switching to hipper, snazzier names. The Colonial Conference, for 
instance, re-branded as the Patriot League. Later on, the MCC (Horizon 
League) and Mid-Continent Conference (Summit League) changed too. 

The NAC, for its part, was reborn as the America East Conference. 
From the perspective of a new student without the benefit of 30 years of 
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conference carousel backstory, or the necessary attention span to absorb 
it, the America East was confusing. Drexel was playing schools from 
up north every year, and the 2,300-seat Daskalakis Athletic Center was 
never more than half-full for games. We couldn’t find anyone who went 
to Hartford or Maine, much less a reason to hate their basketball teams. 
We were told that the Dragons’ primary rival was Delaware. Delaware? 

The reasons why Drexel never made the Big Five a true and balanced 
City Six were never discussed. The truth was that the administration had 
never made sports a real priority during the college’s first century, and 
just wasn’t ambitious or assertive enough to fall in with the right confer-
ences. If it wasn’t for the diligence of Coach Cozen, the school would have 
probably still languished in Division II.

During Drexel’s Papadakis-era expansion, all of that changed. As 
the university as a whole got bigger, management intended to improve 
its athletic reputation too. The school left the America East, along with 
Northeastern University from Boston, Long Island’s Hofstra, and rival 
Delaware. In 2001, all four entered the Colonial Athletic Association 
together.

The quality of play was higher, but it was trading out a northern 
league for a southern one. Instead of Vermont and New Hampshire, it 
was George Mason and Virginia Commonwealth. The only constants 
between the two split eras were Delaware, Northeastern, and the fact that 
no Big Five schools ever played games on Drexel’s campus. 

But it turned out that the new Drexel and the new CAA had a lot in 
common: similar levels of hunger and ambition. Both wanted to get big.

Like just about any conference, the ECAC South was born in a board-
room. As with many new leagues born after the NCAA subdivision split 
of 1978, it was defined by its lack of helmets and pads. The group was 
originally visualized as a southern basketball offshoot of the Eastern Col-
lege Athletic Conference. Like the Middle Atlantic Conference, the ECAC 
had separate categories for “universities” and “colleges.” 

In 1983, ECAC South play opened with seven schools, all clustered in 
North Carolina and Virginia: East Carolina, George Mason, James Madi-
son, Richmond, North Carolina-Wilmington, William & Mary and the 
U.S. Naval Academy. A year later, American University joined to make it 
an even eight, giving the league a presence in the nation’s capital.
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At the start, it was a hoops-only league, and a tough one at that. On 
the 52-team bracket of 1983, James Madison won the league’s first-ever 
NCAA Tournament game: a minor 10/7 upset of the Atlantic 10’s West 
Virginia. The next year, Richmond won a play-in game over ECC school 
Rider, earned a No. 12 seed, then beat Auburn in one of the very first 
12/5 upsets. 

By 1985, the Big Dance was 64 teams large. A 7-foot sophomore from 
the Naval Academy named David Robinson was one of the biggest sen-
sations of that expanded March Madness. He led the No. 13 seed Mid-
shipmen to a sound thrashing of No. 4 LSU. The ECAC South won four 
NCAA Tournament games in three years, and then it had a new name: 
the Colonial Athletic Association.

Robinson later won two NBA championships with the Spurs, with 
a little help from Malik Rose. He played on the 1992 Olympic Dream 
Team, was voted as one of the 50 greatest players in NBA history, and 
was enshrined in the Basketball Hall of Fame in 2009. But he began 
his career as the CAA’s first superstar. In 1986, Navy beat Tulsa, Syra-
cuse and Mid-Continent member Cleveland State to achieve a spot in the 
Elite Eight. When Robinson graduated in 1987 after three straight NCAA 
Tournament appearances, he had averaged 21 points and 10.3 rebounds 
per game, and made a stunning 63 percent of his shots. In four years at 
Navy, he scored 2,669 points.

The league was strong in the 1980s. Richmond earned an at-large 
selection in 1986 with a 24-6 record, giving the CAA its first two-bid year. 
There was also a Sweet Sixteen run from out of a No. 13 seed in 1988. 
The Spiders upended Indiana and Georgia Tech, before top seed Temple 
finally put them out. Three years later, No. 15 seed Richmond pulled off 
one of the biggest upsets in the history of the NCAA Tournament, against 
second-seeded Syracuse. Dick Tarrant’s team never trailed in that game, 
not for a single second. 

If David Robinson was the CAA’s greatest player, Tarrant was its 
greatest coach. In his 12 years at Richmond, he won 239 games, four 
conference coach of the year awards, and led the Spiders to five NCAA 
Tournament berths. And the five games they won there gave the rest of 
the nation arachnophobia.

While other east coast leagues like the NAC, Patriot League and 
Atlantic 10 contracted and expanded, changing names and teams on a 
nearly annual basis, the Colonial remained relatively moored during the 
1990s. It had a clearly defined identity: a constantly squabbling group of 
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Mason-Dixon rivals. Movement was minimal. Navy left in 1991 to join 
the Patriot League, and former William & Mary satellite Old Dominion 
entered. Virginia Commonwealth was a wandering school that found its 
true home in 1995. VCU had been part of the eastern Sun Belt axis in the 
1980s with ODU, and spent a few years with the Catholics in the Metro 
Atlantic Athletic Association. But the Rams found the CAA a perfect fit.

The Colonial settled in as a humble one-bid league with real parity. 
Seven different schools represented the CAA at the NCAA Tournament 
during the 1990s. But meanwhile, the Atlantic 10 was building itself into 
the Northeast’s premier football-optional basketball factory. 

Between 1991 and 2001, the Atlantic 10 sent multiple teams to the 
Big Dance every year, winning 29 Tournament games during that period. 
Under the acerbic John Chaney, Temple made the Elite Eight five times. 
Rhode Island reached the same level in 1998. The University of Mas-
sachusetts made it all the way to the Final Four in 1996, the season that 
made John Calipari a household name and a divisive coaching paragon. 

Richmond wanted to be a part of all that. The Spiders left in 2001 to 
join the Atlantic 10 as its 11th team. Administrators at American Univer-
sity in Washington saw their school as a better fit with the academics-
first Patriot League than with the basketball-first Colonial. East Carolina, 
a Division I-A school that started playing football in Conference USA in 
1997, left to join that league in all sports. All three were gone at the end 
of the 2000-01 season. 

The new century was bringing new problems. Tom Yeager had led 
the CAA since its ECAC South inception, and his league was suddenly 
shedding teams. If he hadn’t done anything, there would have only been 
six member schools: William & Mary, George Mason, James Madison, 
UNC Wilmington, ODU and VCU. The CAA would likely have lost its 
automatic bid to the NCAA Tournament. That wouldn’t have been an 
unprecedented event: the MCC temporarily shrank to six teams in 1994, 
and lost its Big Dance card for a year.

From the 2001 summer of small came a complete reinvention, a new 
moment of big. The league would no longer be a cozy collection of old 
dominion schools. 

The new CAA grew north and struck deep into the Atlantic 10’s geo-
graphical footprint. In one swoop, the Colonial annexed the southern 
third of the America East Conference. Yeager’s association was now in 
major media markets: Philadelphia (Drexel), Baltimore (Towson) and 
New York City (Hofstra). Along came Delaware as well. Not only did the 
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school have a strong basketball team – the Blue Hens won the 1998 and 
1999 America East hoops titles – they also had football.

The University of Delaware featured one of the strongest small-school 
football programs in the country. The team regularly packed its 22,000-
seat stadium, which sat right next to the basketball arena in Newark. The 
football program boasted five I-AA national championships, adding a 
sixth in 2003. “We’re the LSU, we’re the Georgia, the Florida of Division 
I-AA. We have every resource,” said head coach K.C. Keeler to American 
Football Monthly magazine in 2004.

Delaware’s particular power dovetailed with the CAA’s other expan-
sion plans. In addition to reaching into large cities, Yeager wanted to 
sponsor a football league too. Both aims were addressed during a sec-
ond wave of expansion in 2005. Northeastern University was a football 
school stuck in the America East. Along with Hofstra, James Madison, 
Delaware, William & Mary and Towson, the CAA had the six institutions 
it needed to field a gridiron group in the NCAA championship subdivi-
sion. 

That year, Georgia State left the Atlantic Sun and joined the CAA. 
Georgia, after all, was one of the original 13 colonies too. Though the 
Panthers didn’t play football quite yet, they were located in Atlanta, the 
No. 7 media market in America.

In its first season as a 12-team conference, the CAA’s basketball spoke 
louder than its sprawl. League teams won nearly 60 percent of their 
games in non-conference. A fair number of those wins came against 
major conference opposition. On November 18, 2005, Old Dominion beat 
the SEC’s Georgia Bulldogs, 74-65. Hofstra beat Saint John’s a week later, 
64-51. 

When league play started at the beginning of 2006, the newly large 
league split into tidy divisions: a top class, a bottom six, and no mediocre 
middle. There were few upsets, and as a result, six CAA teams finished 
in the top 90 of the RPI. After a ferocious 2006 league tournament at 
Richmond Coliseum in March, three teams were ranked in the RPI’s top 
30. Two bids were inevitable, but the prospect of three was tantalizingly 
possible.

Conference tournament champion UNC Wilmington won the CAA’s 
automatic bid that year. Semifinalist George Mason made it in too. Hof-
stra, despite being the 30th-ranked team in the RPI and finishing as 
tourney runner-up, was controversially snubbed. Tom Pecora’s Pride took 
out their frustrations on the NCAA selection committee by going three 
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rounds deep in the NIT. There, they were eliminated by Old Dominion. 
That March, there were CAA teams everywhere.

But the month belonged to Mason. Jim Larranaga’s team made the 
most of the second chance granted by the selection committee. On Saint 
Patrick’s Day, the No. 11 Patriots shot 59 percent and blasted Michigan 
State 75-65 in the first round. It was the school’s first-ever NCAA Tourna-
ment win. Two days later, a second. GMU reached the Sweet Sixteen with 
a gritty win over North Carolina. Both the Spartans and Tar Heels met 
in the Final Four the previous year. The Patriots knocked them both out 
in three sweet days in Dayton.

The next Friday, 20 miles from George Mason’s Fairfax, Virginia cam-
pus, a virtual home game at the Verizon Center in Washington. The 
Patriots knocked out fellow mid-major Wichita State from the Missouri 
Valley Conference in a full defensive shutdown, 63-55. Next up were the 
defending National Champions. So Larranaga informed his players in a 
pregame speech that what CAA really stood for was “Connecticut Assas-
sin Association.”

“We’re not just an at-large team, we’re an at-extra-large,” the George 
Mason coach told the media beforehand. “And if we win today, we’re 
going to be an at-extra-double-large.”

Hardly overwhelmed by an early 15-2 Husky run, the Patriots 
responded with eight unanswered points of their own early in the second 
half. Once Mason took the lead for the first time at the 11 minute mark 
on a three-pointer by always-smiling guard Lamar Butler, Larranaga 
stopped making substitutions. From there on out, it was the five-man 
unit of Butler, sophomores Will Thomas and Folarin Campbell, big Jai 
Lewis and little Tony Skinn against mighty UConn. 

Those five matched the top seeds basket for basket, drew even at the 
end of regulation, and when UConn’s Denham Brown missed a three-
pointer at the end of overtime, upstart George Mason was in the Final 
Four. There were chants of “G-M-U” and “C-A-A” inside the deep cavern 
of the Washington Wizards’ NBA arena as the scoreboard flashed 84-82. 
The band played “Livin’ On a Prayer,” which had become the team’s 
theme song.

The Patriots and their happy fans arrived in Indianapolis for the 
Final Four, armed with all the symbols, catch-phrases and talismans of a 
magical run. An old Bon Jovi song. “Connecticut Assassin Association.” 
The Purple Ribbon All-Stars’ rap single “I’m On It (Kryptonite).” There 
was the school’s strange green furball mascot, Gunston. At the Big Horn 
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Brewery in downtown Indianapolis, designated by the NCAA as the 
official center for George Mason fans, bartenders gave out green glow-
stick necklaces and served beer in plastic cups, with several teaspoons of 
green food coloring stirred in. They called it Kryptonite Ale.

The Patriots were the first true small-school Supermen in the Final 
Four since the six-round era began, the first since Indiana State and 
Penn crashed the event’s final weekend in 1979. But George Mason was 
dwarfed by the event, surrounded by the giant machine the NCAA Tour-
nament had become in a quick quarter-century. 

Attached to the outside of the RCA Dome was a giant vinyl sign, six 
stories tall, emblazoned with the school’s green and gold star logo. In the 
attached Indiana Convention Center, hundreds of journalists from across 
America filed stories, all based on the same quotes, nearly all of them 
identical. Out on the streets of downtown Indianapolis, there were make-
shift merchandise booths, all with hundreds of green and gold George 
Mason Final Four T-shirts for sale at $25 each. There were baseball caps 
and coffee mugs and hacky sacks and mini-basketball hoops too. How 
all that merchandise was designed and printed up in under four days 
remained a small mystery.

On Saturday evening, on a temporary court in the middle of the field 
where the Indianapolis Colts played football, the Patriots looked very 
small indeed. From the last rows of the upper sections, they looked like 
green and gold microbes. They were never really in the game against Flor-
ida, falling behind 16-6 early on. George Mason didn’t have a response 
to the Gators’ potential game-breaking run, like they did against UConn. 
They stayed broken. The five principals stayed on the floor for most of 
the second half, but there was no magic this time. 

Florida won 73-58, and went on to win the National Championship 
two days later. That Florida-UCLA final was watched by 17.5 million 
viewers, less than half of the record audience of 35.1 million in 1979 that 
witnessed the Bird-Magic title game from afar. 

If George Mason had been playing for the 2006 National Champion-
ship, it might have been more.

Two teams from the CAA’s old Virginia core earned bids to the 2007 
NCAA Tournament. VCU squeaked past George Mason in the title game. 
The runner-up Patriots were not the second entry. Without three of the 
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five starters from the 2006 Final Four team, they fell off sharply, and 
finished in sixth place with a 9-9 conference record. 

George Mason didn’t end up in the Big Dance, but Old Dominion did. 
The Patriots’ final win of the season came against Blaine Taylor’s team 
in the semis, snapping a 12-game Monarch win streak. That was good 
enough for the selection committee. ODU entered as an at-large, and 
exited just as quickly after a 57-46 loss to Butler.

VCU went to the Round of 32, stunning Duke in a come-from-behind 
79-77 win. A late 15-foot jump shot by guard Eric Maynor, then a sopho-
more, iced the game. It came to be known as the “Duke Dagger,” the fatal 
stab that sent the Blue Devils out of the NCAA Tournament in the first 
round for the first time in a decade.

With the luxury of retrospect, the CAA’s mid-decade magic was not 
a result of its increased geographical footprint, but a rare confluence 
of hot coaches, NBA-quality talent and exceedingly unselfish basketball 
teams. Underneath, there were cracks and fissures forming in the newly 
oversize conference. The teams in the north found it difficult to recruit 
to what was still considered a southern league. The teams that were mak-
ing the true postseason were the ones from the Virginia-Carolina core: 
Mason, VCU, ODU and UNCW. As of 2009, none of the new satellite 
outposts had broken through to the NCAA Tournament yet.

There was success in a bigger game, though. The new gridiron initia-
tive absorbed all the pigskin-playing members of the Atlantic 10, effec-
tively ending that conference’s attempt to sponsor the sport. UMass, 
Rhode Island and Richmond joined, and the Spiders won the 2008 cham-
pionship subdivision title. New Hampshire and Maine, two football-play-
ing America East basketball schools, came in as football-only members. 

The 12th was Villanova, which played basketball at a high level in the 
Big East but was still small enough to be stuck on the I-AA side of the 
inflated oval. Villanova gave CAA football back-to-back national titles 
when it won the 2009 FCS with a 14-1 record and a final victory over the 
University of Montana.

CAA basketball lost yardage. The non-conference wins stopped com-
ing. Attendance dropped on the outer perimeters of the sprawling league. 
Being in major media locales didn’t translate to a major television con-
tract. George Mason went back to the Big Dance in 2008 as a No. 12 seed, 
when Final Four heroes Campbell and Thomas were seniors. But Notre 
Dame destroyed the Patriots in the first round, 68-50. Virginia Com-
monwealth went back to the bracket in 2009. Maynor, in his final college 



O N E  B E A U T I F U L  S E A S O N   2 2 9

game for the Rams, had the ball in his hands at the buzzer. This time, 
there was no dagger. UCLA 65, VCU 64. 

As the CAA celebrated Villanova’s 2009 national football champion-
ship, the league was receiving bad news in its new adopted sport too. 
Two of the city schools that jumped from the America East to the CAA, 
Hofstra and Northeastern, dropped their football programs. 

Both had healthy $20 million athletic budgets. So did the I-A bowl 
championship party crashers from Boise State. But being part of a 
21-sport league that stretched from Boston to Atlanta stretched resources. 
Northeastern’s football team became less and less competitive as the 
CAA seasons went by, winning just eight of 34 games in its final three 
seasons. NU also had to send lacrosse, field hockey, baseball and other 
teams up and down the eastern seaboard on a regular basis. The Huskies 
were discovering the hidden costs of getting big. 

After joining the league in 2001, Hofstra’s seven decade-old football 
program tailed off as well. The Pride ceased gridiron operations after a 
5-6 season in 2009. 

CAA football was down to ten teams, basketball was down to one 
bid, and it was unclear which of the two sports owned the conference’s 
primary loyalties. The roof at the Richmond Coliseum, the 12,000-seat 
home of the annual basketball tournament, leaked profusely during the 
2009 event. The venue needed $3 million in various repairs in order to 
stave off condemnation for three years, according to a city study. CAA 
basketball was in need of various repairs too. 

Walking across Drexel’s urban campus on an unseasonably mild 
January night, I was reminded why I’d originally missed the signs when 
I first drove through back in 1995. More than ever, the asphalt rectangle 
of 30th to 35th, Powelton to Chestnut, was a mish-mash of mismatched 
buildings. Modern glass and steel sat alongside 1978 blocky brick and 
1930 stucco, tied together by a string of blue and gold street banners bear-
ing the school’s dragon logo. Unlike gracefully aging Penn to the direct 
south, there was no prevailing style of architecture, even though most 
the buildings of Drexel’s modern boom were erected within a decade of 
each other.

The campus was anchored by the white stone Main Building, vintage 
1892, and the gorgeous and graceful red brick Paul Peck Center. Those 
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were reminders that the school had a century in it. There were plans to 
turn the Philadelphia Armory, a National Guard fortification in the cen-
ter of campus, into a classic basketball arena that would rival the Palestra. 
Dr. Papadakis signed a 50-year lease for the hulking building in 2008, 
a year before he died from lung cancer. But as of 2010, the Dragons still 
played in the same little 2,300-seat gym from the ECC and America East 
days. 

The Daskalakis Athletic Center was certainly no Palestra. It was a 
place from the tick-tacky 1970s, full of wood and plastic, with ameni-
ties like cardboard-flavored pizza and butt-molding benches. No ancient 
bleachers, no perfect soft pretzels, and no ghosts. Drexel still had trouble 
filling it on weeknights, even for VCU, the two-time defending Colonial 
Athletic Association champions. On this night, a young Dragon team 
shot out of their minds, survived a 30-point outburst by a promising 
mid-sized sophomore named Bradford Burgess, and rode a first-half run 
all the way to a 75-72 victory. 

The Dragons snapped a six-game overall losing streak against the 
Rams, and it was the first time since 2001-02, the school’s first CAA 
season, that Drexel had beaten VCU at home. The northern city teams all 
had trouble carving out wins from the league’s south side. 

But nine years on, a Drexel game with VCU still didn’t have that 
heightened feeling of rivalry. The gym wasn’t hot and loud. There were 
no blood-feud chants, and only a few hand-inked signs. This was just two 
good teams playing basketball, separated by hundreds of miles and mul-
tiple state lines. It felt like a December non-conference game in January. 
Drexel, forever the sixth team in Philadelphia’s Big Five, a CAA basketball 
team that didn’t play CAA football, was still looking for a real home.
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I’M WITH THE BAND

In 2010, Northeastern University’s pep band was a group of over 100 
regular members. The basketball band was a small rotating volunteer 
subsection, not yet an entity unto itself. Hockey ruled at NU, especially 
after the school dropped football to cut costs. But men’s hoops was gain-
ing prominence in Northeastern’s sports culture. Steady upticks in sea-
son win totals, as well as a jump up from the America East to the Colonial 
Athletic Association, was increasing the program’s profile, both on cam-
pus and off.

On a Saturday afternoon in late January, the Huskies hosted a CAA 
matinee against VCU at Matthews Arena, an old city gym that served as 
the Boston Celtics’ second home in the 1940s and 1950s. Northeastern 
was riding a ten-game win streak, while the defending league champion 
Rams were having a tough time out on the road in the CAA’s new north, 
coming off a loss at Drexel in Philadelphia earlier in the week. 

Band members were lured into attendance with the chance to watch 
an important Division I basketball game from floor level, right under 
one of the baskets. And there was free pizza too. I asked Northeastern 
band director and industrial engineering student Brandan Holbrook how 
enlistment worked. “Signups are all done online, there are no sheets of 
paper tacked to a bulletin board anymore,” he said. “The pizza helps with 
recruiting.”

On this particular afternoon, Holbrook had a crew of 14 musicians 
at his disposal. Flutes and clarinets were up front, two each. There was a 
brass line of two trombones, three trumpets and a pair of saxophones. A 
pair of tuba players stood in the back. A percussion section consisting of 
a cowbell player and alternating drummers sat off to the side. And there 
was one more.

Several minutes before tipoff, the director made a short announce-
ment. 
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“We have a guest today,” Holbrook said. “Everyone say hello to Kyle. 
He’s going to be our kazoo player.”

I waved weakly as everyone turned around. There I was, the 15th 
member of the Northeastern band, awkwardly holding my “axe,” a green 
plastic kazoo from the birthday party of a friend’s young daughter. It was 
the best I could do on short notice. I was told in advance to wear a black 
polo shirt and jeans, a close approximation of regulation uniform. But I 
was a too-tall and overgrown kid standing in the back with the tubas. I 
was just trying to blend in. But after the band launched into its first full 
number, a tight, streamlined and effortless “Johnny B. Goode,” I knew it 
was going to be tough.

“Kazoo solo!” A couple of fans in a nearby section shouted their ironic 
approval. “Give the kazoo player some!”

Nathan Vaughan was taking the day off from active duty, but he took 
the time to introduce me to the culture of the band. “This is ‘All Hail 
Northeastern,’ that’s the fight song,” he said as we flipped through the 
songbook. “We don’t sing the third line, We give salute to thee, unless 
we win. Our repertoire is about 60 songs, and we put in five new ones at 
the start of every semester. We have the ones we always play, like ‘Louie 
Louie,’ ‘Hey Baby’ and ‘The Stripper.’ The book is up to the director, 
though. Because they’re generally always seniors, we’re constantly taking 
out and adding songs every year.”

“I took out ‘Rock & Roll All Night’ and ‘The Peter Gunn Theme,’” 
Holbrook told me. “They were just a little dated for my taste. We don’t 
do too many of the newer popular hits, like some bands do... but we are 
working on a Lady Gaga song. We actually have people on campus who 
are writing up an arrangement for us. We could order it, but we prefer to 
do it in-house, so to speak.”

There were the tunes that were true band staples, that never left 
the book and likely never would. Some songs were so well-rehearsed 
and long-played that Northeastern’s band members didn’t need the 
sheet music. “Johnny B. Goode” was one of these, as well as “The Mup-
pet Show Theme,” and 2Unlimited’s stadium jam “Get Ready For This,” 
which for copyright reasons was listed simply as “Techno.” And there 
were the musical moments that weren’t listed in the repertoire, like the 
five ascending, scale-climbing stabs that were played as the quintet of 
Northeastern starting players was introduced to the crowd.

When the game began, the band picked up other duties. We took the 
lead on the standard call-and-response cheers (“More! De-fense!”). There 
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were chants specific to Matthews Arena (“Baptiste! Bataille!” in honor of 
the Huskies’ 5-foot-10 senior guard). The band reacted to Northeastern 
dunks and big blocks (“Oooooooh!”). We all raised our arms before free 
throws, pulled down triumphant closed fists with a “whoosh!” for makes, 
and flopped our arms wanly to the side on misses. We made fun of weird-
looking players on the other team. We were happy when the home team 
was doing well, and acted a little apprehensive and dejected when the 
breaks were going the other way.

All the while, there was no talk among us about the CAA standings, 
offensive or defensive strategies, or newfangled tempo-free stats. That 
didn’t make anybody any less serious about basketball, though. The 
young men and women of the NU pep band were watching and enjoy-
ing a basketball game with their best friends in the world, the ones they 
spent nearly all of their extracurricular on-campus time with. Years later, 
they’d relive these days over glasses of beer and wine, wonder where the 
good and simple times went, and try desperately to recapture that old 
teenage feeling once again.

The band members were enjoying the heat of a mid-season basketball 
moment, even if they couldn’t fully lose themselves in it. Even as they 
enjoyed each other’s company, the band spent idle moments applying 
oils to instruments, cleaning out spit valves, nervously adjusting buttons 
and tightening screws. At any given time, there would be another time 
out, another performance that required focus and mental preparation. 
Failure to function properly would bring dishonor to the school itself.

But the band was preempted almost all throughout the first half. At the 
first media time out, the cheerleaders performed to prerecorded hip-hop 
music that blared over the aging public address system. At the 12-minute 
media time out, there was an on-court contest in which little kids dressed 
up in adult-sized Northeastern uniforms and tried to shoot layups. This 
was a standard and low-budget entertainment that had somehow swept 
college basketball from coast to coast. Then there was something called 
the AT&T Replay on the overhead screen. Holbrook stood calmly by the 
side of the band in his black shirt, red tie and tan slacks, communicating 
through a Motorola headset with the scorer’s table. The rest of us stood 
in tingly anticipation, but the director waved us off each time. We didn’t 
get to play.

And there was a game going on too. As the first half drew to a close, 
the Huskies edged out in front. At the four minute media time out, the 
band was finally let out of its cage. Holbrook ordered up the 2001 Reel 
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Big Fish ska-rock song “Sell Out.” Like the Mighty Mighty Bosstones, Reel 
Big Fish was generally forgotten by the mainstream music-buying public, 
but both bands were members of a unique performers’ club whose work 
remained ensconced in the repertoires of pep bands all across America. 
I lifted the green kazoo to my lips and took the trumpet line.

Halftime came. The overhead video board featured a head-to-head 
“Rock Band” video game contest. With the sound turned off and colored 
chiclets cascading down the screen, it looked more like audience-partici-
pation Tetris than anything else. The band didn’t watch. They ripped into 
two pizza boxes, and both pies disappeared within minutes.

I noticed that there was one other person among us who wasn’t wear-
ing the actual band uniform. It was a young turk in a red cape and full 
Darth Vader mask, wielding a tiny brass instrument with tightly wound 
tubing. I asked him if it was a flumpet, the flugelhorn-trumpet hybrid 
that occasionally shows up in jazz settings.

“Nope, it’s a pocket trumpet,” he explained. “B-flat. It has full range, 
so I can play a standard trumpet part. You can get a lot of power out of 
this thing.”

We were interrupted by the waning moments of halftime. The teams 
reemerged from the locker rooms. The band quickly reassembled and 
offered the Huskies their entrance music, another run-through of “All 
Hail, Northeastern.”

At the first media time out of the second half, we launched into “Hey 
Baby.” That 1961 Bruce Channel-penned hit became a college classic for 
its simple structure and catchy chorus, as well its perfunctory crystal-
lization of college-age romance. “I want to know if you’ll be my girl.” The 
Northeastern cheerleaders ran out on the floor at the sound of the first 
long and languid notes, and free-styled their way through some tower 
routines. We in the band serenaded them, a performance complete with 
construction worker “unh, ahh” grunts. 

When play restarted, one of the saxophonists noted that the basket-
ball band turnout that day was a bit higher than usual. “We actually have 
enough people today that we could sing,” he remarked. “We all usually 
have to play all the way through, and leave the lyrics and grunting to the 
fans in the stands.”

I found myself gravitating to the left of the brass section as the game 
went on. The trumpet parts seemed odd and forced for a kazoo, and dur-
ing “Hey Baby,” I finally gave in and took up with the trombones. I slid 
down the line, tooting the song’s loopy, loping bass progression.
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Out on the court, Northeastern was slowly extending their lead and 
taking control of the contest. There’s a directional procedure to most 
college basketball games. The visiting team shoots towards the home 
team’s end during the second half. One of the by-products of this setup 
is that those non-participants with the most interest in the outcome – the 
student section, band and cheerleaders – have the opportunity to run 
distraction schemes behind the basket that the visitors shoot at. In this 
particular case, we attempted to quash the Rams’ comeback attempt by 
messing up their free throw attempts. 

A trumpeter had a sudden stroke of inspiration. “Let’s hold our arms 
to the side, and then move them over really quickly all together,” he said. 
“I saw that on TV once.”

The rest of the band all took up the idea (“yeah, cool!”), resulting in a 
couple of VCU misses. We all high-fived each other, and were generally 
well-pleased that we had negatively impacted a Division I college basket-
ball game. Then it was time to fine-tune the concept. Things got philo-
sophical. “OK, which one’s best?” asked a drummer. “Should we all wave 
to the other side when he’s shooting, or when he’s getting ready to shoot?”

At the eight minute media time out of the second half, the band was 
once again called into action. Pounding drums signaled the onset of 
what’s known in the Northeastern book as “The Hey Song,” better known 
nationally as “Rock and Roll, Part 2” by 1970s glam-rock icon Gary Glitter. 
As in many East Coast cities, the “Hey!” was punctuated by fans with a 
crotchet rest and a shouted “You suck!”

In larger units or at Northeastern hockey games, band directors use 
whiteboards to communicate which song is coming up next. But the 
Husky basketball crew was still small enough to get away with word-of-
mouth. “’Vehicle’ is next,” Holbrook announced. 

“Vehicle” was a funk-rock big-band hit from 1970 by the Ides of 
March. It was old enough that few could whistle the tune on command, 
but college basketball fans knew it when they heard it. “Vehicle” was one 
of the most-played songs every March at the NCAA Tournament. Every 
single band in the country played it. I asked Vaughan why.

“It’s really fun to play,” he said. “Vehicle” has a swinging and bouncy 
beat, Vaughan explained, as well as lots of brass. Plus, it always put 
people in a good mood. “But have you ever paid attention to the lyrics? 
‘I’m a friendly stranger in a black sedan, won’t you hop inside my car. I 
got pictures, got candy, I’m a lovable man.’ It’s basically about seducing 
underage girls. It’s really, really, really creepy.”
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We never had the opportunity to play it, though. During the game’s 
final media time out, the band was preempted again. Neil Diamond’s 
“Sweet Caroline,” a song written in 1969 for a young Caroline Kennedy, 
streamed over the Northeastern PA system. The crowd sang along, add-
ing what had become the standard interstitial vocal flourishes (“bah, bah, 
bah... so good, so good, so good”). 

This was a sports musical tradition as ubiquitous as “Vehicle,” but 
it was a much newer one. The concept of “Sweet Caroline” as jock-jam 
started just a few blocks away from Northeastern, by the Boston Red 
Sox, in 1998. In 2005, the custom was popularized nationally by the 
Jimmy Fallon/Drew Barrymore romantic sports comedy “Fever Pitch.” 
Hundreds of miles south of Fenway Park, at Belk Arena at Davidson Col-
lege, a hyper-tempo techno version played over the loudspeakers late in 
every game as Stephen Curry and the Wildcats wound up for their 2008 
Elite Eight run.

Then there was yet another collegiate convention, utilizing a com-
pletely different kind of music. The band members took out their keys 
and jingled them, the old “warm up the bus” chant unspoken but fully 
implied. It was an especially harsh statement in the new CAA, where all 
teams were hundreds of miles apart. Excessive travel was damaging the 
conference’s profile, and buses needed to be very warm indeed. 

The last buzzer sounded. Northeastern won their 11th straight game, 
and stood at the top of the CAA standings. The band played its last and 
first tune, the old fight song. But this time, it was okay to sing that third 
line, the one that was reserved just for wins.

 All Hail, Northeastern, we sing in jubilee,
 All Hail, Northeastern, March proudly, ever free;
 All Hail, Northeastern, we give salute to thee,
 Through the years, we ever will acclaim 
 Thy glorious destiny.

The members of the Northeastern band packed up their instruments, 
fetched coats from a giant hamper out near the hockey dashers, and 
exited into a cold New England afternoon. I hung around to ask about 
Holbrook’s musical philosophy. If he was ever to take on a regular, full-
time kazoo player, where would he put him or her? Since there was no 
sheet music specifically written for kazoo, what part would a kazoo 
player play?
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“With the bass brass, most probably,” he replied. “I’d say you gravi-
tated to the right spot. You know, I heard about a college band with a full 
kazoo section once. I forgot where that was, though...”

Wherever it was, those kazoo players were probably as generally mis-
understood around campus, set apart, as most college band members 
tended to be. 

I went to a small high school, so it wasn’t until college when I first 
crossed paths with the bandies. They were strange creatures who kept 
to themselves, sitting clustered together in lecture halls, walking across 
campus in tight packs. To outsiders, the pep band was a private and 
uncrackable club, a secret circle of fifths unattainable with no knowl-
edge of handheld instruments. As far as social circles went, there never 
seemed to be many applicants to their clique. Others looked down on 
them, or just made fun of the personalized satin jackets. 

But in the arena, especially during basketball games in March, nobody 
looked down on them at all. So-called nerds became heroes, almost as 
important as the players on the field. Winning time outs became as cru-
cial and vital as gaining the upper hand in the periods between stop-
pages. They were our musical ambassadors, the ones we fans counted on 
to be louder and prouder and hipper than all our enemies. 

That’s why the bandies at my school were never desperate for any-
one’s attention or love. Deep inside, they knew we needed them far more 
than they needed us.



[        ]20
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VALLEY STORIES

The slashing boundary between Nebraska and Iowa is the Missouri 
River. Further along, it separates the states of Kansas and Missouri, 
before veering west to tie Kansas City to St. Louis. The waterway ends at 
a Mississippi confluence, making the Big River twice as strong at their 
meeting point. The water from the Missouri’s two thousand meandering 
miles turns the Mississippi into a torrent as it barrels southward, down 
towards New Orleans and the Delta. 

The Missouri Valley extends beyond the river’s wide watershed. 
It’s a real and actual geographic location, even though no specialized 
maps exist. The Valley is strung together with long and straight high-
ways, asphalt tributaries instead of liquid ones. It overlaps state bor-
ders, encompassing Nebraska and Kansas, Iowa and Missouri, Illinois 
and west Indiana. It’s open plains and miles between exits. It’s full of 
HyVees, Kum & Go, Casey’s and Huck’s, corn dogs and casseroles and 
all-you-can-eat buffets. There’s a Burgers & Cream in Carbondale, Illinois 
and a 50-year-old Steak & Shake in Springfield, Missouri, with a sign 
on the side that says, “We Protect Your Health.” There are skinny white 
kids in black T-shirts standing in a strip mall parking lot at 10 p.m. on a 
Saturday night, clouds of cigarette smoke hanging overhead like bored 
ghosts, gathered around a beaten and bruised Japanese automobile from 
the early 1990s. The hood is up.

In the Valley, there are young men who imagine themselves fixing 
up that car, getting on the Interstate and never coming back. There are 
young women who dream of singing and dancing in New York City or 
Los Angeles, the hyper-idealized versions of those cities they see on TV. 
Almost all of them will grow up, adjust those dreams, and come to real-
ize there’s nothing at all wrong with spending an entire lifetime in the 
Valley. It’s a safe place, where friends and family are.

The Valley is conservative through and through, curious but resistant 
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to change. The Valley voted for John McCain. The Valley would never 
trust anyone from the outside who would dare dictate its terms of exis-
tence in any way, and will always put its faith in those who promise to 
leave it alone.

There are no signs that welcome visitors to the Valley, but people 
know when they’ve entered and when they’ve left. For outsiders, one 
way to break the ice and feel right at home is to talk about basketball. 
There are many more backboards than field goal posts there. The Valley 
exists in shadow against Big Ten Country and Big 12 Nation like a double-
exposed negative. The Valley is connected with the rest of the country 
by the shared language of the game: forwards, guards, high screens and 
pick-and-rolls. All of us operate under the same metric system: one, two 
and three points, 40 minutes, and 94 feet. 

The Missouri Valley Conference has been many things throughout its 
long history. It has been a trailblazer, its roots firmly planted in the early 
part of the 20th Century, springing forth just a year after the NCAA was 
formed. The Valley’s foundation was forged by a group of forward-thinking 
athletic administrators that included Dr. James Naismith, the very father 
of basketball.

It is a league that has survived great change. Six member schools 
departed in 1928, only one of many internal transformations. Thirty-two 
institutions held MVC membership in the conference’s first century of 
existence. The Valley has spurred social evolution too. It was a conference 
ahead of its time. It was one of the very first collegiate leagues to break the 
color barrier by actively recruiting African-American student-athletes in 
the early 1950s, years before the idea took hold in other regions. Today, the 
Valley’s ten Midwestern institutions are very diverse in many ways: six are 
public institutions and four are private, ranging in size between 2,500 stu-
dents to 23,000, located in towns of 30,000 as well as cities of half a million.

But these schools have far more in common than might first meet the 
eye. Virtually every member institution has a long, rich athletic history. 
In these Midwestern college towns and metropolitan areas, these teams 
have been so very important to generations of alumni and fans. In men’s 
basketball, there is great pride in the past: National Championships, Final 
Four appearances, and deep runs in the NCAA and NIT. There have been 
Hall of Fame coaches and student-athletes that remain household names 
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to this day.
It is a league with great and storied rivalries. Bradley and Illinois State 

are situated just 39 miles apart in Central Illinois. Drake and Northern Iowa 
meet amongst the tall corn, and Evansville and Indiana State battle in a 
state consumed by college basketball. There are long distance rivalries, too, 
such as when postseason perennials Creighton and Southern Illinois meet. 
Wichita State and Missouri State, though separated by a long afternoon’s 
drive, always seem to produce scrappy classics.

The relative position of Valley schools in the current NCAA Division I 
structure binds these institutions together, and has created unusual har-
mony and camaraderie. The ten schools of the MVC share a bond as under-
dogs, institutions that are under-resourced and under-publicized, but that 
overachieve all the same. The league has earned 16 at-large bids in 16 
years, placing three teams in the NCAA Tournament in 1999 and 2005, 
and four teams in 2006. While the Valley is generally considered to be in 
the “mid-major” classification by most observers, it is clearly unique among 
the smaller conferences.

Bradley. It’s always a family atmosphere in Peoria. Numerous genera-
tions, young and old, have shared and passed along stories of the Famous 
Five, the National Invitation Tournament titles, Robertson Field House, Paul 
Unruh, and Chet the Jet. Modern day Hilltop fans fixate on the undefeated 
MVC season in 1986, Dick Versace, Jim Les, Hersey “The Hawk” Hawkins 
and his nation’s-best scoring average in 1988... and more recently, the Sweet 
Sixteen campaign of 2006.

I received my own introduction to the Valley at Bradley University. 
In 2005, college students with bradley.edu e-mail addresses wrote to me 
quoting stats and seasons, invoking names of Braves who hadn’t taken 
the court in 60 years. I thought, how could this be? Were these aging pro-
fessors posing as students? The next season, I figured it all out for myself. 

Hours before tipoff, I parked my rental car in downtown Peoria and 
entered the giant Civic Center, the multipurpose, multi-arena facility that 
held concerts, basketball games, wrestling matches and show choir sing-
offs... all at the same time. Carver Arena filled up slowly. I’d never seen 
so many white-haired people at one basketball game before. But then 
I realized I’d never seen so many children running around the aisles 
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either. There were four generations at a single game, and that’s when 
I fully understood how the Valley worked. A continuum. It was there 
before we were born, and it will continue to exist after all of us living are 
gone. At places like Bradley, the older generations told the younger ones 
tales of past Braves players, teams, games and seasons. Most of all, they 
taught them the importance of coming to see for themselves how the 
new stories would unfold.

Doug Collins and Will Robinson... two men from completely different 
backgrounds combined to change the culture of Division I basketball. Col-
lins, an Illinois State All-American and the school’s all-time scoring leader, 
helped put the Redbirds on the collegiate map. Will Robinson ignored ste-
reotypes to become the first African-American head coach in college bas-
ketball. These two men laid the groundwork for a powerful program. Illinois 
State has enjoyed a tremendous run of success over the years, thanks to 
head coaches like Bob Donewald, Bob Bender and Kevin Stallings.

In 2008 and 2009, Illinois State was 40 minutes away from erasing a 
decade of absence from the Big Dance. In the former year, ISU was sim-
ply the team in destiny’s path. Drake destroyed the Redbirds in the MVC 
Arch Madness title game in St. Louis, and any hopes the team harbored 
for an at-large NCAA Tournament bid were gone.

It appeared that the script would repeat in the 2009 title game. In the 
first half, Illinois State scored just 19 points against Northern Iowa. That 
was before explosive Osiris Eldridge, scoreless in the first half, took the 
game into his own hands. He hit shot after shot in a 21-point performance 
that stunned and thrilled a crowd of 9,000. A national TV audience was 
transfixed too. The Redbirds forced overtime, and CBS delayed the start 
of a Duke-North Carolina game, so the network could show both games 
in their entireties. For five minutes, the little Missouri Valley Conference 
preempted the great ACC. 

As that overtime period unwound, Illinois State took control, jumping 
out to a four point lead and holding a clear upper hand. The loser would 
have no chance to make the NCAA Tournament. This was for everything. 
But there was another player who’d gone scoreless in the first half, who 
didn’t heat up until the final five minutes. A phlegmatic junior guard 
calmly hit two three-pointers in that overtime. He closed the game with 
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two free throws at seven seconds left, earning his team a 60-57 win and 
an automatic bid. He played for Northern Iowa, and his name was Ali 
Farokhmanesh. 

How purple is the Cedar Valley? Norm Stewart served at Northern Iowa 
for seven seasons as its first head coach in the 1960s, before taking over at 
his alma mater, Missouri. In the first round of the 1990 NCAA Tournament, 
Maurice Newby drained a three-pointer as time expired to lift No. 14 seed 
UNI past Stewart and third seed Mizzou. That shot is credited with landing 
the Panthers in the Missouri Valley Conference the very next year. Northern 
Iowa alum Greg McDermott guided the Panthers to three straight NCAA 
Tournament appearances, between 2004 and 2006.

A Valley mnemonic: Cedar Rapids is where airplanes fly in and out 
of, and Cedar Falls is where the shots fly on the basketball court. Both 
are a long hour’s drive away from each other. Late one Friday night in 
February 2006, the day before Northern Iowa played Bucknell of the 
Patriot League in a BracketBuster at the aging and cavernous UNI-Dome, 
I arrived in Cedar Rapids. When I got off the plane, I experienced a level 
of cold I never felt before or since. The temperature was minus-20 degrees 
Fahrenheit. That number didn’t take into account the harsh winds. The 
conditions were as Arctic as any mid-parallel place could ever be.

Ron Smith, who was then on the UNI coaching staff, was there to pick 
me up and drive me through the night to Cedar Falls. He didn’t mind the 
cold at all. As my face thawed out, he told me stories of the Valley. He 
was a living encyclopedia who had seen the conference from three per-
spectives: as a student at Illinois State, as a coaching staffer at Southern 
Illinois, and then as a longtime assistant at UNI. He told me about Chris 
Carr’s days at SIU during the rise of the Salukis, about the emergence of 
Northern Iowa as a Valley power in the 1990s. These were all things he 
had witnessed first-hand. 

“The Valley always rewards the people who love it,” he told me.

Carbondale, Illinois is a tight-knit rural community that truly embraces 
its sports heroes. Walt Frazier was nicknamed “Clyde” by Southern Illinois 



2 4 6  [ 2 0 ]  V A L L E Y  S T O R I E S 

sports information director Fred Huff, due to Frazier’s flamboyant style. 
(His Saluki career coincided with the release of the movie “Bonnie and 
Clyde.”) Frazier and head coach Jack Hartman guided the Salukis to the 
1967 National Invitation Tournament title. SIU eventually became known 
as “Floorburn U” because of tough, tenacious defense. The Salukis have had 
their share of great players recruited in-region and from Midwest metro 
areas – Mike Glenn, Darren Brooks, Kent Williams, Jamaal Tatum – as well 
as many great coaches like Rich Herrin, Bruce Weber, Matt Painter and 
Chris Lowery. There have been plenty of great moments at Southern Illinois, 
including NCAA Sweet Sixteen appearances in 2002 and 2007.

Butler had its Way and its winning formula, and George Mason 
climbed to the 2006 Final Four as a selfless five-man unit. But Southern 
Illinois’ solution to winning in the 2000s was pure snarling nastiness. 
For six straight years between 2002 and 2007, the Salukis represented the 
Valley at the NCAA Tournament. Their defense would leave bruises as 
maroon as SIU’s road uniforms. In 2006, Chris Lowery’s squad allowed 
an average of 50 points over 13 home games. That was with a shot clock. 
In 2007, the Salukis went to Hinkle Fieldhouse and beat Butler 68-64. 
In a game between a pair of teams that would both go on to the Sweet 
Sixteen that year, there were only 35 made baskets and 48 combined 
fouls. After Southern Illinois dropped Virginia Tech in the Round of 32 
in Columbus, Ohio, Saluki senior Jamaal Tatum yelled in the tunnels, 
“We’re makin’ this the Mean Sixteen!”

Lowery was pursued by Big Ten schools, like Weber (Illinois) and 
Painter (Purdue) before him. But he stayed home. In order to raise the 
money to offer a competitive contract, the school sold press row as pre-
mium courtside seating and moved the media to a far upstairs corner of 
SIU Arena, a place that grumbling scribes called “Loweryville.”

The Salukis’ run of success allowed the program to move upstate with 
its recruiting. Lowery cracked the Chicago market, a basketball breeding 
ground well-covered by the Big Ten and other major conferences. But the 
prep school all-star players he landed were more interested in winning 
than subsuming their talents to a team concept. A promising new Saluki 
generation couldn’t cut it in the self-sacrificing surroundings of the Val-
ley. SIU didn’t advance to the NCAA Tournament in 2008, then slumped 
to a 13-18 record the next season. On February 14, 2009, for the first time 
in seven years, the Salukis lost to arch-rival Creighton at home. Booker 
Woodfox and four other Bluejays scored in double figures as CU crushed 
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Southern Illinois, 82-60. In three years, SIU had gone from being the 
meanest team in the Valley to handing out Valentines. 

Hall of Fame head coach Eddie Hickey brought Creighton to the third 
annual NCAA Tournament in 1941. Then, a Bluejay basketball player 
named Bob Gibson took a professional turn as a Harlem Globetrotter. Paul 
Silas set NCAA rebounding records, won NBA titles with Boston, and later 
became a coach and executive in the pros. Led by Dana Altman, Creighton 
built the kind of program that others in the league aspired to become. 
The Jays put together 12 straight postseason-worthy seasons and earned 
six Arch Madness titles. Creighton built a 17,000-seat arena, the true Taj 
Mahal of the Valley’s civic buildings. Bluejay basketball converts Nebraska 
football fans into hoops junkies in the winter, and the Qwest Center packs 
in some of the largest crowds in the country on a weekly basis.

Creighton crazies can yell for two hours as if life on earth would cease 
if they stopped, and can write funnier signs than just about any other 
fans. In February 2006, there was a BracketBusters game between the 
Bluejays and Fresno State, then a member of the Western Athletic Con-
ference. ESPN made the mistake of scheduling it at midnight. That gave 
the Creighton fans an entire evening to “get ready,” and at 2 a.m. local 
time, the crowd was still rowdy and going strong. 

It was a well-known Valley fact that Creighton supporters could drink 
any other fan base under any table, anywhere, at any hour of the day. At 
the MVC conference tournament every year, they were known to shut 
down bars by simply exhausting supply. In 2009, after the infamous 
Booker Woodfox clock controversy game, every downtown bar in St. 
Louis was crowded with happy, drunk blue-clad supporters. The next 
night, after a 73-49 semifinal thrashing at the hands of the Illinois State 
Redbirds, they took over the city again. Their mood, not their consump-
tion patterns, had changed.

The Bluejays reached seven NCAA Tournaments in the nine years 
between 1999 and 2007. Creighton and Southern Illinois were always 
sharpening their teeth on each other before they did battle with national 
powers at the Big Dance. But the most impressive thing about Creighton 
was the arena the Jays’ basketball legacy helped build. The Qwest Center 
was not only a palace fit for an NBA team, it became the cultural center 
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of the city, a glass and steel jewel in amongst Omaha’s old dust-brown 
buildings. On a cold Saturday afternoon in January, there might be a 
sold-out conference game upstairs and a major auto show on the bottom 
floor. In the Valley, there was something for everybody.

There’s a real Ivy League feel at Drake. It’s a school known more for 
Canadian Football League star Johnny Bright and the Drake Relays, but the 
Bulldog basketball program has had its share of success. MVC hall of fame 
coach Maury John authored the “Belly-Button Defense,” leading the Dogs to 
the 1969 Final Four. Drake lost narrowly to UCLA in the national semifinals 
before crushing North Carolina in the consolation game by 20 points. And 
Drake’s Cinderella season in 2008 was the talk of the entire nation, led by 
the Valley’s ultimate everyman player, Adam Emmenecker.

The Valley is a land of endless highways. The miles between cities 
are usually measured by three-digit numbers. When the short skyline of 
a Valley city shows up in the windshield, it’s always a relief from empty 
roads. Des Moines is an especially welcome sight. At night, the skyline 
might emerge out of a thick fog, gray buildings graced with red neon and 
slow-blinking lights. In the deep grid of the city’s northern streets is the 
Knapp Center, where the Bulldogs play.

Drake spent most of the years between 1970 and 2007 as a league 
doormat. After a 28-5 spike season and a No. 5 NCAA Tournament seed, 
the Bulldogs fell back into mediocrity. But the atmosphere at the Knapp 
was never cynical nor hopeless, an optimistic spirit embodied by 1969 
hero and eventual Drake radio commentator Dolph Pulliam. Pulliam over-
came the double-murder of his parents in southern Missouri to become a 
basketball star at Drake. He turned down a chance to play for the Boston 
Celtics to become a true trailblazer: the first African-American television 
broadcaster in the state of Iowa. 

Pulliam wore a dashing blue leather suit on press row all during 
Drake’s 2008 miracle season. Keno Davis, the head coach at the time, was 
convinced that the suit was a lucky and wouldn’t let him wear anything 
else. They spent a lot on cleaning bills that year. That summer, he lost 
a lot of weight and couldn’t wear it anymore. But even when the team 
stopped winning, the fans always sat on the edges of their seats, ready to 
explode in applause whenever the slightest thing went right.
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Sleeves and tragedy. It’s said that Arad McCutchan put his players in 
half-sleeves to give his team an advantage in the winter cold. Did it work? 
Powered by two-time All-American Jerry Sloan, later a longtime Utah Jazz 
head coach, the Purple Aces won consecutive NCAA college division titles in 
1964 and 1965. The 1970s were forever marked by loss. The entire UE men’s 
basketball program, including head coach Bobby Watson, was wiped out in 
a 1977 plane crash. Jim Crews later led Evansville to Division I success, tak-
ing the Purple Aces to the NCAA Tournament in 1989, 1992, 1993 and 1999.

Whenever I think of Evansville, I think of Ski, the secret orange and 
lemon pulp soda that can only be found in southern Indiana. I think of 
the vertigo balcony of the Roberts Stadium press box, suspended 50 feet 
over the action. The major cities got major entertainment, but Evansville 
was on the circuit for all the kiddie ice shows. “Blue’s Clues... on ice,” a 
local radio DJ told me once. “Dora the Explorer... on ice. We’d like to get 
the original production once in a while.” He told me all about the city’s 
minor league indoor football legacy. The Evansville BlueCats, named for 
a large fish found in the local Ohio River, never did win the NIFL cham-
pionship before they folded. But their cheerleaders did win the league’s 
best dance team award twice, and that was important for civic pride.

On December 27, 2007, the Purple Aces tried to bring the famous 
sleeves back. It was Evansville alumnus Marty Simmons’ first season as 
head coach. In an attempt to inspire his struggling team with symbols 
of the past, he hung white sleeved jerseys in the locker room before the 
Aces’ conference opener against Indiana State. Evansville played horri-
bly. The team shot just 34 percent from the floor, and the Sycamores won 
by 14. The sleeves went back in the closet, possibly for good. A symbol is 
just a symbol, and a uniform is just a uniform.

Back when it was SMS, Missouri State was an NAIA powerhouse in the 
1950s and a Division II juggernaut in the 1960s. In the 1980s, the school 
made the move to Division I, spearheaded by colorful, quote-laden Ozark 
philosopher Charlie Spoonhour. Spoonhour turned the Hammons Student 
Center into “Spoon’s Temple of Doom,” with NCAA Tournament appear-
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ances in 1987 (including a first round win over Clemson), 1988, 1990 and 
1992. Steve Alford picked up Spoon’s torch in the late 1990s, leading the 
Bears to the Sweet Sixteen in 1999.

JQH Arena was part of a wave of new Valley arenas. A number of 
the league’s good old barns were replaced with more modern facilities. 
Northern Iowa’s UNI-Dome gave way to a proper basketball building 
with natural lighting, and Southern Illinois was planning a replacement 
for sagging SIU Arena. The old John Q. Hammons Student Center had 
been long overdue for an upgrade. The 8,800-seat Temple of Doom was 
a labyrinth of hallways and passages, with concourses and aisles so sar-
dine-tight that fans were ill-advised to move at all during games. At half-
time, the bleachers looked like popcorn machines, with people in each 
section extracting themselves from their seats to get to the concession 
and restroom lines. The new building, on the other hand, had luxury 
boxes and padded chairs.

In the 2000s, the main modus operandi for the school was reinven-
tion, a complete erasure of the past. All instances of “Southwest Missouri 
State” were immediately gone from campus in 2005, when the university 
officially shortened and streamlined its name. Each and every, except 
the one on the statue that served as the MVC’s women’s basketball MVP 
award. The SMS on the jersey of Bears superstar Jackie Stiles, the first 
woman in Division I to score over 1,000 points in a season, would be 
there forever. 

In the first season as Missouri State, the men’s team went 22-9 in a 
Valley that sent four teams to the 2006 NCAA Tournament. The Bears 
nearly became the fifth. But a 15-point loss to Northern Iowa in the 
Arch Madness quarterfinals doomed Barry Hinson’s team, and Missouri 
State’s No. 21 rank in the RPI was not enough to earn the team an at-
large bid. Though he led the Bears to two more winning records, Hinson 
was fired as soon as the Hammons Student Center closed for basketball. 
When Missouri State began play in the JQH Arena under new head coach 
Cuonzo Martin in 2008, absolutely everything about the program was 
brand new.

Wichita State is a public university with a private-school feel and a 
beautiful campus. The Air Capital is known for its place in aviation history, 
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but the school has had its share of high-flying players who rise above the 
rim. Great Shockers of the past include former NBA stars Dave Stallworth, 
Antoine Carr, Cliff Levingston and Xavier McDaniel. They all made their 
mark at Charles Koch Arena, a building known as the Roundhouse. With 
nearly 300 consecutive sellout crowds of over 10,000, and a rabid fan base, 
“Loud-house” would be the appropriate nickname. Decibel levels rise off the 
chart during home games at the restored arena, capturing the romance and 
pride of the Roundhouse’s glory days.

The sound isn’t quite like the dull static roar of the Palestra, or the low 
bass hum of Madison Square Garden. It’s like a Bombardier Learjet start-
ing up right in one’s face that doesn’t take off for two hours. More people 
fit inside Creighton’s arena, but the Qwest Center can’t match the sound 
of the Wichita pressure cooker. No arena, anywhere, could. Those loyal 
crowds kept coming during long decades of team struggle. Then, the 
Roundhouse was the launching point for the Shockers’ 2006 NCAA run. 

Wichita State went 14-4 in the Valley to finish in first place. WSU 
then lost in the Arch Madness semifinals to Bradley. Despite an RPI of 
29, seven spots shy of Missouri State, the Shockers’ regular season title 
got them through the door. As a favored No. 7 seed, the Shockers easily 
dispatched No. 10 Seton Hall by 20 points, then knocked off No. 2 seed 
Tennessee in the Round of 32. Wichita State was through to Washington, 
DC, and drew another team from a smaller conference in the next round: 
George Mason.

The Patriots and Shockers had already played each other five weeks 
earlier at the Roundhouse, on ESPN’s BracketBusters weekend. In that 
game, George Mason’s Tony Skinn slapped home a kicked out three-
pointer with 11 seconds left. The Patriots won, 70-67. Some called the 
Sweet Sixteen rematch the “Mid-Major Super Bowl.” There was a lot of 
mirror imaging going on. GMU and WSU were a pair of schools from 
outside the primary power structure of college athletics, from a couple of 
conferences that each had multiple Tournament bids (four for the Valley, 
two for the CAA) and a questionable snub (Missouri State and Hofstra). 
Both leagues had spent many years away from the Elite Eight. For the 
Colonial, it was David Robinson and Navy in 1986. No Valley team had 
gone that deep since Wichita State in 1981. Late in the Shockers’ Sweet 
Sixteen game that year, Iowa head coach Lute Olson used a time out he 
didn’t have, and Carr and Levingston were through to the next round. 

Because the Bradley Braves lost their own Sweet Sixteen matchup the 
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night before, Wichita was the Valley’s last hope. On the CAA side, UNC 
Wilmington had long since been put out, a first round victim against 
George Washington. Mason stood alone. The two conference commis-
sioners, each with one last chip on the table, worked to figure out how to 
construct a friendly and legal wager.

“He should pay anyway because he got four teams in. I got two,” said 
CAA boss Tom Yeager. “But I’d be more than happy to buy dinner if we 
win.”

“Yeah, you can bet that whoever wins this one is buying a whole lot 
of dinner,” said Doug Elgin, who’d been the leader of the Missouri Valley 
Conference since 1988.

In the end, George Mason ended up eating Wichita State for lunch. 
The Shockers, 1,200 miles from their noisy Roundhouse, showed up in 
Washington oddly deflated and flat-footed. The day before the Sweet Six-
teen, they plodded through a hour-long team walkthrough at the Verizon 
Center. Mason, meanwhile, was loose, relaxed and having fun, playing 
wiffle baseball on their Patriot Center basketball court during practices 
that week. The energy levels carried over to the game. Buoyed by a virtual 
home crowd, George Mason scored the first nine points of the game and 
never let up, winning 63-55. The 2006 dream season was over for both 
Wichita State and the Missouri Valley Conference.

It’s a tale of two folk heroes. Everyone knows the story of Larry Legend, 
the hick from French Lick. Larry Bird guided the Indiana State Sycamores 
to the 1979 NCAA National Championship game versus Magic Johnson and 
Michigan State. But few remember that John Wooden began his collegiate 
coaching career at Indiana State during the 1946-47 season. He turned 
racial injustice into triumph by turning down a bid to the NAIB Tourna-
ment, citing its policy of excluding African-American players. A year later, 
African-American players were allowed to participate. Coach Wooden took 
the Sycamores all the way to the NAIB title game in Kansas City.

The winter weather in the Valley can be brutal: low pressure, howling 
winds that snap across desolate flat areas, and cubic yards of snow that 
appear in an instant. When I finally made it to the small west Indiana 
city of Terre Haute in December 2008, my ten-town Valley circuit was 
complete. The Sycamores were playing a non-conference game against 
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Arkansas-Little Rock from the Sun Belt Conference. But that night, the 
roads around the arena were covered with thick black ice. There were 
cars in ditches everywhere at the outskirts of town, and sections of Route 
41 were shut down with orange and black “Road Closed” signs. None of 
this stopped me, because it didn’t stop the game. In the Valley, very few 
basketball games are ever cancelled.

Out on the concourse of the Hulman Center, I found a small display 
in a glass case. There were a few trophies and snipped basketball nets. In 
a frame, a faded photograph of a pale, curly-haired man. He wore a white 
basketball uniform with light blue trim. There was precious little context 
provided, no gold-embossed banners, explanatory text panels, giant let-
tering, or anything that indicated why this player was important enough 
to be the focal point of a display. The only way to learn the man’s name 
was to squint and read it off a trophy. 

The expanded NCAA Tournament and conference upheaval, March 
Madness, 15/2 and 14/3, basketball played on football fields, George 
Mason, Wichita State, Bradley, Vermont, Siena, Butler, Xavier, North-
western State, Davidson and all the other giant-killers... they all pointed 
back to what the Indiana State Sycamores did in 1979, back to 200 North 
8th Street in Terre Haute and that dusty scattering of trinkets. 

Larry Bird’s legacy spoke for itself, and everything after that was 
word of mouth.
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WIN SHARES

Four teams from the Missouri Valley Conference reached the NCAA 
Tournament in 2006. That hadn’t happened before. Southern Illinois was 
the Valley’s tournament champion, winning three games in three days 
in St. Louis. Three more schools got in the at-large way: regular season 
first place Wichita State; Bradley, the Arch Madness runner-up; and 
Northern Iowa, a 23-win team that pushed the Salukis to overtime in the 
semifinals. 

That year, the Valley earned as many bids as the Big 12 and Pac-10, 
two major conferences full of bowl-class football titans. Only half of the 
MVC’s ten schools even played pigskin. Those five did so elsewhere, in 
the I-AA Gateway Conference. The Valley didn’t sponsor football.

Some in the media were convinced that there were errors during the 
NCAA selection process. Something wasn’t right. On Selection Sunday, 
CBS commentator Billy Packer told a national viewing audience that the 
three extra teams from the Valley didn’t deserve to be invited. For that 
matter, neither did George Mason, the at-large team from the Colonial. 
Packer’s claim was based on the idea that small-conference teams just 
weren’t competitive in the big-boy NCAA Tournament. He produced the 
following two numbers: one and 25. 

In the previous three NCAA Tournaments, 2003 through 2005, the 
MVC won a single game: a 2005 Southern Illinois victory over Saint 
Mary’s in a 7/10 first rounder. The ACC, which also had four bids in 2006, 
won no fewer than 25 games over that same stretch. To Packer, it was a 
no-brainer: the Valley didn’t belong.

It wasn’t the first time that Billy Packer had dismissed the Valley. 
When the NCAA granted Indiana State a No. 1 seed in 1979, he was 
working for NBC. “Are you out of your mind?” he said on the air after the 
brackets were revealed. “Name a player on that team. They’ve played no 
one. They can’t be No. 1.”
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In 2006, the MVC’s commissioner believed that Packer was bird-dog-
ging for selective statistics in order to satisfy a long-held confirmation 
bias. “It’s probably because we had so many teams this year that flooded 
the RPI top 40,” Doug Elgin said after the Selection Sunday telecast in 
2006. “But I don’t fully understand why the national media has turned 
on us so viciously. And for Billy Packer to say that our conference hasn’t 
performed at the NCAA Tournament? Since 1999, our teams have beaten 
Texas Tech, Georgia, Florida, Wisconsin and Tennessee. And each time, 
it was from a less advantageous seed number. Every single one of those 
wins was hard-earned.”

Other national pundits, like Packer’s CBS broadcast partner Jim Nantz, 
took aim at the Ratings Percentage Index itself. The RPI was designed by 
the NCAA to be a fair, even-handed ranking formula that stacked over 
300 teams that could never all play each other in a single season – espe-
cially not with a 28-game regular season cap. The three factors in the 
equation were winning percentage, opponents’ winning percentage, and 
opponents’ opponents’ winning percentage. The foundational win-loss 
records RPI numbers were built on were always readily available to any 
researcher with a computer. 

Without any teams in the Top 25 polls, the Valley took over the RPI. 
On Selection Sunday 2006, Northern Iowa was rated 25th in the country, 
Wichita State was 27th, followed by Southern Illinois at 29 and Bradley 
at 33. No. 21 Missouri State, the snubbed team, finished with the best 
RPI in the Valley. 

But some wondered aloud if the MVC hadn’t somehow committed 
statistical fraud. “It’s not as if we’ve unlocked some secret RPI code,” 
Elgin scoffed. “We just don’t play teams with bad records. If anything, 
what the committee’s done will force power-conference teams to play 
more quality opponents, and stop padding their records with those guar-
antee games.”

The results of the 2006 NCAA Tournament vindicated the Valley. 
Bradley and Wichita State plowed through SEC, Big 12 and Big East com-
petition to reach the Sweet Sixteen. Packer, for his part, never publicly 
apologized.

The entire Valley benefitted from the success. The NCAA’s Big Dance, 
technically a non-profit shindig, redistributed revenues to Division I con-
ferences every April. Each year, half of all the money went into a pool, 
divided into 129 shares. Each league received a share based on Tourna-
ment performance over the previous six years, to distribute among mem-
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ber schools. A bid, at-large or automatic, earned a share, and so did a win. 
Each annual share portion was approximately $200,000, so a confer-

ence that hadn’t won an NCAA game over six years received about $1.2 
million. Six shares. Each bid and each win was its own separate reward, 
so the Valley’s four bids and four wins in 2006 were worth $1.8 million 
per year through 2011. That was $10.8 million in total, over one million 
dollars for each member school. In a league with an average athletic 
budget of $15 million, that wasn’t just pocket change. 

Win shares helped foster a collegial atmosphere among conference 
members. In 2006, when Northwestern State beat Iowa, the whole South-
land Conference won. Both times Butler reached the Sweet Sixteen, in 
2003 and 2007, the Bulldogs helped the entire Horizon League. All of 
the schools in the modest Atlantic Sun were hoping against hope that 
Belmont would beat Duke in 2008. There would have been something in 
it for all of them: a $1.2 million split, receivable over six years. Even the 
winner of the play-in game in Dayton between the 64th and 65th teams 
received a win share. When Morehead State beat Alabama State in 2009, 
it was minor windfall for the entire Ohio Valley Conference. 

In 2007, the year after the Valley’s breakthrough four-bid season, the 
league was back down to two. Southern Illinois won the regular season 
championship, and Creighton won the tourney title, nipping SIU in the 
Arch Madness title game by six points. Both went to the NCAA Tourna-
ment. The Salukis got as far as the Sweet Sixteen. Two bids and two wins 
brought an extra $800,000 per year over six seasons into the conference. 
It was another $4.8 million in revenue sharing. 

Drake in 2008 was a double champion, and so was Northern Iowa 
in 2009. Both finished in first place after the regular season and won 
tournaments in St. Louis. Both lost in the NCAA first round. In both 
years, there was no second Valley team strong enough to earn its way 
onto the bracket. 

Illinois State was the tourney runner-up in 2008 and 2009. In the 
former year, the Redbirds closed with a 25-10 record and an RPI of 33, 
the exact number that Bradley had in 2006, when the Braves went to the 
Sweet Sixteen. But few outside of Normal believed that Illinois State had 
done enough to earn an invitation. Times had changed, and the MVC had 
become just another one-bid league. 

In January 2010, I traveled to St. Louis. Come March, it would be a city 
overrun by Creighton blue, SIU maroon, Northern Iowa purple and gold, 
and all the other colors of the MVC. On Chouteau Avenue, just 20 blocks 
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from the Gateway Arch, was the Missouri Valley Conference’s headquar-
ters. It was the laboratory where the RPI was purportedly hacked.

I was in town to have lunch with the commissioner. He picked me up 
at a downtown hotel in his black SUV. Along the way, I asked him where 
all the extra bids went.

Elgin sighed. “I’ll tell you exactly what happened,” he said. “Our 
schools used their win shares to buy games.”

In the first two months of the 2009-10 season, the ten Valley teams 
won 70 percent of their non-conference contests. The MVC headed into 
the third week of league play ranked ninth nationally in aggregate RPI. 
There was a representative on the outskirts of the Top 25, Northern Iowa, 
a senior-laden squad on a 15-game winning streak. 

Despite all that, the league was all but assured to send a single team 
to the NCAA Tournament for the third straight season. That hadn’t hap-
pened since a one-bid streak in the early 1990s, when the stars needed to 
align perfectly to place the Valley’s regular season champion and tourna-
ment winner in the Big Dance together. 

The 2009-10 Valley was held back by a scarlet number. “We rank 
32nd in schedule strength,” explained Elgin wearily. “Thirty-second. We 
lag behind every Division I conference except the Patriot League, and 
we’re even behind the Great West.”

Semi-independent schools like Utah Valley and NJIT were scheduling 
better than Valley teams were. Four years had passed since the four-bid 
season, and nobody in the country was speculating if Elgin’s league was 
hacking the RPI anymore. “People back then thought we had cracked the 
DaVinci Code or something,” the commissioner said. “The only secret 
was that we played good teams, and we beat them. In the early part of the 
decade, we had a policy of financial incentives for schools that scheduled 
up. We set aside a pot of $500,000, split into equal units. Teams would get 
a share if the average three-year RPI of their non-conference opponents 
was 149 or better, or if they finished with an RPI of 149 themselves. 
There. That’s how we ‘hacked the RPI.’”

By 2010, Elgin had halted the rewards system. There weren’t a lot of 
people around the league who even remembered the old RPI incentives. 
The conference’s success preceded massive personnel turnover. Coaches 
left for greener fieldhouses. Greg McDermott at Northern Iowa took a 
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Big 12 position at Iowa State, and Mark Turgeon parlayed his Sweet Six-
teen year at Wichita State into the Texas A&M job. Each of the six head 
coaches that didn’t make the 2006 NCAA Tournament were swapped out 
for new ones, many by schools that didn’t want to be left out of March 
Madness anymore.

After 2006-07, there was a sudden exodus of players. Only 23 of the 
50 starters across the league’s ten rosters returned for 2007-08. College 
being college, there were always new faces every year. Some Valley teams 
scheduled weaker opponents to give young, inexperienced squads con-
fidence-building wins. 

Drake, for example, entered the 2009-10 season with eight new play-
ers. “We’re meshing a group of players that never played together before,” 
said second-year Bulldogs head coach Mark Phelps. “We tried to find a 
balance of games that would challenge us and games that would help 
our confidence.”

 There were 347 teams in Division I, and Drake built the nation’s 
246th strongest slate. After the Glenn Wilkes Classic, Phelps’ team played 
North Dakota and South Dakota, two Division I newcomers from the 
bidless Great West, and future OVC member SIU Edwardsville. The 
Bulldogs came into Valley play at 5-7. Against tougher challengers, they 
might have been 0-12.

Phelps replaced Keno Davis, who took the Providence job after win-
ning 28 games in 2007-08, the season of Dolph Pulliam’s blue leather 
suit. In 2009-10, seven MVC head coaches were either in their second or 
third years at the helm of their programs. There were only three hold-
overs from the four-bid season: Bradley’s Jim Les, Southern Illinois’ Chris 
Lowery, and Creighton’s Dana Altman, the conference’s 15th-year coach-
ing dean.

Three of the league’s teams wrote up some of the very weakest 
non-conference itineraries in the country. Wichita State’s schedule was 
ranked 326th out of 347. Southern Illinois (No. 344) was also ducking 
power-conference teams, choosing to buff records against fledglings 
and postseason-ineligibles. Illinois State had an MVC player of the year 
candidate and an NBA scout magnet in Osiris Eldridge, the player who 
dazzled a national audience with a losing-cause performance in the 2009 
title game. The Redbirds started with a 7-0 record, but it was spuriously 
impressive. 

Illinois State’s strength of schedule number was 347, dead-last in Divi-
sion I.
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Tim Jankovich was a Kansas assistant before taking over at upwardly 
mobile Illinois State in 2007. “You don’t know how hard it is to schedule 
games at our level,” he said. “We can’t get the power-conference teams to 
play us. They simply won’t play us. I’ve been on the other side of this at 
Kansas. We’d just laugh at teams that called us up, just like they’re laugh-
ing at us now. They won’t come to Normal to play in our building, unless 
we agree to play two or three home games on their floor. That doesn’t 
help us at all, and we won’t do it. We need to have home games, so we 
can sell season-ticket packages.”

To build a home schedule, Illinois State entered the guarantee game 
market. The athletic department bought December home games against 
Norfolk State of the MEAC (a 79-66 win), the SWAC’s Grambling State 
(80-56), and the always-available Ospreys of North Florida (71-55). 

Jankovich certainly wasn’t the only coach offering five-digit checks. 
Southern Illinois dipped into the OVC with Tennessee-Martin (91-63), 
and into the historically black SWAC with Alabama State (82-63). 

Nearly everybody in the league was buying SWAC games. In the 
week after Thanksgiving, Wichita State brought in Alcorn State (87-52) 
and Texas Southern (74-43). League-wide, the Valley played a total of 33 
non-conference games against teams with RPI numbers of 250 or worse. 

Elgin e-mailed me a spreadsheet. Only 22 of the Valley’s non-confer-
ence opponents were in the RPI’s top 100 at the time of the game. Most 
of the competition came from one-bid conferences, teams with no chance 
to finish the season in the top 100. With no signature wins against top 
teams, the MVC spent Christmas as invisible from the national radar as 
Santa’s sleigh.

The commissioner celebrated his New Year’s Eve by firing off a 
doomsday letter to his ten athletic directors. “The general scenario for 
Missouri Valley teams that do not win the conference tournament will 
be résumés that include good records, mediocre RPI rankings, and a 
lack of marquee wins and ‘good losses’ as we await our fate on Selection 
Sunday... typical future NCAA basketball pool distribution received by 
the MVC each April will be multiple millions of dollars less than we’ve 
received in recent years.”

When the Valley entered 2010, the double whammy came. Powerful 
schools in major conferences got away with playing guarantee games, 
because they knew they’d be spending January and February strength-
ening their profiles against each other. With no heavyweight wins, MVC 
teams remained bantams. Northern Iowa was piling up victories during 
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an epic win streak, but very few of them were of any real substance. The 
winning percentages in the Valley were high, but the RPI’s third factor, 
opponents’ opponents’ winning percentage, worked against all ten teams 
equally. Wins against Norfolk State and North Florida and Alcorn State, 
teams that lost a lot of other guarantee games too, contaminated the 
entire Valley. 

In 2005-06, MVC teams simply didn’t come into contact with Divi-
sion I’s bottom feeders. In 2009-10, the league was poisoning itself by 
snacking on too many of them.

“I’m trying to get people to understand our position,” said Elgin, lean-
ing back in his office chair and gesturing with two hands. “I tell them, 
‘You can say that nobody will play us, but you need to take control.’ That 
might mean playing 2-for-1 to get that single home game against a power-
conference team. That might mean playing an exempt tournament at a 
neutral site for a shot at BCS-level opposition. It also might mean taking 
a short-term financial hit, but our strength of schedule is becoming a real 
liability when it comes to NCAA bids and seedings. That’s affecting the 
level of revenue that our conference and teams get from the NCAA pool 
distribution.”

Illinois State’s Jankovich, a member of the league’s new guard of 
head coaches, saw things in much different terms. “All I know is that I 
inherited a program that posted losing records eight of the previous nine 
years, and could only draw 3,000 or so fans,” he snapped after a Bulldogs-
Redbirds game at Drake’s Knapp Center. “We won 25 games in my first 
year, and 24 in my second. We have a winning basketball program now, 
we’re drawing large crowds and making money for the school. Tell me, 
is there something wrong with that?”

It was the difference between individual and collective perspectives, 
a divergence of the big and little pictures.

“Our league is at a real crossroads,” said Elgin. “We have a real dilemma 
that we need to figure out. Sure, we have big arenas and great traditions. 
A lot of great players and coaches have come through this conference. 
We need to keep that tradition going, and we’ll do it by scheduling up, 
playing up to our opposition, and beating good teams. Unfortunately, we 
can’t control any of that from the league office.”

Then he paused before summarizing. “We’re screwed if we don’t real-
ize our problem.”
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RAISE YOUR SIGHTS 

In 2006, the Colonial Athletic Association and the Missouri Valley 
were two leagues that most American sports fans knew nothing about. 
For many, increased understanding came by way of the potent storytell-
ing methods of polarity and contrast. 

This was East Coast versus the heartland, a new league (circa 1983) 
against one of the very oldest (1907). Underdogs against underdogs. The 
differences were clear enough to foment a distant and friendly rivalry. 
Both leagues were basketball-first all the way, two of the very best foot-
ball-optional conferences in Division I.

Both had long-serving, media-savvy commissioners. Tom Yeager and 
Doug Elgin were always good for a quote. On Selection Sunday, the Val-
ley received four NCAA Tournament bids, and the Colonial got two. But 
after George Mason beat Wichita State in Washington, DC, the CAA’s 
Final Four card beat the Valley’s pair of Sweet Sixteens. 

And Yeager ended up buying dinner.
At the restaurant, as well as at Division I commissioners’ meetings 

that summer, the two attempted to construct an annual interleague chal-
lenge series. The SEC and Big East, and the ACC and Big Ten, were doing 
this on ESPN every year. A MVC-CAA challenge would have been a win-
win for both conferences, for reasons beyond league pride. The teams 
in the Yeager and Elgin collectives provided equal competition. Playing 
each other would help keep RPI numbers healthy. Plus, a Mason-Wich-
ita Sweet Sixteen rematch, or a potential Missouri State-Hofstra “Snub 
Bowl,” even had national relevance. 

Games in November and December would have helped with general 
scheduling, too. Slots were becoming harder to fill in the CAA and Valley, 
as power-conference coaches increasingly refused scheduling calls from 
both leagues. Few in the Big Ten or ACC were keen on playing them. It 
was easier to buy games than risk losses. 
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But the challenge series never materialized. “We couldn’t get any tele-
vision outlets interested,” Elgin said. “We’d be going up against bowl 
season, and nobody saw our product as counter-programming that was 
compelling enough.”

In 2009, three years after both leagues crashed the Dance, both were 
back to one-bid status. The CAA was building up its new football league 
and dealing with the growing pains of city expansion. The new coaches 
in the Valley had succumbed to the siren song of the buy game. Neither 
conference reached the second round that year. Northern Iowa went into 
the NCAA Tournament as a No. 12 seed and lost to Purdue. No. 11 seed 
VCU was eliminated by UCLA after Eric Maynor’s missed shot at the 
buzzer. 

Somewhere, Billy Packer was laughing.

As the CAA and Valley faded from prominence, the modest basket-
ball conference that occupied the geographical space between them was 
quietly growing in power and prestige.

The Horizon League, which wrapped around the Great Lakes, sent 
two teams to the NCAA Tournament in 2007. As UNI and VCU fell in 
the 2009 first round, No. 13 seed Cleveland State dropped a 84-69 bomb 
on fourth-seeded Wake Forest, a game that was all but over after ten min-
utes of play. It was the fourth straight year in which a Horizon member 
school won at least one game on the big bracket. 

The Horizon League’s story began just like all the others: men in suits 
around a table. In 1978, the NCAA divided Division I to separate the 
serious I-A football schools from all assorted others. The smaller I-AA 
schools were sent scattering for conference homes. Six of them – Evans-
ville, Butler, Loyola of Chicago and Xavier, as well as Oral Roberts and 
quick exit Oklahoma City University – banded together to form a men’s 
sports league called the Midwestern City Conference.

Detroit and Saint Louis came in during the early 1980s to bring the 
MCC up to eight. In 1982, as one of an octet of new groupings granted 
automatic bids by the NCAA, the conference sent its first school to the 
Tournament. It was Evansville.

Loyola of Chicago was the new league’s first great team. The Ramblers 
went 27-6 in 1984-85, led by former Notre Dame assistant Gene Sulli-
van and a future San Antonio Spur shooting guard named Alfredrick 
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Hughes. No. 4 seed Loyola beat Iona and Southern Methodist at the 1985 
NCAA Tournament. Among the new I-AA conferences, the MCC was the 
first with a team that won two games on the new 64-team bracket. Before 
that year, the final Sixteen wasn’t quite as Sweet.

That year, the MCC changed its name slightly, to the Midwestern 
Collegiate Conference. It established a headquarters in Indianapolis, the 
Amateur Sports Capital of the World. The league also began sponsoring 
women’s sports. On the men’s hardwood, the MCC was flashing multi-
bid power, sending two teams to the Big Dance in 1989, 1990 and 1993. 
But the decade-old group had membership issues. In those days, there 
were too many leagues and not enough schools, a free-for-all of confer-
ence-swapping.

Dayton visited for six years between 1987 and 1993, then left to join 
the short-lived Great Midwest Conference with two other former tem-
porary MCC members, Marquette and Saint Louis. Duquesne, from the 
Pittsburgh area, popped in for a single season in 1992-93, and then went 
back to the Atlantic 10. It was hard to tell who was going to be in the MCC 
from one year to the next. 

 And then came the season when there were no bids at all, automatic 
or otherwise. In 1993-94, the MCC played a ten-game league schedule 
and couldn’t hope for anything better than an invite to the NIT. With so 
many new leagues and so much movement, the NCAA passed a rule that 
set a minimum number of teams for an automatic Tournament qualifier: 
eight. Six was hardly enough.

And it almost became five: La Salle, Butler, Detroit, Loyola and Xavier. 
Evansville, its program strengthened by NCAA appearances in 1992 and 
1993, was the only Catholic school left in the MCC. So Evansville left 
after the 1993-94 season, and took up with the diversified small-city 
schools of the Missouri Valley Conference. Xavier and La Salle, well east 
of the conference’s core, were looking elsewhere.

Without an expansion plan, the Midwestern Collegiate Conference 
would have likely ended up as dead as the Great Midwest. That league 
never found the eight teams it needed to qualify for an automatic bid. 
The MCC might have been as extinct as the CAA nearly was several years 
later, when Tom Yeager’s conference came perilously close to being pared 
down to six after Richmond’s departure. 

The MCC’s plan was to pillage, to eat rather than be eaten. The strike 
was precise and very targeted. On December 10, 1993, the league added 
five schools from the Mid-Continent Conference: Cleveland State, North-
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ern Illinois, Wisconsin-Green Bay, Wisconsin-Milwaukee and Wright 
State. The University of Illinois at Chicago, commonly abbreviated as 
UIC, jumped shortly thereafter. With 11 teams, the MCC had its auto-
matic bid back, and relegated the Mid-Continent to life support. With 
only four schools, the Mid-Con scrambled for enough loose change to 
stay alive. (It did survive, adding a piecemeal six-pack that included Cen-
tral Connecticut State to the east, Troy State from Alabama to the south, 
and the University of Missouri at Kansas City to the west.) 

So when eastern schools La Salle and Xavier announced their inten-
tion to leave for the A-10 in March 1994, MCC commissioner Jon LeCrone 
wasn’t as concerned as he might have been earlier on. When Northern 
Illinois, an upwardly mobile football school, left for the Mid-American 
Conference after three years, the league would still be okay. 

At the turn of the century, the eight-team MCC had a very defined 
identity, crafted not so much by choice but by chance. This was a minor 
basketball conference with major toeholds in large Midwestern metro 
areas. With the exception of Wright State in Dayton, the other seven 
schools were in municipalities with major professional sports teams. Six 
member institutions played in NFL cities: Indianapolis, Chicago, Green 
Bay, Cleveland and Detroit. 

As the Mid-Con churn and sprawl continued, two more of its mem-
bers crossed the line to LeCrone’s league: Youngstown State in 2001, and 
Valparaiso in 2007. But those were relatively rural exceptions. This was, 
first and foremost, a big-city conference.

In 2001, the MCC disposed of its moniker, an acronym it shared with 
the conference it plundered eight year earlier. It gave itself a new name: 
the Horizon League. The re-branded group had a new logo – a starlike 
stick figure scratching an arc across the sky – and a new slogan written 
by the Indianapolis-based public relations firm of Caldwell Van Riper 
Marc: “Raise Your Sights.”

It was supposed to be a simple inspirational phrase that tied in with 
the new forward-looking name. When LeCrone explained the slogan in 
interviews, he took great care to expound on the inner confidence that 
sports provide student-athletes, and the ongoing effort to achieve. 

To explore the second hidden metaphor, the weaponized one, wasn’t 
quite correct or acceptable. The Horizon League didn’t sponsor rifle 
shooting, but the allusion was there on every business card and each 
piece of stationery. It was the original battle cry of the underdog, dating 
back to Antietam and Lexington and back to David himself, a job sum-
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mary for every upstart who found themselves with a bigger foe to fight. 
Those three words encapsulated the call to action of Milan 1954, Indiana 
State 1979, and every long shot before or since, victorious winners and 
brave losers alike. 

In the conference’s second season as the Horizon League, Milwaukee 
and Butler both made the 2003 NCAA Tournament. It was a title split, 
a perfect alignment of stars for a smaller conference. The Bulldogs won 
the regular season title with a 14-2 record, and the second-place Panthers, 
led by an up-and-coming young coach named Bruce Pearl, won the title 
game in front of their hometown crowd by a 67-52 score. 

In the NCAA first round, No. 12 seed Milwaukee’s Dylan Page missed 
a layup at the buzzer against Notre Dame, and the Irish escaped with a 
70-69 win. But Butler, also in with a No. 12 seed as an at-large, made the 
most of their own late-game chance. Brandon Miller, a guard from New 
Castle, Indiana, converted a layup in the lane with six seconds left. The 
Bulldogs shocked No. 5 Mississippi State from the SEC, 47-46. In the 
Round of 32, Butler stunned Louisville, 79-71. Top seed Oklahoma ended 
the dream season in the Sweet Sixteen.

Pearl was back two years later. Milwaukee won twice at the NCAA 
tournament in 2005. Against higher seeds Alabama and Boston College, 
a Panther team slotted twelfth won easily both times. In 2006, the year of 
the Valley, CAA and Billy Packer, the No. 11 Panthers went to the Round 
of 32 again, with a team that started five seniors. Joah Tucker and Boo 
Davis combined for 50 points in an 82-74 win over Oklahoma. After three 
NCAA victories in two years, Pearl became too expensive. He was up the 
ladder, gone to the University of Tennessee.

But the Horizon League was just getting warmed up. In the 2006-07 
season, Todd Lickliter and Butler returned to prominence. The Bulldogs 
went 12-1 in non-conference with signature wins over Notre Dame, Indi-
ana, Tennessee, Gonzaga and Purdue. They built a 13-3 record against 
league foes, tying with Wright State at the top of the standings. The 
championship game was held in Dayton because the Raiders, also 13-3, 
won a mathematical regular season tie-breaker. Wright State, a No. 14 at 
the Big Dance, went out quickly and quietly against Pittsburgh. 

But Butler’s play in November and December impressed the NCAA 
selection committee so much, the Bulldogs were granted a No. 5 seed. 
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They dispatched two eastern schools: Old Dominion of the CAA, and 
then the ACC’s Maryland Terrapins. Playing in their second Sweet Six-
teen in five years, Butler streaked ahead of defending National Champion 
Florida with a 10-0 run, but missed free throws down the stretch and lost 
65-57. Florida went on to win a second consecutive title.

Lickliter moved up to the Big Ten after that. He went to Iowa, and 
Brad Stevens took over the Butler program. Stevens improved on the 
29-7 record of his old boss with a school record 30 wins in 2007-08. The 
last victory was a 20-point beatdown of the Sun Belt’s South Alabama in 
the NCAA first round. The 31st could have come two days later against 
Tennessee, led by a familiar head coach named Bruce Pearl. Pearl quickly 
become a middle-aged rock star in Knoxville with his orange blazers 
and do-anything-once attitude. But in a rare early Tournament battle of 
30-win teams, the Vols camped out in the paint, swung their elbows, and 
came away with a 76-71 overtime win.

And then there was the most recent Horizon League Tournament con-
quest: Cleveland State’s 84-69, 13/4 blowout of Wake Forest in the 2009 
first round. The ACC’s Demon Deacons were the No. 1 team in the polls 
two months earlier, but the Vikings went up 14-4 early and were never 
realistically challenged. Not only was it the tenth NCAA win for the con-
ference since 2000 (just one fewer than the Missouri Valley Conference 
had earned in that stretch), but it was also the Horizon’s sixth upset from 
out of a double-digit seed. 

Despite all that, there was still a respect deficit in the Horizon. When 
Milwaukee, Wright State and Cleveland State reached the NCAA Tourna-
ments of 2003, 2007 and 2009, it was because Butler had not backed up 
regular season titles with tournament championships. Each time, Butler 
was an at-large shoo-in, and the Panthers, Raiders and Vikings would 
never have made it in if they hadn’t beaten the Bulldogs, cut down the 
nets, and claimed automatic bids. 

The Missouri Valley famously landed multiple teams in the RPI’s top 
30 in 2006. The Horizon was not quite as good at hacking. No conference 
team, other than Butler, finished in the top 30 since Green Bay was 21st 
after the 1995-96 season. After Bruce Pearl left for Tennessee, Milwaukee 
struggled to win under Rob Jeter. No other team stepped up to be a steady 
and consistent rival to the Bulldogs. The Valley had historic rivalries like 
Creighton-Southern Illinois, and the CAA had a central core of Virginia-
based enemies. The Horizon League was widely perceived as a league 
that began with, ended with, and was defined by Butler.
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But the Horizon League had all sorts of things that those other two 
conferences didn’t have. While the Colonial and Valley struggled to get 
games on TV, LeCrone’s group took matters into its own hands. It was 
the first Division I conference to broadcast all its games for free on the 
internet. 

While the CAA attempted to extend its power by entering NFL major-
metros, the Horizon League was already there. It had been a city league 
since the 1990s. The MVC was Midwestern through and through, in 
minor media markets like Omaha and Wichita. The Horizon was in Chi-
cago and Detroit. The Valley was headquartered in St. Louis, the “gateway 
city,” and the Horizon was in the middle of the “circle city,” just a few 
blocks from NCAA headquarters. If anything, the Horizon League knew 
how to be in the right places at the right times.

If there could ever be such a thing as a low point for a team on a win-
ning streak, Butler’s nadir came on January 14. The Bulldogs were 13-4 
with a perfect 6-0 record in Horizon League play, and things couldn’t be 
worse. 

Cleveland State was in town, and it was a rematch of the 2009 confer-
ence title game. This was the same Hinkle Fieldhouse floor that launched 
the Vikings to a 57-54 win and the program’s first automatic bid in 23 
years. That provided mere hints at the NCAA Tournament heroism that 
would be soon in coming. Cleveland State took a No. 14 seed into the 
second round, while Butler fell flat with a No. 9 against LSU. 

In most conferences, this would mean a lot of bad blood, a circled 
date, and plotted revenge. Not in the Horizon League. Only 5,300 fans 
showed up on a Thursday night, just about half the size of the crowd 
that showed up for the Xavier instant clock classic. Most sat on their 
hands. The upper reaches of the fieldhouse were full of shadows. Build-
ing management didn’t bother opening several of the concession stands 
in Hinkle’s upper reaches, up near the banners. 

The college basketball season was at its halfway point, but India-
napolis was still too busy with football. The Colts finished their regular 
season 14-2, and the dominant dialogue in the Circle City was whether 
or not they tanked their last two games in order to rest up for the play-
offs. Now the playoffs had arrived, and Indianapolis faced the Baltimore 
Ravens at Lucas Oil Stadium that upcoming weekend. It was the Colts’ 
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old city against the new one, the replacement team against the old club 
of Johnny Unitas and Raymond Berry. There were storylines and angles, 
real, imagined and manufactured. So many of them that Butler, a league-
undefeated team that certainly wasn’t tanking games, was shoved to the 
back of the Indianapolis Star’s skinny sports section.

Cleveland State went on an early 13-4 run to break the game open. As 
the old Hinkle corner scoreboards read 22-13, the building was consumed 
by a surfeit of apathy. Gordon Hayward was playing sick, and Matt How-
ard was continuing his streak of ineffective paint play. It was everything 
the guards could do, Shelvin Mack and Willie Veasley included, to bring 
Butler even at halftime with outside shots. 

And then, Brad Stevens chewed the team out.
At least that’s what the players said afterwards. There was no vid-

eotape, no YouTube, no other recorded evidence that such an outburst 
actually happened. It was a difficult image to formulate. A man with an 
eternally boyish face, square haircut and permanently pursed lips, never 
raised his voice in public, not even on the sidelines. A Brad Stevens action 
figure would have two action poses: hands on hips, or arms folded. He 
didn’t seem the type to put his points across like Bobby Knight always 
did.

Whatever happened in the locker room, the results spoke for them-
selves. The second half was Butler basketball at its finest, pure discipline. 
The sloppy turnovers stopped, and the shots started going in. The Bull-
dogs shot 61 percent in the second half. And the defensive intensity was 
back: Cleveland State only scored 25 points in the final 20 minutes. 

Butler won going away, 64-55. 
“Thankfully, there are two halves in a basketball game,” Stevens said 

afterwards. Then he pursed his lips, looked around the media room to 
see if there were any more questions, nodded slightly, and walked back 
to the home team locker room.

The momentum carried through to a Saturday game against lowly 
Youngstown State, 7-9 and 2-5 in the Horizon. Butler ran out to a 10-3 
lead and never let go of the game. Mack scored 22 points in the first half, 
including five three-pointers. Howard finally had the big game that his 
teammates, coaches and fans expected all year from the reigning Hori-
zon League player of the year. He had 22 points and six rebounds. This 
time, he was taking fouls instead of giving them out, and ten of his points 
came at the line. Butler defenders were always in the Penguins’ shadows, 
and the Bulldogs won easily, 91-61. They were a perfect 7-0 in league play.
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Then came a long road swing. It was perhaps Butler’s most brutal 
stretch of conference games since the school entered the MCC-turned-
Horizon: four games in a row away from Hinkle Fieldhouse, three 
against teams that had beaten the Bulldogs the season before. The first 
chapter was a Chicago weekend against Loyola and UIC. A week later, the 
Wisconsin trek to two gyms Butler lost at in 2008-09. 

At all the other nine buildings in the circuit, Butler was the main draw 
of the season. They were the Yankees and Lakers of the Horizon. Fans 
packed Loyola’s Joseph J. Gentile Center on Thursday, January 21. Willie 
Veasley hit two free throws in the final minute, the equalizer and the 
go-ahead shots, in Butler’s 48-47 win. It was not a classic, but it was the 
100th victory in a Bulldog uniform for the senior. The second game was 
36 hours later against the UIC Flames, a team that was 5-13 overall with 
one Horizon win in eight tries. It was much easier. Mack and Hayward 
combined for 40 points in a 84-55 walkover. 

Green Bay was still the second-place team in the conference, albeit 
a distant second, three games back. Against the Phoenix, Matt Howard 
turned in another big performance. The wide-bodied, wild-haired junior 
scored 18, the final margin in a 75-57 decision. At the old Mecca in Mil-
waukee, Butler had to come from seven points down. But the Bulldogs 
neutralized James “Big Lumber” Eayrs, and left town with a 73-66 win. 
Ronald Nored, the sophomore defensive specialist and a fifth offensive 
option, scored on a series of super-stretch layups for a career-high 13 
points.

The four-game road gauntlet became a four-game road sweep. That 
got the national writers’ attention again. With a perfect 10-0 Horizon 
League record, Butler was back in the writers’ poll at No. 23.

But there were still doubts. In the smaller conferences, January and 
February could provide potent illusions of grandeur. Teams were locked 
in the rhythms of their leagues, and there was no proper perspective 
available. It was impossible to tell if undefeated Butler was really that 
good, or if the rest of the conference was really that bad.

The Horizon League had been wholly owned by Butler for four sea-
sons, except for a couple of title games in March. There was no way of 
knowing if teams like Milwaukee or Green Bay were providing the kind 
of competition that was toughening the Bulldogs up for a March run. But 
every time Butler played a team like Youngstown State or UIC, they took 
a hit to their RPI. All those losing records stuck around with the Bulldogs 
like bad meat in the fridge. 
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How could anyone really figure out how good this team was? 

There was a way to find out, and it was called BracketBusters.
In 2003, ESPN began a series of interleague games for smaller confer-

ences. According to Burke Magnus, the network’s acquisitions head at the 
time, it was designed to be “a way to provide national exposure to NCAA 
Tournament hopefuls.” It was also a way for ESPN’s networks to fill a 
Saturday afternoon in mid-February, the long stretch between the Super 
Bowl and March Madness, with sports programming. 

There were 18 of the very best small-conference teams in that first 
event, including Southern Illinois and Gonzaga. Each was matched up 
with a team in another mid-major league. SIU beat Milwaukee 66-64, a 
boost to the Salukis’ at-large profile. They ended up needing it. Southern 
Illinois lost to Creighton in the Arch Madness championship game, but 
the selection committee granted them an at-large No. 11 seed. In the 
48-team BracketBusters of 2004, Western Michigan of the Mid-Amer-
ican Conference got at-large help after an 83-78 win over the SoCon’s 
College of Charleston. But the Broncos finished 26-4 and won the MAC 
tournament.

Every effort was made to ensure fairness. The road team’s league sup-
plied the officials, and the home team had to return the game over the 
following season or two. Though the results only rarely had true at-large 
or seeding impact, most games were compelling and close matchups. 

Then BracketBusters went big, expanding to 100 teams. One-bid 
leagues like the Ohio Valley and the Southland took part, with all mem-
ber schools setting aside that Saturday in February for a TBA mystery 
game. Adding all those teams, many of which were unlikely to even 
bust the brackets of their own conference tournaments, ESPN turned the 
BracketBusters boutique into a mid-major Wal-Mart. It not only a much 
more gigantic field than the 34-team at-large pool, it was bigger than the 
NCAA and NIT put together. In 2005, only 15 of those 100 made the Big 
Dance.

There were 50 predetermined home teams and 50 away teams. On 
a “selection Monday” in the middle of the two weeks between the NFL 
conference championships and Super Bowl, ESPN matched up the 13 
best home squads with the 13 best away schools, and showed the games 
on its various networks three weeks later. 
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The other 74 ended up in a pool. Each remaining team submitted a 
request to their respective league commissioner, usually by fax, asking 
for a date with a nearby school from the other side of the home-away line. 
LeCrone and Elgin and Yeager and all the rest would gather in cyber-
space at a GoToMeeting internet conference room, and did the best they 
could to fulfill requests. 

Sometimes, these matchmaking sessions resulted in unfortunate odd 
teams out. An East Coast team would nearly always end up on the West 
Coast, or vice versa. In 2005, Milwaukee flew out to Hawai’i. Three years 
later, UC Irvine of the Big West traveled all the way out to Loyola of Mary-
land (2,700 miles), and that game wasn’t even broadcast on television. But 
by this time, ESPN would have removed itself from the proceedings. The 
network had its 13 marquee games, and that was that.

Butler didn’t take part in the first BracketBusters in 2003. Ever since 
the Horizon League and its full membership bought into the concept, the 
Bulldogs broke even. In 2004 and 2005, they beat Ohio from the MAC 
and Valparaiso, then still in the Mid-Con. In 2006, when the Valley and 
the CAA were preparing to truly bust brackets, Butler lost to Kent State 
by four. That game began a tailspin that landed Todd Lickliter’s team in 
the NIT. Then there were two home losses in a row against Valley teams: 
to Southern Illinois in 2007, the year both teams made it to the Sweet 
Sixteen, and to Drake’s team of destiny the following February. 

Then, that headline-grabbing win over Davidson in 2009, when fresh-
man phenom Gordon Hayward upstaged superhero Stephen Curry. The 
season opener had been the return game, even though one of those play-
ers was missing in action.

The Bulldogs were a designated home team in 2010. Since the ESPN 
“selection committee” matched teams based on ascending RPI numbers, 
the Bulldogs drew the best squad in the road pool: Siena. 

Siena was undefeated in its conference, too. During romps against 
the likes of Niagara, Canisius and Manhattan, the Saints were also left 
wondering about their own place in the national stacking order. And 
fans in Indianapolis were finally ready to turn their attention to college 
basketball. A week after the BracketBusters matchup announcement, the 
Colts lost the Super Bowl to New Orleans. Local fans were ready to boo 
any team called the Saints.

In the run-up to BracketBusters, Siena slipped once, a road game at 
Niagara on the weekend before the interleague matchup. Butler, on the 
other hand, kept winning. There were three consecutive home games 
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as a welcome reward for lengthy travels. The Bulldogs deboned Detroit 
and rolled Wright State. The return match against Loyola had less messy 
intrigue than the first meeting. The Ramblers scored 47 points again, but 
this time the Bulldogs’ bench came through for a well-rounded 62. 

The Loyola victory earned Butler a share of their fourth straight Hori-
zon League regular season title. The clincher came at Youngstown with 
a 22-point, 17-rebound performance from Gordon Hayward. In the Hori-
zon League, a top tournament seed also had the right to host the final 
two rounds of the event. Once again, the conference title and automatic 
NCAA bid would be handed out at Hinkle Fieldhouse. 

In the short term, Butler focused on a feat that the Colts could not 
accomplish, something that no team in the Horizon League had ever 
achieved: regular season perfection. The 17th of 18 possible wins came 
at home against UIC, a 73-55 blast on February 17. It was an off-night 
for Shelvin Mack and his odd yet captivating shot, but the Bulldogs had 
become a five-cylinder engine that could afford to throw a rod once in 
a while. 

Or a few of them. Hayward was taking too many three-point shots, 
and Willie Veasley sprained his knee. But the Butler formula was back 
with a vengeance: 39 percent shooting, only six turnovers, and defense 
so potent that it wasn’t available without a prescription. The Flames shot 
only 31 percent. But even showing up at the same gym as UIC meant 
another hit to the Bulldogs’ RPI. At 2-14 in conference play, the Flames 
were as incendiary as a wet match.

Siena, however, was hot. They had won 16 of 17 games and had their 
conference’s regular season championship on ice. Butler, the No. 18 team 
in the writers’ poll, was on a roll too. The Bulldogs were perfect ever since 
the non-conference debacle at UAB. 

On BracketBusters Saturday, the stakes were high for both teams, 
with Selection Sunday just three weeks away. A loss for Butler would 
likely put them back on the NCAA Tournament “bubble.” They’d have 
to win their conference tournament, on their own floor, to be absolutely 
assured of a berth. A bad loss for the Bulldogs would validate any and 
all national criticism. The Horizon League would be a one-bid league of 
nine palookas and one pretender. 

Siena was on the bubble already. No computer metrics of any kind 
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could show that the other teams in the Metro Atlantic Athletic Confer-
ence were worthy competition for the Saints. The MAAC had broken 
even in non-conference play and was ranked 15th among the 32 leagues 
in the aggregate conference RPI. Siena, for their part, had missed three 
key chances to build a real profile. They hadn’t beaten a team in the 
RPI’s top 50, losing to Northern Iowa, Temple and Georgia Tech. If Siena 
didn’t beat Butler, there would be absolutely no margin of error left at 
all. They’d have to win their league tournament, scheduled to be held on 
their own home court in Albany. 

At 11 a.m. local time on February 21, the green and gold of Siena, not 
Wright State, was on the floor at Hinkle Fieldhouse. The stands were very 
nearly filled. It was a “white out.” Most in attendance wore white T-shirts. 

Not only was it BracketBusters Saturday, it was Butler’s Senior Day as 
well. Willie Veasley, in street clothes after his knee sprain, took part in 
a ceremony with his two senior teammates. One was Alabama transfer 
and backup center Avery Jukes. The other was 6-foot-2 Nick Rodgers, 
who was little-used but well-loved by the fans. Rodgers only appeared in 
31 games over his four years at Butler and scored just 12 points, but he 
received an ovation from the Hinkle crowd all the same. 

Rodgers spent his career running the same drills as the starters, 
impersonating opponent guards in practice. And he was from the town 
of Noblesville, just 15 minutes north of Hinkle. Rodgers was an Indiana 
boy, and he lived the dream of thousands of Hoosier kids. He played Divi-
sion I basketball at Hinkle Fieldhouse. Albeit sparingly. And in his final 
regular season game at home, he got to start.

Jukes fired the first shot. It was a long three-pointer that came one 
minute into the game, and the assist went to fellow senior Nick Rodgers. 
It was only Rodgers’ third dime of his career. The white-shirted crowd 
roared again for him. 

Four minutes later, there was another Jukes three to put Butler ahead 
by a 14-7 count. That was only the 23rd successful long shot in Jukes’ 
three years at Butler. They tended to come in bunches. The score was 
another temporary double-up at 18-9, when Hayward streaked through 
the lane for a mighty slam. After a layup by Ronald Nored made it 20-11, 
a rout was in progress.

But Siena didn’t fold after a five-minute burst, not like Butler’s Horizon 
League opposition would have. This was a team full of seniors, one that 
went to two NCAA Tournaments together and advanced both times. This 
group of Saints had stared down Vanderbilt and Ohio State on national 
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television before, so a few gawky dunks and slick three-pointers weren’t 
going to rattle them. 

As Fran McCaffery watched calmly from one sideline with arms 
folded, and as Brad Stevens watched calmly from the other sideline with 
arms folded, Siena streaked back. Clarence Jackson was a tough Jersey-
native junior guard who played a supporting role on the Round of 32 
teams as an underclassman, then stepped up as a scorer. He answered 
the call to produce. With a three-pointer and a layup, he drew his team 
back within two. Jackson lit the spark for Siena, and Butler’s fire went 
out. The Bulldogs scored just six points in the closing 12 minutes of the 
first half. Siena had a three-point lead at halftime, 31-28.

Hinkle Fieldhouse was subdued again. The fans slumped in their 
seats, and the Dawg Pound stood silent. The couple of thousand true die-
hards who had seen every minute of every home game during 2009-10 
knew this high-wire act well. This wasn’t the Butler Way, or the Butler 
formula, or any kind of winning method. This was a sloppy new style 
played by a young team, a squad that had trouble stringing 40 minutes of 
consistent play together. That was excusable against UIC or Youngstown 
State, but there were no championships available for beating them. Butler 
hadn’t encountered a truly hungry team in two months. And they were 
about to be punished by being eaten alive.

Then came the second half.
Twenty of Siena’s 31 first-half points came in the lane. The Saints, 

not a physically imposing team at all, owned Butler’s paint. Once play 
resumed, Matt Howard took just 90 seconds to plant a blue flag there 
again. He had a layup and jumper on one end, while he, Hayward and 
Mack struggled and fought for defensive rebounds at the other. 

Butler quickly had the lead back. When Hayward converted a pushy 
layup attempt at 15:45, triggering the first media time out of the second 
half, they had it for good. Mack bullied his way inside for a third-chance 
jumper. Zach Hahn, the New Castle native and perimeter shooting spe-
cialist, took three-point target practice. In a flash, a lead of three was dou-
ble digits. Siena’s zone defense broke down, and Butler’s guards weren’t 
able to miss. With three minutes left in regulation, it was 60-50.

And then, the 2009-10 Bulldogs flashed a side that nobody, no fan, no 
student section member or beat writer, had seen. All season, Butler spe-
cialized in a savvy calibration of effort, just enough to win, no more and 
no less. Most of their blowouts against hapless Horizon League teams 
were decided early, and they’d simply coast into the finish. But this time, 
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they kept accelerating. The defense tightened and went into all-stops 
mode, while offensive effort increased. 

In those three final minutes against Siena, Howard, Hayward and 
Mack formed a virtual layup line. A ten-point lead became 18. And then 
it was 20. Butler was running one of the best small-conference teams 
in the country out of its own building, and they seemed to be enjoying 
every second of it. As always, Stevens stood on the sideline in his suit, 
with arms folded. But in this context, he looked like an evil scientist 
watching his robot creations decimate a helpless city. 

All of a sudden, Butler was a team with a real killer instinct, putting a 
quality opponent down and keeping it down at all costs. The final score 
was 70-53. It would have been 72-53 had Hayward not missed a layup 
with a few seconds left. Siena’s hopes for an NCAA Tournament at-large 
berth were dashed, Butler was for real, and anybody who saw the game 
on ESPN2 saw the transformation for themselves. The Bulldogs were 
prepared for March, fully ready for life above and beyond the humble 
Horizon. Raise your sights, indeed.
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PINK HOUSES

Institutions jumped from league to league like leaseless transients in 
the 1990s, flopping from one conference boarding house to the next. 
Schools like Dayton, La Salle and Charlotte spent time in three different 
conferences that decade, before they all ended up in the Atlantic 10. In 
the early 2000s, the landscape stabilized and evened out. There were 31 
leagues and just over 300 schools, and there was relatively little inter-
league movement at all anymore. Over the summers, when two or three 
schools hopped between conferences in hopes of increased prestige or 
better television exposure, it was notable news. 

But the NCAA’s Division I kept growing. Schools moved up from D-II 
and even the non-affiliated NAIA. Athletic directors at smaller schools 
realized that they could have all the rewards of D-I membership, without 
having to take part in football and its risky profit margins. They could 
play top-flight basketball, fund their athletic departments with guarantee 
game checks from major conferences, and see the school’s name on the 
ESPN SportsCenter ticker 28 nights a year. All they had to do was work 
through a transition period, and find a league that would take them. No 
fewer than 89 schools rose to D-I after the NCAA’s subdivision split in 
1978. Twenty-five of those came after the turn of the century. 

By the end of the 2000s, it was a landlord’s market. The Atlantic Sun 
simply couldn’t accept everybody. Division I membership swelled to 347. 
It was an opposite problem: too many schools and not enough leagues. 
On August 9, 2007, the NCAA passed Proposal No. 2007-10, which estab-
lished a four-year moratorium on new applications to Division I.

Five months before the embargo, one of the very last applications 
through the door was from Southern Illinois University at Edwardsville. 
It was a newer school, founded in 1957, in a small college town – there 
were 14,000 students in amongst a local population of 24,000. Most acro-
nymic or hyphenated schools were I-AA basketball satellite campuses of 
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power-conference universities (Wisconsin-Milwaukee, UIC, UC Irvine 
and so on), but SIUE was an offshoot extension of a university from 
the Missouri Valley Conference. It made the great leap up to Division I 
without two things that Southern Illinois had: a conference, or football.

If not for Samford University, SIUE could have generated another 
cautionary tale about ambitious overreach, like the winless and home-
less Savannah State team of 2004-05. But when the Alabama-based 
school, barely removed from the Atlantic Sun, jumped from the Ohio 
Valley to the SoCon in 2008, there was an opening. One year after SIUE’s 
announcement, the OVC promised the Cougars a spot as its far western 
outpost, football or no football. When the school’s transition period was 
over in 2012, Edwardsville would be a full member. The Cougars would 
have a path to the Big Dance, just like all the other Division I teams did.

In the interim, though, SIU Edwardsville had no chance at all for any-
thing. It was a transitional school, ineligible for league titles and NCAA 
Tournament appearances. The men’s basketball team played its first full 
28-game Division I schedule in 2009-10 as an independent. There was no 
exciting league race, no conference tournament, no March goals to shoot 
for. Non-conference play lasted all season long. The closest the team came 
to a title was the tiny trophy it won in Des Moines for beating Drake and 
Texas-Arlington. 

But by late January, those were still SIUE’s only two wins. The team 
was 2-16. Most of the season would be like that game at Lipscomb’s 
near-empty Allen Arena in December: persistence and determination in 
return for just another loss on the road. There were guarantee games at 
Illinois and Purdue. Nobody was confusing SIUE with Southern Illinois, 
and few were bothering to spell out its name. When “SIU EDWRDSVL” 
showed up on the red ESPN score ticker, the number to the right was 
often very small. SIUE had a long way to go in order to get on the national 
map.

Edwardsville is a real place. It’s near St. Louis. It’s too dislocated to 
be a real suburb, but it’s a statistical part of the city’s metropolitan area. 
Located eight miles due east of the confluence point of the Missouri and 
the Mississippi Rivers, it’s the third-oldest city in the state of Illinois. 
Its founding predated the arrivals of both the Lewis & Clark and Pike 
expeditions. 



O N E  B E A U T I F U L  S E A S O N   2 8 1

Back then, open land was considered canvas for new ideas. A set-
tlement sprung up to the south of town in 1890. A plumbing magnate 
named N.O. Nelson, a man who made his fortune in early industrial St. 
Louis, built a factory in town. Nelson had read the economic theories 
of Edme-Jean Leclaire, a Parisian businessman who helped pioneer the 
concept of employee profit-sharing. Nelson put Leclaire’s suppositions 
into action, and named his new town after him.

This was a social experiment in cooperation. The people of Leclaire 
received fair wages for fair hours, enjoyed equal housing opportunity, 
and the company paid for schooling and health care. Nelson’s company 
operated in the same time period as the Knights of Labor’s rise to national 
prominence, but gave its workers exactly what unionists elsewhere were 
fighting so hard for.

Leclaire was one of the hundreds of short-lived, long-forgotten uto-
pian outposts scattered across America’s middle west. It couldn’t survive 
the onset of the Great Depression, or encroachment and eventual annexa-
tion by Edwardsville from the north. In 2010, Leclaire was a historical 
footnote on the national register, marked by lamppost signs and dotted 
with lush green parks. It had its own decorative tan-colored water tower 
with “Historic Leclaire” painted on the side in brown lettering. There was 
a museum for kids that was open on weekends, and a two-year college. 
Over 120 years after Leclaire’s founding, it remained a neighborhood of 
humble yet dignified middle-class housing. 

As I drove through Leclaire’s striate grid of streets on a cold January 
afternoon, I couldn’t help noticing a big pink house on Madison Avenue. 
It stood out against a concrete-colored sky and faded asphalt. Pink never 
was too common of a color for houses. And then there was another pink 
house on Oakland Avenue. 

Once I saw two, it became a pattern. There was another on Hadley, 
and another just like it two blocks over. It brought to mind an old rock and 
roll song, a series of heartland sketches that illustrated how the American 
dream can be a double-edged sword sometimes. In not so many words, 
the song discussed how old ideas and simple things tended to die when 
faced with the inevitable complexity of modernization. Hope, the singer 
posited, was more difficult to maintain than cynicism.

Edwardsville didn’t have an interstate running through its front yard, 
but it was connected to the I-55 artery, the main St. Louis to Chicago con-
nector, by a three-mile strand of a state route numbered 143. Within the 
town limits, there was a collection of humble small businesses, a down-
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town full of “for rent” signs and a few that read “going out of business.” 
Things were different on the outskirts. Along SR-143 and the north-south 
159 spur that connected Edwardsville with the suburban I-270 loop, 
there were box stores and chain affiliates that sent the bulk of their prof-
its elsewhere, far away. Ain’t that America for you and me.

After so many weeks out on the road, my hair was getting long. My 
only option was a long strip mall along SR-159. Inside a fluorescent-lit 
cube, the stylist had more than a passing resemblance to 2008 vice-
presidential runner-up Sarah Palin, glasses and everything. “I don’t live 
here in town, so I can’t tell you what it’s like to live here,” she said as she 
buzzed the sides of my head with No. 3 clippers. “But 99 percent of the 
time, people are friendly. Me, I live out near the regional airport. It’s not 
so great out there, but the taxes are just too high in Edwardsville.”

I also had to do some laundry as well. Near the Leclaire water tower 
was a shopping center, the kind that differentiates itself from strip malls 
by way of cracked asphalt in the parking lot and only three storefronts, 
none of which were chain stores. One was a mom-and-pop laundromat 
with eight machines and a couple of noisy dryers. I noticed a full-color 
poster schedule for SIU Edwardsville basketball on the bulletin board. 
While I waited for my clothes to dry, I asked the weary-looking woman 
behind the counter if she’d recommend the best way to the arena. I 
pointed at the poster. She looked up from her Sudoku puzzle book.

“Go east from here on Governors Parkway, you can’t miss it,” she said. 
“But I have to warn you that they’re not very good.”

The SIUE campus was indeed hard to miss, although it more closely 
resembled a national park on first approach. Two giant stone slabs bear-
ing the university’s name acted as giant gates. Then there was a long 
entry road, the kind that should have had an information booth, a wood-
carved sign and a ranger on its left. The road twisted and wound through 
a well-manicured forest, like a Midwestern version of North Florida’s 
sprawling campus in Jacksonville. 

But this was twice as big as Ospreyland. The massive rural land share 
could fit two entire SIU Carbondales within its boundaries. It was larger 
than all the Missouri Valley schools, many times bigger than the city 
campuses in the CAA and Horizon League. At 2,660 acres, it was the larg-
est campus in America until the SEC’s land-grant, sea-grant, space-grant 
University of Florida bought some extra acres in Gainesville to become 
No. 1 again.

There was no Division I football field on the Edwardsville campus, 
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but the baseball field was literally a field of dreams, in the utmost W.P. 
Kinsella sense of the phrase. It sat on the easternmost edge of campus, 
cut into a real and actual cornfield. 

The Vadalabene Center was situated where the campus’ tangle of roads 
met. That’s where SIUE’s primary sports ambassadors played. There was 
a three-story version of the men’s and women’s basketball schedules, 
printed in full color on vinyl, lashed to the road-facing side of the build-
ing. There were only 11 home dates listed for the men against 17 roadies, 
a result of the coaches having to find all their games by themselves. The 
Cougars had not won any of the seven previous homers against a sched-
ule of future OVC rivals and the RPI bottom-trawlers of the Missouri 
Valley. This home game was the eighth one. 

Robert Morris was in town. This wasn’t the Robert Morris that played 
in the Northeast Conference, the Pittsburgh-area school that represented 
the NEC at the 2009 NCAA Tournament. It wasn’t even the in-state Rob-
ert Morris from Chicago that excelled in the NAIA, a team that reached 
the “Fab Four” the previous season. This was yet another school named 
after the founding father and signer of the Declaration of Independence. 

This Robert Morris, located in the state capital of Springfield, was 
a downstate satellite campus of the Chicago one. Its teams played in a 
sub-NCAA level even lower than the NAIA: the United States Collegiate 
Athletic Association. RMUS was the SIUE of the USCAA, with a much 
smaller campus.

The Eagles spent their seasons playing other four-year briefcase insti-
tutions with hundreds of students and five-digit athletic budgets, like 
Navajo Technical College in New Mexico, and Penn State-Beaver. But 
this was the Eagles’ chance to match up against a real Division I team, 
albeit a transitional one on a ten-game losing streak. They warmed up in 
well-worn maroon shooting shirts, which each bore an exact replica of 
the Philadelphia Eagles logo. Robert Morris topped out at 6-foot-5, and 
appeared as imposing as so many Washington Generals.

In the closed context of this one game, the Cougars looked like unstop-
pable champions. SIUE’s guards ran out in transition, hitting three-point-
ers over disorganized and scrambling defense. The forwards easily beat 
the undersized opposition off the dribble for driving layups. The game 
started much like the Cougars’ tilt at Lipscomb, but there was no second-
half collapse. The Eagles were only able to put up eight minutes of viable 
resistance before accepting fate and falling away. 

A crowd of several hundred clapped and whooped for 90 minutes. 
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Even while SIUE led by more than 30 points during the second half, 
nobody used the exits, or left early to beat the traffic. On a campus as 
big as that, there was never any traffic. Besides, they all wanted to stay 
to the end. The fans, although there weren’t very many of them, were 
witnessing history. 

It took almost three months to achieve, but head coach Lennox For-
rester and his Cougars earned their first home win at the Division I level. 
It was a 92-71 blowout victory over a team so small-time that its media 
information consisted of a list of last names, numbers and approximate 
heights. But the game counted.

There had been a lot of losing at SIUE since the team moved up to 
Division I, and there would be much more to come. When March arrived, 
the team would disappear, ineligible and unable to Dance. There would 
be two more seasons like this. In 2012, the Division I transition period 
would be complete and the Cougars would become full members of the 
Ohio Valley Conference.

By making the jump, SIUE bought into a dream, the same dream that 
its parent school bought into three decades before. The Salukis moved 
up from the NAIA and started playing Division I basketball in the 1960s. 
One day, the Cougars would win the OVC, and the name “Southern Illi-
nois Edwardsville” would be printed on millions of office-pool brackets 
around the country. Perhaps the Cougars would one day produce an all-
time great player like Walt “Clyde” Frazier, or go to the Sweet Sixteen 
multiple times. 

If and when they did, the town and university would get millions of 
dollars’ worth of free publicity that the local Edwardsville chamber of 
commerce could never afford. Someday, everybody in America would 
know where Edwardsville was, and it wouldn’t be just another small 
American burg among tens of thousands.

On the way out of town, I stopped at the local Buffalo Wild Wings 
restaurant for a late-night dinner. I asked the bartender what it was like 
to live there. She had shoulder-length blonde hair, multiple piercings 
and dark eyes, an Edwardsville native of college age but without the 
matching ambition. She seemed pleased enough that someone she didn’t 
know was taking an interest in her life. There were television sets on all 
around, some showing the late SportsCenter on ESPN, and there was 
“SIU EDWRDSVL” on the ticker. A loud jukebox normalized the noise. 
She raised her voice slightly so I could hear her over the music. 

“There’s really not a lot to do here in town,” she began. “But you know, 
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we find stuff. And St. Louis is close by, so there’s always that, I guess...”
If it were the East Coast, she could have been a character in a Bruce 

Springsteen lyric, a dreamer beneath a hard ceiling of her own design. 
But this was the Midwest, and there were different songs for that. On the 
jukebox, a simple ascending guitar figure in big bright G, a tambourine 
hit, and two giant chords. It was John Mellencamp.

 Ain’t that America for you and me 
 Ain’t that America, somethin’ to see, baby 
 Ain’t that America, home of the free... 
 Little pink houses for you and me.

John Cougar Mellencamp.



[        ]16



O N E  B E A U T I F U L  S E A S O N   2 8 7

THE LEGEND OF DICK FLY TALE 

At halftime of a Horizon League tilt at Hinkle Fieldhouse, there was 
a two-on-two mascot basketball game. Hink, a jowly Butler Bulldog in a 
fur suit, teamed up with Big E. Foot, the big fun representative from the 
Indiana Ice minor league hockey team. The opposition was a pair of 
cows, shills for a chicken restaurant and a convenience store. The action 
was overseen by an inflatable referee from a ten-dollar haircut salon.

It was all for entertainment and exhibition purposes, but it was as lop-
sided a result as a Butler-UIC game. During the five-minute contest, dog 
and sasquatch had possession for at least 4:40. The cows simply couldn’t 
hold the ball in their hooves, and had trouble keeping their costumes 
together. They were unable to dribble or shoot, always using one free 
limb to keep their foam heads attached to their bodies. Furry schaden-
freude was fun to watch, so much so that nobody kept tabs on the score. 
The final was something to zero, that much was clear.

At one time, a game was worth the price of admission all by itself. 
Nobody needed mascot games, cheer kids or Rollergirls. A ticket, or a 
student ID, allowed the bearer the right to two or three hours of sports 
in a preassigned or general admission seat. A display of athletic team 
competition, culminating in a loss for one side and a win for the other, 
was good enough. For anybody who disagreed, there was always plenty 
else to do, elsewhere. 

Along the way, value-added amusements were added. They were 
specifically targeted to any borderline fans who were at least a little bit 
undecided about showing up for games. People came to expect that their 
tickets included extra entertainment, like perhaps a shooting exhibition 
by Dr. Lee Walden. The “Three-Point Doctor” was a man in his mid-six-
ties who traveled around Midwestern small colleges putting on halftime 
shows, and he usually made at least 40 of 50 of his arc attempts. He per-
formed at Butler several times every season. There were many others, like 
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Quick Change, the Jabali Acrobats, the dribbling Luneau Family, and the 
Human Slinky. Red Panda, a mysterious Oriental woman on a unicycle, 
balanced bowls on her forehead.

As sports became less about just games and more of a business, the 
object was to maximize the audience. Perhaps there were some folks at 
Hinkle that night who attended only because they’d been promised a 
mascot basketball game.

College basketball wasn’t the only sport to become enhanced. The 
NBA had its halftime shows and contests. Gridiron diversions predated 
the first Super Bowl by decades, and the minutes between innings on the 
baseball diamond were promoters’ sketchbooks as long ago as the 1940s. 
By the 2000s, nearly every sporting event in America had some kind of 
presentation during the gaps in play. Silences were as awkward as any 
pregnant pause in conversation. 

It all started in college. A Minnesota undergrad named Johnny Camp-
bell was the father of American cheerleading. Sometime in 1898, he 
stood before the bleachers at a football game and yelled, “Rah, Rah, Rah! 
Ski-U-mah, Hoo-rah!” through a megaphone. Minnesota further devel-
oped the art of cheerleading in the 1920s, with female cheer squads and 
tumbling routines. 

Since Notre Dame first brought a group of musicians to a football 
game in 1887, there have always been pep bands. And there were team 
good luck symbols too. No college mascot predates Yale’s Handsome Dan 
the bulldog, who first appeared in 1889. Schools with humanoid team 
nicknames invented super-cheerleaders who dressed up for games in 
elaborate suits. Live animals were problematic, with behavior issues and 
occasional death, so more and more schools put people in animal cos-
tumes in the 1940s and 1950s. The Saint Joseph’s Hawk started flapping 
and leaving feathers in Philadelphia’s Palestra in 1956. 

It all came together on the fields of minor league baseball in the 1960s 
and 1970s. The perfect synthesis of spirit, costumes, comedy and music 
happened off campus. 

“When I was 12 years old, the St. Louis Cardinals’ AAA team moved 
to Louisville, which was a big thing for my town,” Dominic Latkovski 
recalled. “I was there every single night, and that’s how I was exposed 
to Max Patkin, the Clown Prince of Baseball, and Morganna the Kissing 
Bandit. Captain Dynamite used to blow himself up behind second base. 
The San Diego Chicken would come by too. I’d think as a kid, ‘Man, that’s 
so cool that Max Patkin would take the time to come to Louisville. Tomor-
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row he might be in Evansville or Nashville.’
“I’d go out to the games with my dad and my brothers, and after a 

while I realized that’s what I remembered most about being at there. I 
don’t remember being at the stadium per se, or any details of any par-
ticular games... what the score was, what happened in the sixth inning, 
none of that. Most of all, I visibly remember Max Patkin coaching first 
base, spitting all this gunk out. I remember Morganna running out on 
the field and kissing the players, and I remember the Chicken doing this 
and that. Those images are still in my mind. Maybe it’s just because I’m 
goofy and that’s the kind of stuff that I like, but I don’t think I’m alone. 
That’s what people remember, the fun they had at the game. Who cares 
who won or lost? There was another game the next night anyway. What 
mattered was that I was with my family, having a fun night out, and that 
we were all laughing together.”

Flash-forward two decades. Latkovski grew up and ran out on that 
field himself. He played “Billy Bird” for Louisville’s AAA Cardinals affili-
ate. Ted Giannoulas, the San Diego Chicken himself, designed the suit. 
Then in 1998, he and his brother Brennan and father Andy started a 
business called the Skillville Group. They expanded inside, to college 
basketball arenas.

One night in January, Missouri State was playing at Bradley, a contest 
between two mid-table Missouri Valley teams that had both downgraded 
their hopes from winning the entire Big Dance to winning a single game 
at the conference tournament. This game meant less than others. But 
four generations of Bradley fans showed up again at the multipurpose 
Civic Center. They all came, dads and sons and mothers and daughters, 
like they always did, and they all stayed in their seats for the halftime 
show. Everybody knew what was coming. It had been heavily promoted 
for weeks. Nobody knew exactly who was going to emerge from the tun-
nel, though.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” boomed the public address announcer. 
“Would you please welcome... Yao Flamingo! LeBronco James! And Alex 
Frogriguez! The ZOOperstars!”

Three inflatable mascots charged out on the court. There was a ten-
foot tall pink flamingo in a painted-on white and red “Houston” jersey. A 
chestnut-colored horse balloon wore a wine-colored “Cleveland 23” shirt. 
The third, a grinning green frog with popping eyes and giant air-mus-
cles, flexed his plastic pectorals. Kids in the crowd yelled and shrieked 
in delight. There was a synchronized step dance in time with a variety 
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of rap singles. During Flo Rida’s “Low,” the mascots’ suits collapsed in on 
themselves as they bounced to the beat. 

“I guess I should start from the beginning,” Dominic Latkovski said 
several days later. “We launched ZOOperstars after we saw the University 
of Nebraska had an inflatable character, Li’l Red, and it was particularly 
funny-looking. So my brother and I did some research, and we ended 
up getting an inflatable for a show we called BirdZerk. Our father, who’s 
always been our biggest supporter and our greatest creative guy, had an 
idea one day. He said, out of nowhere, ‘You guys need to come up with a 
new mascot. We’ll him Harry Canary.’ We didn’t agree with him at the 
time, and we didn’t want to kick BirdZerk to the curb. But my brother and 
I did like the concept! A big bird with white hair and big glasses, hanging 
out of a press box singing at the seventh inning stretch... we liked that. 
That was funny!

“And then we kept going. ‘Why stop there? Let’s create some other 
characters.’ I came up with Shark McGwire. Then we made Cow Ripken, 
Pee Wee Geese and Ken Giraffey. Those were our original five, but then 
we needed a name for this act with all these characters based on famous 
baseball players. We were going to call this the Baseball Buddies, or the 
Zoo Crew, but then we came up with ZOOperstars. That sounded better.”

Within a decade, ZOOperstars had 40 characters, mostly sports celeb-
rities presented as walking animal puns. The Latkovskis invested in good 
legal representation first, though. They didn’t want to get sued by Mark 
McGwire or Harry Caray for using half of their likenesses. “We met with 
the finest patent and licensing lawyers in Kentucky,” Dominic said. “They 
assured us that based on past case law we were okay, just as long as 
we stuck to entertainment and parody. Parody is protected by the First 
Amendment, and that’s why ‘Saturday Night Live’ and comedians have 
the right to do spoofs and takeoffs of public figures without getting in 
trouble. What we cannot do is use Bear Bonds in a merchandising capac-
ity. If we sold Bear Bonds T-shirts or hats, then we’re using Barry Bonds’ 
likeness to sell a product and make a profit. That’s a line we can’t cross.”

As of 2010, ZOOperstars had never even been sent a cease-and-desist 
letter by any athlete. Not even by Barry Bonds, who once took such a 
hard line regarding use of his image that he disallowed the Major League 
Baseball Player’s Association from licensing his name. That’s why the all-
time home run king was kept out of nearly every baseball video game 
ever made. 

But when the ZOOperstars crossed into college basketball, there was 
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an awkward moment. “The first time that Dick Vitale saw Dick Flytale, he 
asked one of our performers backstage, ‘Hey, don’t you guys have to get 
permission to do something like that?’ The performer told him about the 
rights to parody. Maybe that’s why we haven’t heard from anybody. The 
attorneys who represent these players and personalities know what we’re 
doing and probably have already checked what our rights are. 

“But that’s what you get for being famous, I guess... you get turned 
into a big inflatable bug that dances around.”

Dick Flytale was one of the spookier of the ZOOperstars. He had pop-
ping eyes on each side of his bulbous grey head that were prominently 
bloodshot. He had a button nose, and a wide toothy grin that covered half 
of his face. He had four arms. He wore a bright red suit jacket decorated 
with basketballs, which was accessorized with a white flower on the blue 
lapel. Completing the ensemble was a pair of blue basketball shorts and 
red high-top sneakers. At 8-foot-6, the parody character had almost three 
feet on its inspiration. Perhaps that’s why Vitale didn’t press the issue: 
pure in-your-face intimidation.

Dickie F usually came out as part of the halftime trio on the East 
Coast, but fans never knew in advance who the three ZOOperstars were 
going to be. The troupe performed at 200 games a year, including over 
60 basketball halftimes. They took six to eight costumes as checked bag-
gage on every trip. The closer to Chicago they were, the more likely Harry 
Canary, Dennis Frogman or Clammy Sosa would appear. The ZOOper-
stars always kept the audience guessing. At Bradley, a baseball star from 
the New York Yankees showed up. At another game, it might have been 
Peyton Manatee, Whale Gretzky and Jeff Gordog.

“It still works, since they’re all sports stars,” Dominic explained. “And 
we keep careful track of all the times we’ve performed, too. If we’re going 
to perform at Bradley, and we’ve been there a couple of times in the past, 
we don’t want to send the same characters. We have 40 of them, after all, 
and we’d rather keep it fresh. There’s only so much you can do in these 
big inflatable costumes, and it’s not like we can totally revamp our show 
every year, but we never do the exact same dances to the exact same 
songs with the exact same characters. We’re dynamic and diversified 
enough that we can give the audience something new every time.”

There was one steady constant in the show, an element that audiences 
came to demand. “If the team provides us with a media time out in the 
second half, you know that Mackerel Jordan is going to come out and eat 
somebody.”
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ZOOperstars’ signature “Eat It” sketch was a combination of all the 
sports entertainment threads that stretched back to the beginning, all the 
way back to the 1890s. It had music, animal morphics, and was designed 
to incite audiences to wild cheering. It also featured the illusion that the 
act intersected with the game itself, a blurring of lines that Captain Dyna-
mite and the Clown Prince introduced to baseball.

Weird Al Yankovic’s parody of Michael Jackson’s “Beat It” blared over 
the loudspeakers, a foreshadowing of the action to come. Mackerel Jor-
dan, a ZOOperstar with giant eyes and an oversized fish mouth, ran out 
on the floor and played with a ball during a media time out. Another per-
former was planted near the visitors’ bench as a fourth assistant coach, 
wearing that team’s colors. He stood on the periphery of the huddle, 
holding a clipboard and looking busy. 

Mackerel Jordan hassled and harangued the fourth assistant into 
playing catch with him. The invitation was flatly refused, multiple times. 
Finally, the enraged mascot would attack, open its mouth wide, and eat 
the man. For the next minute or so, the other M.J. would expectorate 
pieces of clothing all over the floor. This act worked every time, whether 
people had seen it before or not.

“’Eat It’ has evolved through the years,” Dominic explained. “The skit 
was born when we realized that we could put a trap door in the costumes. 
We had to practice a lot to get it just right. Finally, we figured out that 
the guy who’s eaten can jump on the other guy’s back. While he’s getting 
piggybacked around, he’s taking off his clothes, throwing the shoes and 
shirt out of the mouth.

“The very first time we perform somewhere, we’ll carry him off the 
floor. Let’s say we’re performing at the University of Northern Iowa. The 
first time in, Mackerel Jordan will leave the floor with two people inside. 
We’ll just eat the poor guy and leave. But the next time we come around, 
we’ll spit him out in his underwear. So it’s a twist. If a fan says, ‘Oh, I 
saw this last year,’ we have a little something extra to make them laugh.”

There were plenty of repeat performances, and a lot of traveling. After 
the date at Bradley, ZOOperstars showed up at many more conference 
games in January and February: at Weber State in Utah, at Nevada, then 
at Liberty University in Virginia, a Big South school. Everyone from coast 
to coast laughed at Mackerel Jordan. He was a character who touched 
people from 6 to 86. Even 20-year-old college students, jaded and over-
sophisticated by internet video, understood that a giant clam barfing out 
clothing was evergreen funny.
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Though he was pushing 40, Dominic Latkovski hadn’t settled into an 
administrative position at his family company. He was still performing 
as a ZOOperstar, wearing giant suits and jumping around on baseball 
diamonds and basketball courts. 

“Our typical halftime show is six minutes long. People tell me, ‘You 
make a whole lot of money for six minutes of work.’ But we were at a 
UConn-Notre Dame women’s game last weekend, and at the end of six 
minutes, I ducked down into a corner by the locker room and unzipped 
out of the costume... I was dead. I was gasping for air, trying to catch 
my breath, covered with sweat. It’s six minutes of all-out going crazy, 
dancing and running, climbing up the steps in the stands, jumping up 
on the stairs, doing all these maneuvers with a five-pound battery and a 
20-pound inflation motor on your hip. It takes every bit of energy to lug 
all that around, stay high-energy, and be funny too. We give it all we’ve 
got, and when that six minutes is over, we’re spent.” 

At the dawn of the 2010s, legal cases moving through the American 
circuits attempted to define whether or not cheerleading was an actual 
sport. It was, perhaps, the very top of a slippery slope. Mascot perfor-
mances might be next. Dominic Latkovski and the ZOOperstars crew 
expended as much effort and sweat as athletes did during their perfor-
mances, and they were true professionals. With so many Division I bas-
ketball schools across America, they needed multiplicity to keep up with 
the demand.

“We know that there are over 200 minor league teams all across the 
country, and hundreds of colleges with basketball teams, and their atten-
dance is always increasing,” he said. “And they all have schedules. Back 
then, the San Diego Chicken was just one act, he could only be in one 
place at one time. With ZOOperstars, we’ve multiplied that out, and we 
can be in four or five different college arenas on the same night. All these 
teams have to fill their promotional schedules, and we’re glad that we 
have products to offer them that are funny and memorable. People of all 
ages love what we do.”



[        ]15
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WE’RE ALL TRYING TO CATCH GONZAGA 

Gonzaga lost 11 of 14 games during the West Coast Conference regular 
season of 1989-90. For the remainder of recorded eternity, this was a 
circumstance that would never repeat itself, ever. The little Jesuit school 
from Spokane, Washington broke through to the NCAA Tournament in 
1995 under longtime coach Dan Fitzgerald, but like most No. 14 seeds, 
Gonzaga was blown out in the first round. In this particular case, the 
opposition was the University of Maryland, and the final margin was 24 
points. 

Fitzgerald had assistant coaches named Dan Monson and Mark Few 
on his bench. When Fitzgerald retired in 1997 after 19 seasons, the suc-
cession plan dictated that Monson would be the one who stepped up. 
Monson put in nine years of service on the support staff, and he was 
ready to lead.

Back then, Gonzaga played in the Charlotte Martin Center, a gym with 
4,000 seats. It was better known on campus as “the Kennel,” owing in 
part to the team nickname, the Bulldogs. Also, the place was a cramped 
and claustrophobia-inducing chamber, so the label worked well. In the 
1990s, the team was tough as nails at home. In Monson’s first season at 
the helm, the Bulldogs went 11-1 there. They lost the WCC tournament 
title game to San Francisco, but 23 wins were enough to get them an 
NIT bid. That was the very last season “Slagga Wagga” was just another 
unknown school, from the middle of nowhere, with no football team.

In 1998-99, Monson’s team was 13-2 in the WCC, and was undefeated 
at the Kennel, a perfect 12-0. Gonzaga crushed all comers in the league 
tournament and entered the NCAA Tournament as a No. 10 seed. They 
were assigned to an in-state subregional at Seattle. The first upset came 
against Minnesota, as Richie Frahm scored 26 points in a convincing 
75-63 win. The second step was almost as easy. The Bulldogs slew second-
seeded Stanford of the Pac-10, by 12 points. 
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In the 1999 Sweet Sixteen, one of the great classic games in NCAA 
Tournament history. Against Florida, down by one with four seconds left, 
Gonzaga’s Casey Calvary lunged for a missed three-pointer by teammate 
Quentin Hall. With a sweeping right hand follow-through, he brushed 
the ball back into the net. The Bulldogs were in the Elite Eight.

If Calvary’s shot hadn’t have gone through, the Bulldogs could have 
ended up as just another small-conference darling that won two games at 
the Big Dance. There were a few of those, teams that couldn’t quite pull 
off a third magic upset. Connecticut ended the Gonzaga run two days 
later, but they’d become “the Zags,” a team of fully embraceable under-
dogs. After the season ended, Monson was hired away by Minnesota, 
one of the schools Gonzaga had beaten. In the power conferences, if you 
can’t beat ‘em, hire ‘em.

Then it was Mark Few’s turn. He had been behind Monson in line, 
and took a decade to ascend Gonzaga’s coaching depth chart. Nine years 
earlier, he was the lowest man, doing odd jobs for low pay like Brad Ste-
vens and Chris Mack would later. In 1999-2000, his first season as head 
coach, Few nearly equalled Monson’s Elite Eight accomplishment. Zags 
II finished 24-8, earned a No. 10 seed, and struck into the Sweet Sixteen, 
beating Louisville and Saint John’s on the way. 

One run was lightning, but two was a weather pattern. Journalists 
struggled to find a term that accurately described a small-conference 
school that achieved far beyond its means. There needed to be short-
hand for that, because it was a long sentence. Somebody suggested “mid-
major.” The label, for better or worse, was Super Glue sticky. 

In 2010, it was hard to believe that the Spokane-based basketball phe-
nomenon was only a decade old. Gonzaga felt like part of the very fabric 
of college hoops. It was a powerhouse basketball program with a national 
fan base and sole possession of the West Coast Conference during the 
2000s. The Zags appeared in every league title game from 1998 to 2009 
inclusive, and won nine of those 12. There were seven straight regular 
season championships. Nobody called the Zags “mid-major” anymore.

In 2004, the Kennel was replaced by a shiny new building called the 
McCarthey Athletic Center. Fans called it “K2.” Gonzaga didn’t lose their 
first game there until two seasons after its dedication. The program was 
so nationally recognized and respected that ACC and SEC teams would 
come to play them there. ESPN, which practically became Gonzaga’s non-
conference booking agent, always showed the games in prime time. On 
the strength of Zag star power, ESPN began broadcasting WCC games as 
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part of its Big Monday tripleheaders. None of the other seven teams in 
the league would put up much of a fight. 

Except, that is, for Saint Mary’s.

In an alternative reality timeline somewhere in the multiverse, it’s 
Saint Mary’s, not Gonzaga, that takes the WCC by storm in the 2000s. 
Before the Zags were the Zags, Saint Mary’s was the league’s last best 
team. The 1996-97 squad, led by Ernie Kent and anchored by a dominant 
center named Brad Millard, won the WCC double championship. That 
broke a long string of seven years of split titles, which kept the league’s 
seed numbers down in the mid-teens. An embarrassing 102-73 defensive 
meltdown against Gonzaga in January served as motivation for a Febru-
ary run: nine straight wins, and the league’s clear upper hand. With a 
strong returning class, the Gaels seemed poised to build a dynasty.

But SMC couldn’t follow up on its 1997 NCAA appearance. Kent 
jumped to the Pac-10 that summer, accepting the vacant job at Oregon. 
At the close of the century, the Gaels were as bad as Gonzaga was in 
the late 1980s. In 2000-01, before Mark Few’s second team reached the 
Sweet Sixteen again, Saint Mary’s lost all 14 of their league games. At the 
WCC tournament, the Zags blew the Gaels out of the first round, 105-65. 
Gonzaga led by 50 points during the second half. The Dave Bollwinkel 
era was mercifully over.

That summer, the school hired Randy Bennett. He knew the WCC 
well, having spent years as an assistant at Pepperdine and San Diego. On 
January 8, 2005, Saint Mary’s finally made its comeback statement. At 
its own Kennel-like McKeon Pavilion, a 3,500-seat box with white walls, 
the Gaels snapped a 17-game losing streak in the Gonzaga series with an 
89-81 win, a performance powered by 16 three-pointers. The Zags were 
ranked No. 11 in the polls at the time. After the final buzzer, the fans 
leapt from their seats and stormed the court.

“It was a defining moment for us as a program,” Bennett said. “We 
have a picture from that game in our office. It’s amazing sometimes just to 
look at the NBA-caliber talent that was there. Adam Morrison was there, 
and that was Ronny Turiaf’s last season. Derek Raivio was a sophomore.”

Hall of Famer John Stockton is by far the best known Zag alum, but 
a decade of Mark Few produced four draftees. Gonzaga was no mid-
anything, it was a pipeline to the NBA. But the star of that 2005 WCC 
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upset was eventual all-time Saint Mary’s leading scorer and Australian 
import Daniel Kickert, a 6-foot-10 ranger. 

Bennett’s plan to retake the conference was built around a carefully-
cultivated Down Under connection, which pulled the best talent from 
the prestigious Australian Institute of Sport. The AIS became a known 
acronym in the United States after Andrew Bogut went from the institute 
to the University of Utah, and then on to a pro career. The Milwaukee 
Bucks spent their top overall pick on him at the 2005 NBA Draft. 

But Bennett didn’t specifically plan to advance on Australia fair when 
he took the job. He was just looking for anybody willing or able to play 
for a team that finished 2-27 the previous season.

“Adam Caporn came over and it was a fluke deal,” Bennett said, refer-
ring to a two-year starting guard who played for Saint Mary’s between 
2001 and 2003. “We just happened to have a scholarship. And we really 
took him sight unseen. But he came over and had a great experience. I 
think he took the news back to the kids at the Institute of Sport. Daniel 
was his friend, and so we ended up getting Daniel, and then he ended 
up having a great career too. And so I think we slowly built up a good 
rep down there.”

Persuading Australia’s best to cross the international date line to 
attend a tiny Catholic school in Northern California became increasingly 
easier as the wins piled up. Kickert and the 2004-05 Gaels finished 25-9, 
and reached the NCAA Tournament as an at-large No. 10 seed (behind 
automatic qualifier Gonzaga). “The basketball community is not that big, 
so it’s not like there’s hundreds of players that are good enough to come 
over to the United States and play,” Bennett explained. “There are maybe 
ten to 15 a year. It’s a small pool. But once you get in there and have a 
good name, it makes it a lot easier. We were able to get Mills that way.”

Mills was two-year sensation and Aussie Olympian Patty, a shooting 
guard who helped Saint Mary’s to a 25-7 record in 2008 as a freshman, 
another NCAA at-large season. After an early exit following his sopho-
more year, which may have come slightly too soon, Mills spent the 2009-
10 basketball season laboring in the NBA’s D-League. But he was under 
contract to the Portland Trail Blazers, and all the hardcore basketball 
fans Down Under were aware of that team. And it wasn’t a total loss for 
his old college.

“Mills kind of opened up the floodgates,” said Bennett. “He’s such a 
big name, and a guy all the kids down there look up to. If Saint Mary’s 
was good enough for Pat and Daniel and Caporn, I guess the rest thought 
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we were good enough for them.” The 2009-10 squad had no fewer than 
six former AIS hoops prodigies, and five were underclassmen. 

Whenever any new Australian recruit came to Moraga, they received 
a West Coast Conference orientation, and a briefing on the program’s 
prime directive. The ongoing mission was simple: beat Gonzaga.

“They’re a major factor in what we do,” Bennett said. “We’re trying to 
win the league. And in order to do that, we have to look at the team that’s 
been winning it. The other seven teams in the league are going about it 
differently, but it’s the same thing. We’re all trying to catch Gonzaga.”

San Diego beat Gonzaga in the 2003 and 2008 WCC title games, steal-
ing a couple of NCAA autobids and forcing the Zags into the at-large 
pool. It was a situation similar to that of Butler and their Horizon League 
colleagues: the Toreros would not have qualified for at-large bids, based 
solely on their own credentials. Saint Mary’s was the only WCC team that 
was coming close to catching up. 

And the Gaels were still far behind. Since the 2005 breakthrough, 
Saint Mary’s had lost eight of 11 in the Gonzaga series, including an 83-58 
elimination scorching in the 2009 league title game. The Gaels ended 
up in the NIT. They had never, in school history, beaten Gonzaga at the 
WCC tournament. 

“They’ve done a great job in building the program the way they have,” 
said Few in a complimentary fashion, before putting the rivals in their 
place. “They’ve been the second best team in the league for a while now.” 

On Thursday, February 11 in Washington’s inland empire, the Gon-
zaga campus was dangerously electric underneath thick, full rain clouds. 
Saint Mary’s was in town.

The Northwest is defined by its relentless downpours, and the 
McCarthey Athletic Center twinkled under a wet evening. Rain spattered 
against the high banks of glass that formed the building’s outer walls. Out 
front, there was a giant bronze statue of an angry bulldog, its chain twisted 
and broken. It was covered with water, producing a menacing gleam.

Thousands of students packed the New Kennel for the annual home 
game with the Gaels. This was part of Rivalry Week on ESPN, the event 
that, according to Will Brown, snubbed the Albany-Siena city game. But 
this was a league contest, a religious battle between the De La Salle Chris-
tian Brothers and the Jesuits. It was a true dynasty against a formerly 
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failed one. It was a Goliath among Davids versus a hopeful upstart chal-
lenger. The Gaels were 8-1 in the WCC and 21-3 overall. The Zags had 
19 wins and were 7-1 in league play. This was a game with first place on 
the line. 

It was worth camping out for, even in all that rain. “This is phenom-
enal,” said Few. “Those kids have been camped out for tickets since Mon-
day. This afternoon, they were lined up to get in, and it was at least 1,500 
yards long. Well, I don’t know exactly how long it was, but it was defi-
nitely longer than any line I’ve ever seen since I’ve been here.”

The fans who’d been waiting for three days spilled into the arena 
three hours before game time, all wearing red shirts, chanting and wav-
ing hand-lettered signs that they’d spent hours constructing with pens, 
printouts and glue. Most of the signs were in honor of the Gaels’ senior 
center Omar Samhan. There was one with his face next to the words 
“Public Enemy No. 1.” Gonzaga fans did not like Omar Samhan at all.

The 6-foot-11 Samhan was a California native, not an Australian. He 
began his Saint Mary’s career as a quiet-giant type, too silent to be any 
sort of target for hate. Over the course of his four years, he worked off a 
lot of extra weight. He was always listed at a kind 265 pounds, but later 
admitted that he had regularly clocked in at over 300. In 2008-09, as a 
275-pound junior, he was a double-double machine, scoring 14.2 points 
and grabbing 9.5 rebounds per game. 

As a senior, he began to open his mouth. On the day of the first 
Gaels-Zags matchup of the season in January, a game played in Moraga, 
Samhan was asked by an interviewer to distill his feelings about Gonzaga 
into a single word. “I’m a beast,” said Samhan. “I know that’s two words, 
but I’m a beast.”

The Beast scored 31 points and collected 12 rebounds, and Samhan 
dominated 7-foot senior Zag Rob Sacre. But Gonzaga won the game 
89-82. When the Gaels showed up in Spokane, the student section was 
ready to pick apart his grammar. “Three Words: Learn To Count,” read one 
sign. Others were direct jabs at his weight, attempts to get into his head. 
“Hide The Food, Omar’s In The Building.” 

The Gaels took the lead early, using youth and speed to build a 12-3 
advantage. Samhan powered home a layup two minutes into the game. 
After the referee signaled a foul and an extra free throw, he gazed out into 
the crowd at all the signs and flexed his biceps. If the basketball thing 
didn’t work out, there was always big time wrestling. Samhan made a 
perfect heel.
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An Australian freshman guard named Matthew Dellavedova, with 
nasty hair and messy skin and a mouth guard that hung halfway out 
of his mouth most of the time, nailed a bunny jumper and long three-
pointer. But the Zags, with a senior core and a deep bench, strung together 
layups and free throws to go up by three points at halftime, 39-36. It was 
shaping up to be another great chapter in the WCC’s best rivalry.

But in the second half, the home team took control with a strong 16-3 
run. That’s when the red-clad fans, who’d been subsisting on hot choco-
late and muffins under umbrellas for three days, rose to the occasion. 
They were whipped into a Zag-loving feeding frenzy, and unleashed a 
throaty, sustained group yell. 

The noise in K2 was overwhelming. The young Gaels became ner-
vous, rattled and mistake-prone. The home team took advantage with a 
second surge, points on top of points. Gonzaga won by 19. It was their 
sixth straight win in the series, and they defended their court against 
Saint Mary’s for the 15th straight time. The last time the Gaels had won 
in Spokane was 1995. Anonymous little Slagga Wagga was still playing 
in the old Kennel, and the late Dan Fitzgerald was still coaching. It was 
half a forever ago.

Samhan was a force with 21 points and 11 rebounds, but Beast or 
no Beast, this was men against boys. “We have to get a lot of production 
from freshmen and sophomores, that’s just the position we’re in right 
now,” said a despondent Bennett outside the locker room, stopping well 
short of mentioning the departed Mills by name. “And we’re still behind 
where they are. Head to head, they’ve taken care of business. There’s not 
a lot we can say about any kind of rivalry until we get one over on them.”

In each of the at-large years of 2005 and 2008, regular season victo-
ries at home over Gonzaga impressed the selection committee. But this 
was another season sweep. Saint Mary’s faced a long road to Big Dance 
2010. To get there, the Gaels would somehow have to beat Gonzaga in the 
WCC tournament, something they’d never accomplished.

On the other side of the court, the Gonzaga head coach was trying 
hard to escape a favorite’s complacency and keep an underdog mentality 
intact. “We’re just trying to remain relevant and consistent,” said Few. 
“There are programs out there with greater traditions and more resources 
than we have, so it’s never going to come easy. We’re nationally competi-
tive right now, and that’s all that matters. We’re good enough to camp out 
for, let’s put it that way.”
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CHAMPIONSHIP WEEK

Nearly two decades before the first true national tournament in 
college basketball, there was the first regional championship. In 1921, the 
Southern Intercollegiate Athletic Association sponsored an open chal-
lenge. Any college from the southern states could come to Atlanta in late 
February to see who had the best team. Fifteen squads from Kentucky, 
Alabama, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi and the Carolinas answered 
the call, eager to see where they stood. 

The University of Alabama, previously thought to be the best bas-
ketball team in the Deep South, received a first round bye. The Crimson 
Tide went out quickly, losing 31-22 in the quarterfinals against a plucky 
Georgia Tech squad. 

The winner of the championship that year was Kentucky. The Wild-
cats were led by a muscular forward named Basil Hayden, who’d go on 
to coach the team in the pre-Adolph Rupp era. Wearing tight shirts with 
fashionable vertical stripes, Kentucky beat Georgia 20-19, in what could 
only be referred to as a “football score.”

The SIAA officially organized as a conference. That year of initial 
foundation remains printed proudly in the middle of the Southern Con-
ference logo: 1921. The proto-SoCon held its regional tournament again 
the next year. With a loose league structure in place, the event had a very 
distinct purpose: to declare a true league champion, something the regu-
lar season could not do. Because of the wide mileages between member 
colleges, spaces often covered by intimidating mountain ranges, teams 
didn’t play a uniform number of games. 

Mississippi State, for instance, played 11 contests against league oppo-
sition and compiled an 8-3 record. Vanderbilt, trapped by the Appala-
chians and Smokies, played two and won both. The only way to truly 
and correctly measure what these records meant was to gather the teams 
together in one place, and then settle matters on the court. As it turned 
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out, neither Mississippi State’s or Vanderbilt’s marks meant much. The 
University of North Carolina won the south that year. 

It was still an open event back then, and would remain so until 1924. 
It’s worth noting that the runner-up in the 1922 tournament was not a 
SoCon member at all, but a team that just showed up as a challenger. It 
was non-affiliated and future Atlantic Sun charter member Mercer, from 
Macon, Georgia. The Bears plowed through Kentucky, Chattanooga and 
Georgia Tech before losing to the Tar Heels 40-25 in the final. If they had 
won, there would probably be a movie about them.

A postseason tournament, a bracket, was the only way to decide 
which team was best. The Southern Conference had no central schedul-
ing function, and teams played each other whenever they could, wher-
ever they could. If they could at all. The University of Florida didn’t play 
any regular season conference games during the 1924-25 season. Florida, 
2-7 overall, didn’t even bother showing up in Atlanta for the tournament, 
but the school still kept its membership.

Travel was the key issue back then, and it was fully responsible for the 
two major Southern Conference splits. Thirteen of the league’s 23 mem-
bers, the ones to the west and south of the mountain ranges, left to form 
the Southeastern Conference in 1932. In 1953, the seven eastern schools 
created the Atlantic Coast Conference, leaving a SoCon core of ten.

One habit that both breakaway leagues carried with them was the 
annual postseason tournament. When the SEC formed, the new splinter 
conference played out a bracket in Atlanta. The SoCon left for Raleigh, 
North Carolina. A similar displacement occurred when the eastern teams 
left. The first ACC tournament was held in Raleigh, and the parent league 
retreated further north. The SoCon’s 1954 event was in Morgantown, 
home of the University of West Virginia. Teams gathered in Richmond 
for the next nine years. Like the ACC and SEC tournaments of those 
times, the sites rotated. The events were not just about basketball brack-
ets anymore. They became big draws for students and rich alumni of 
all participating schools. It was prudent to spread that economic impact 
from one end of a conference to the other.

The NCAA Tournament, like the National Invitation Tournament 
before it, began as an exclusive affair. In national terms, conferences 
didn’t mean as much back then. From 1939 to 1950, the NCAA sum-
moned eight teams every year, and invitations had nothing to do with 
league affiliation. The SoCon only sent four teams to the Tournament 
during that 11-year era: Wake Forest in 1939, North Carolina in 1941 
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and 1946, and N.C. State in 1950. The SEC was a multi-bid league, even 
back then. The two powerhouse programs of the time, Arkansas and 
Kentucky, both went in 1945 and 1949. 

City College of New York was considered an independent school. In 
1950, CCNY won both the NCAA’s “East-West Final” and the NIT. The 
Beavers were the first and last team to achieve the March double, beating 
Bradley University in both finals. It was a remarkable and unprecedented 
feat, but it was also the end of college basketball’s innocence.

In February 1951, New York District Attorney Frank Hogan arrested 
three CCNY players as part of a widening point-shaving scandal. Several 
of the Beavers took four-digit bribes to hold winning scoring margins 
under the games’ point spreads. Others from area schools were paid to 
make sure their teams lost by scores within the gambling margin. New 
York judge Saul Streit gave sentences and probation to players from 
CCNY, Manhattan College, Long Island University, and New York Uni-
versity. 

The scandal that nearly ruined the game might never have come to 
light if Junius Kellogg, the first black player in Manhattan history, hadn’t 
refused a $1,000 offer to throw a January 1951 game against DePaul. 
Instead, he alerted his coaches and the New York City police.

Kentucky head coach Adolph Rupp announced that point-shaving 
was a New York problem. It was confined to “Jews and niggers,” as he 
put it. But Judge Streit put the finger on three Bradley players too. Rupp 
later found that three from his own team were indicted in October 1951 
for taking $500 payments to hold down the score of a 1949 NIT quar-
terfinal against Loyola of Chicago. Loyola won that game, 61-56, though 
Kentucky went on to win that year’s NCAA Tournament in Seattle. The 
NCAA banished Kentucky from the 1952-53 postseason. Then it gave 
New York a lifetime sentence, with no hope for parole.

Most historical accounts of the NCAA’s growth don’t have the time 
or use for such study, but it’s important to identify the automatic NCAA 
bid for what it was. It was a weapon. The targets were the NIT, New York 
City, the Mafia, and point-shaving culture. 

The NIT had expanded from eight to 12 teams in 1949. Two years 
later, the season the scandal broke, the NCAA Tournament doubled in 
size to 16. Bids became conditional and exclusive. Teams could not play 
in both events anymore. The NCAA made absolutely sure its event was 
clean, and that it hosted the very best teams in the country. In 1953, the 
NCAA Tournament expanded to 28. The invitees were the champions 
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from the 15 recognized conferences at the time, as well as any indepen-
dent teams deemed particularly worthy. During these times, the NCAA 
title became far superior to the NIT’s: a true National Championship.

For a quarter century, with very few exceptions, the NCAA operated 
on a one league, one bid basis. Second place meant NIT. It was almost 
more desirable not to be in a conference at all. During the UCLA dynasty 
of the late 1960s and early 1970s, the second-best teams in the Athletic 
Association of Western Universities, later known as the Pac-8 and Pac-
10, were lost and forgotten. Consider, for a brief moment, the fate of 
the Southern California team of 1970-71. The Trojans went 24-2, 12-2 in 
the Pac-8. Their only two losses of the year were against John Wooden, 
Sidney Wicks, and the National Champion Bruins. There would be no 
postseason at all for USC, not even the NIT.

The nation’s premier college basketball tournament enacted an auto-
matic bid system, and conferences were left to decide who to send. The 
SoCon, weakened by the departure of two major splinter groups, already 
had its system in place. So did the ACC and SEC, its prodigal children. 
Whichever team won the league tourney was the champion, and auto-
matically proceeded to the NCAA Tournament. 

The winner of the regular season usually backed up its title on a 
bracket, but there was a March surprise from time to time. In 1961, for 
example, West Virginia was 12-1 in the Southern Conference regular sea-
son, finishing two games ahead of the pack. But the Mountaineers were 
cast out in the quarterfinals by George Washington. That fourth-place 
team, at 6-7 and 9-15 overall, went on to beat The Citadel and William & 
Mary. Any debate about whether the SoCon had truly sent its best team 
to the NCAA Tournament was irrelevant. Some other leagues simply 
sent the squad that finished the season in first place, but GW won by 
house rules. 

The NCAA Tournament grew from 25 to 32 teams in 1975, from 16 
independent autobids to 20. There were new paths to the National Cham-
pionship for teams in leagues like the ECAC, but the extra teams were 
at-large selections. The NCAA wanted the best second place teams from 
top conferences too. 

The feebly encroaching NIT, which was up to 16 teams by then, saw 
its available pool shrink even more. The NCAA’s new extra bids were 
just as exclusive as the old ones. The NCAA could now take Indiana and 
Michigan, UCLA and Oregon State, Alabama and Kentucky. 

During this time, other conferences were taking the lead of the ACC 
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and SEC, mixing basketball with commerce at annual league tourna-
ments. In 1976, the Southwest Conference, later known as the Big 8 and 
Big 12, began an annual SWC Classic. Its old parent league, the Missouri 
Valley Conference, started its own postseason tournament in 1977. 

But as the Dance became truly Big, as March went Mad, and as 48 
became 64, the at-large pool grew larger and larger. The NCAA never 
much cared about conference formats, just as long as its Tournament 
received a league’s best team, one that wouldn’t go to the NIT. As the 
bracket grew, it was accepting as many schools from the I-A football con-
ferences as it could. League tourney runner-ups, semifinalists and even 
quarterfinalists were getting in. It was hard to figure out what the pur-
pose of a conference tournament was anymore. As such, many because 
little more than glorified alumni reunions. 

In 1980, the ACC sent five of its eight teams to the NCAA Tourna-
ment. The SEC sent five to the 48-team national bracket of 1981, includ-
ing quarterfinal losers Tennessee and Kentucky. The Big East, which 
began in 1979 as a collective for powerful Northeast basketball schools, 
was getting plenty of extra bids too. In 1983, when the Big East tour-
nament moved into Madison Square Garden, the NCAA Tournament 
accepted five of the new league’s nine teams. ESPN, a cable television 
network born in the same year as the Big East, broadcast the games live 
from MSG.

It was television that saved conference tournaments, and gave them 
new relevance. It was the little dance before the Big Dance, hours and 
hours of televised basketball programming, games stacked on top of 
games on top of even more games. In 1986, ESPN broadcast 27 elimina-
tion contests from all over the country. During the 1980s and 1990s, 
ESPN worked out agreements with nearly every Division I conference to 
broadcast their title games. By the turn of the century, ESPN had a sec-
ond network called ESPN2. “Championship Week,” as it was then called, 
was a 51-game blitz across the two channels. Nearly half of those were 
for championships, with automatic bids to the NCAA Tournament on 
the line.

Many of them were true elimination games, dream-killers, the title 
games for one-bid conferences full of I-AA and I-AAA schools. The losers 
all went home. All the leagues that sprung from the football subdivision 
split started tournaments. This was often the only way they could get 
games on television. With hundreds of college basketball games avail-
able to be televised, ESPN’s week of minor madness was the only time 
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that Atlantic Sun or Southland basketball was compelling enough for a 
national audience. There were NCAA Tournament bids at stake.

For the major conferences, the ones with five, six and sometimes 
seven NCAA Tournament bids per year, tournaments in the TV era 
became more about exposure and cash than actual on-court results. Bor-
derline teams, unsure of their at-large chances, could try to impress the 
selection committee one last time, but that wasn’t why the events were 
held. The annual SEC, ACC and Big East events were opportunities to 
showcase all member teams in one building, on national television, then 
collect television revenue and gate receipts for redistribution to schools. 

Even the old holdouts wanted a piece of that action. The Big Ten, the 
oldest Division I conference in the country, didn’t start its own March 
tournament until 1998. The financial benefits were too big to ignore any 
longer. The Pac-10 began its own Los Angeles-based bracket in 1987, 
which may or may not have been the conference’s first try at a postsea-
son. From 1923 to 1955, the league known as the Pacific Coast Confer-
ence was split into south and north divisions. At the end of each season, 
the PCC’s two division winners played a three-game playoff. It’s up to 
individual historians to decide whether that was a tournament or not.

Only one of the 31 conferences never succumbed to tournament 
temptation, and still sent its first place team to the NCAA Tournament 
year after year. The Ivy League was full of well-endowed universities and 
profitable athletic departments, and no realistic chances for second bids. 
So what would have been the point of starting a conference tournament? 

From out of 80 years of disjointed history – regional tournaments, 
a pair of competing national events, point-shaving, expansion, subdivi-
sions, television and beyond – emerged the modern landscape of March 
Madness. There were mega-bid football conferences and one-bid basket-
ball leagues. Between the two ranks of the haves and have-lesses, there 
was a barely existent middle class. Relentless gravitational downdrafts 
pushed two-bid leagues back down to one. During the late 2000s, the 
Colonial Athletic Association and Missouri Valley Conference were vic-
tims of those college basketball class struggles.

And then there was the SoCon, the unlucky star-crossed first inno-
vator. The league that invented the conference tournament back in the 
1920s had never, not once, sent more than one team to the NCAA Tour-
nament.
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From the 1950s through the 1970s, when the NCAA was the unques-
tioned tournament of champions, there was a clear road map to the 
national title. Every team started each season knowing exactly what it 
had to do: win the conference (however their league determined a cham-
pion), then beat other champions until there was nobody left to play. 

In 1981, in an effort to dissuade new I-AA leagues from forming, the 
NCAA passed a rule that no more than 50 percent of the bracket would 
be completed by automatic qualifiers. The at-large field was officially in 
the majority. 

There was one thing that all at-large teams had in common: they were 
all losers.

Most of them had dropped their most recent game in a conference 
tournament. Others, in leagues with no elimination brackets yet, failed 
to win as many games as the first place teams. 

The NCAA spent three decades burying the NIT, turning it into the 
“Not In Tournament” or the “Not Invited Tournament.” But the larger the 
bracket grew, more losing seeped in. To reach a 64-team bracket, winning 
wasn’t everything, but winning enough was enough.

College basketball wasn’t the only sport that was rewarding teams 
that didn’t win as much as others did. In 1980, the National Hockey 
League expanded its playoffs from 12 to 16 teams. In 1984, so did the 
National Basketball Association. Two decades later, all four rounds of 
the NBA playoffs were best-of-seven series, two long months of action. 
Major League Baseball’s postseason went from a World Series of two 
to four division champions in 1969. With more division expansion and 
the addition of two “wild cards,” there were eight. In 1997, the Florida 
Marlins became the first second place MLB team to win a World Series 
in the Fall Classic’s 94-year history. 

All of these extensions came about after expansions in membership. 
But in all cases, placing more games on television was the real reason 
why playoffs got big. There were more sports, more games, more televi-
sion outlets, and as a result, more second chances for non-champions. 
But for a nation that couldn’t remember Super Bowl runner-ups and had 
no time for American Olympic silver medalists, it was a strange new 
dynamic. The definition of a champion changed. In the new century, 
much a team won became less important than when it won.

Giving maximum effort in every game didn’t matter as much as 
picking the right spots. Some games meant more than others. The new 
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psychology trickled down to a new generation of players. At the 2008 
Atlantic 10 tournament in Atlantic City, after Saint Joseph’s beat Ford-
ham in the quarterfinals by 18 points, head coach Phil Martelli was livid. 
Not because of the score, but because his team didn’t take the game 
seriously. 

The fifth-seeded Hawks were 19-11, and 9-7 in the A-10. The opposi-
tion was a lowly Fordham team that had long since given up on the sea-
son. Martelli had the distinct sense that his own team was not playing 
as if it was an elimination game. There was no urgency, no sense that 
a loss would send the Hawks back to Philadelphia for the summer. The 
Saint Joseph’s players felt they had done enough to impress the NCAA 
selection committee, an attitude that didn’t bode well for the rest of the 
conference tournament.

“They think there is always going to be another game,” he said during 
the postgame press conference. “It’s not just my team. It’s all the teams. 
It’s a societal problem. It starts in high school. When they lose in the play-
offs, they forget about it and then go play AAU ball the next week. They 
don’t care. I don’t see a lot of teams anymore that play with that all-out, 
‘let’s leave everything out there because there’s no tomorrow’ attitude. It’s 
sad to say, but winning and losing doesn’t burn as much anymore. Win-
ning has to become paramount again for the game to advance.”





[        ]13



O N E  B E A U T I F U L  S E A S O N   3 1 5

CHUTES AND L ADDERS 

The constants are few: the ball is round, the rim is ten feet above 
the court, a free throw is one point, and the season ends. Every season 
ends. Each team is distinct and non-repeatable, a perishable organism. 
College is a temporary and provisional state, and no roster can remain 
exactly intact from one season to another. Time keeps moving. Freshmen 
become sophomores, and seniors leave. Coaches come and go. The rules 
change, schools leave conferences and join new ones, and the landscape 
is subtly altered every year. 

For all the mediocre teams, an early loss at a conference tournament 
can be a source of general relief. A sixth-place finish and a quarterfinal 
exit means that basketball is over. For those players, spring is finally here, 
and it’s time to go outside. It’s the end of endless bus rides across end-
less highways, the end of sleeping against rolled-up warmup jackets in 
double-occupancy love seats. No more listening to a coach who becomes 
increasingly desperate and pathetic as the losses keep mounting. Once 
March comes, hundreds of players have tuned out their leaders. Among 
those with remaining eligibility, some secretly hope they’ll have new 
management when they come back in the fall. 

For anyone with emotional investment left, the end hurts. Seasons 
can end abruptly and too soon, with unfulfilled potential and lost oppor-
tunities. Some ends are mourned, hard to let go of, like deaths of pets. 
They might end under the cruel exposure of an underlying weakness, 
like bad defense or a lack of size, or offense too simple. Some seasons end 
with one bad game at the worst possible time. 

Most seasons end in early March. For over 200 Division I teams in 
over 20 one-bid conferences, the tournament is the crucible. Three days 
in the breach are the difference between the Big Dance and irrelevance, 
a true season’s end or a postseason purgatory.
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The 20-game Atlantic Sun round-robin was over on Saturday, Febru-
ary 27. There were four teams with identical 14-6 records: Jacksonville, 
Campbell, and the two Nashville-area schools, Lipscomb and Belmont. 
The league declared a four-way tie. Each would get to hang a regular 
season co-champion banner in their home arenas.

The conference applied a series of tie-breakers, based on head-to-head 
records, to establish a seeding order for the 2010 tournament. In cases 
like this, a last-one-standing bracket was the only way to separate teams 
and select a worthy champion. And only one NCAA bid was available. 

The league as a whole won just 30 percent of its non-conference 
games, and no member teams finished in the top 100 of the RPI. Regard-
less, Adnan Hodzic, Josh Slater and the rest of the Lipscomb Bisons cut 
down the nets at Allen Arena on that Saturday evening after an 85-73 
home win over Mercer. The other games weren’t complete yet, but they 
knew all the breakers favored them. They’d be the No. 1 seed at the 
tournament.

Lipscomb’s primary accomplishment was a regular season sweep of 
their Belmont Boulevard rivals. After the defensive shutdown at Allen in 
January, Hodzic and Slater put on a show down the street at Curb Arena 
two weeks later. The big Bosnian scored 25 points and pulled down 12 
rebounds. Slater added 26 points. But young Belmont didn’t fold in front 
of their home fans. The score was tied at 71 with 48 seconds left in regula-
tion, and all remaining points for both teams were scored from the foul 
line. The Bisons won, 78-72. 

Lipscomb had successfully bid on and hosted the previous two confer-
ence tournaments. But the 2010 bracket was pre-scheduled to play out 
in Macon, Georgia, on the home court of Mercer University. Belmont 
drew the worst possible seed assignment. After the four-way first place 
tie-breaker, Rick Byrd’s Bruins were seeded third, pitted against a No. 6 
home team in the quarterfinal round. Despite being four games better 
than 10-10 Mercer in the regular season, Belmont began the tournament 
with a road game. That’s just the way things were in the A-Sun.

The crowd in Macon was more than ready. The Bears won an 87-81 
shootout. Keaton Belcher, the only remaining Belmont Bruin from the 
team that came close to beating Duke in 2008, only managed five points. 
It was the final game of his college career. And just like that, Belmont’s 
season was over.
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Top seed Lipscomb entered Macon on a roll. Head coach Scott Sand-
erson’s Bisons won eight of their last ten games, and were the hottest 
team going into the tourney. Hodzic, who averaged 22.7 points and 9.1 
rebounds during the season, was voted the Atlantic Sun player of the 
year. Slater averaged 17.1 points and five assists, and ended up on the 
all-conference first team.

But none of the Lipscomb players and coaches were fully prepared for 
the intensity of No. 8 seed Kennesaw State. Tony Ingle’s Owls, the 2004 
Division II national champions, had completed their transition period 
and were playing in their very first D-I playoff game. They’d already 
beaten Lipscomb in the early part of the season, barraging the Bisons 
with three-pointers in a 97-91 free-for-all. 

So the Owls simply repeated that game plan, and shot threes when-
ever they could. They converted 11 of their attempts and won, 72-69. The 
Lipscomb defense broke down on the wrong day. 

“It’s not like a switch on the wall,” a frustrated Sanderson said after-
wards. “You can’t say ‘we are going to guard this possession and take 
the next possession off.’ You can’t do that in a tournament setting when 
every possession counts. We paid for it dearly.” 

It was the first 8/1 upset in any conference tournament since 2005, 
when Boise State eliminated Nevada in the WAC. 

Hodzic and Slater would be back for the 2010-11 season as seniors, for 
one final chance to take Lipscomb to the NCAA Tournament for the first 
time in school history. But 2009-10 was over.

After the National Invitation Tournament buyout of 2005, the NCAA 
guaranteed NIT bids to any conference regular season champions that 
didn’t win their tournaments and weren’t at-large selections. It was a gift 
of a gesture, intended to ensure that January and February maintained 
some sense of meaning all across Division I. Lipscomb was the No. 1 
seed in Macon, but the Atlantic Sun had a separate tie-breaker for NIT 
purposes. League rules stipulated that in the case of a standings dead-
lock, the tied team that went the farthest in the tournament would earn 
the NIT bid.

After the quarterfinal defeat, the Bisons quickly left Macon on a 
quiet bus bound for Nashville. Sanderson and his staff went through 
the motions, breaking down tape and statistics. Despite sweeping their 
city arch-rivals in a pair of Boulevard Battles, despite fielding the league 
player of the year, the Bisons’ final fate was the same as the Belmont’s: 
quarterfinal upset losers. 
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Of the four 14-6 teams, only Jacksonville advanced to the league semi-
finals. The Dolphins eliminated No. 7 North Florida 76-69 in the quar-
ters, ending UNF’s first season as a postseason-eligible program. Even 
though Matt Driscoll’s team finished with a 13-18 overall record, it was a 
breakthrough year, a five-game improvement. All the crazy kids back in 
Ospreyland could dream about breaking even in 2010-11.

For the time being, the A-Sun tournament of 2010 was a bonanza of 
upsets and broken chalk. Jacksonville was taken out by host Mercer in 
the semis, 66-63. Thanks to house rules, the Dolphins were off to the NIT. 

The championship game was a matchup of the fifth and sixth seeds. 
East Tennessee State, the former SoCon football school, came from behind 
against Mercer to win 72-66. It was the Buccaneers’ second consecutive 
automatic bid, after being stuck behind Belmont for their first three years 
in the league. They were finally winning the entry-level conference they 
were supposed to have dominated from the get-go. They weren’t doing it 
not so much with dominance, however, but with perfect timing.

League tournaments were not subject to NCAA oversight. Confer-
ences were free to run their chutes and ladders of outrageous fortune in 
any way they chose to. Some tournaments were held at “campus sites,” 
meaning that each higher seed got to host their games at home. In confer-
ences like the Northeast and Patriot League, hosting games was a reward 
for doing well in the regular season. 

For some league offices, campus site events were easier to organize 
than single site events, especially in conferences full of smaller fan bases 
that didn’t travel much. Both the NEC and Patriot had tried single site 
events in the past, but backed off when the gate receipts didn’t match 
organizational costs. At one time, the Patriot League quarters and semis 
were held at the Show Place Arena in the deep woods of Maryland, an 
equestrian center where the pretzels tasted like cigarettes and everything 
smelled like horses.

Single site league tourneys, on the other hand, brought a sense of 
stability, continuity and shared memory to smaller conferences. In 2010, 
the Missouri Valley celebrated 20 years of Arch Madness in St. Louis. The 
CAA had been in Richmond since the days when the Coliseum roof kept 
the rain out. The OVC regular season was a road to Nashville, and the Big 
West always convened in Anaheim every March. 
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For many smaller leagues, having all the teams in one place brought 
opportunities for handshakes and conversations, for athletic directors 
and SID’s and coaches and writers to have lunches together and catch 
up on things. Some took social networking to a higher level. The two 
Division I conferences full of historically black schools, the MEAC and 
SWAC, packed as much as they could into their weeks. Their tourna-
ments were gatherings of family and friends and alumni, with side enter-
tainment like beauty pageants, pep band battles, concerts and black-tie 
dinners. The one-bid basketball was almost secondary. 

Some leagues organized hybrid events. The America East, for instance, 
held its early rounds at a pre-selected location the weekend before Selec-
tion Sunday. The championship game was held at the home of the higher 
seed, to ensure a proper crowd for ESPN. 

The Horizon League, Big South and Big Sky gave their regular season 
champions hosting duties for the semifinals and title games. But nobody 
knew where the event would be until the No. 1 seed was decided, so these 
weren’t effective alumni gathering points or road trip destinations. This 
was riskier for television purposes, too. Whenever the top seed was elimi-
nated early, the arena would be empty and quiet for the championship 
game. But conferences were constantly balancing operating costs, travel 
expenses, and ESPN aesthetics. There was no single magic formula.

In 2007, the Southland Conference settled on the Merrell Center, a 
7,200-seat gym owned by the school district of Katy, Texas. This was the 
Houston area, the mean geographical center of the league’s 12 schools. 
But four teams every year didn’t qualify for “Merrell Madness.” Only 
the top eight in the regular season standings qualified to face off for the 
NCAA Tournament bid. Four seasons ended before the quarterfinals. 

One of those four unfortunates happened to be Northwestern State. 
The Demons had a three-game win streak in mid-February, with vic-
tories over Lamar, Central Arkansas and McNeese State. But that only 
brought the team’s conference record up to 4-7. NSU’s perimeter defense 
was ripped apart in league play, allowing 82 points per game. Mike 
McConathy’s team lost their last four games by an average of 16 points. 

Four years earlier, the Demons’ 26th victory of season was a 14/3 
NCAA upset of Iowa at Auburn Hills, Michigan. Since then, Northwest-
ern State’s win total dropped every year, from 17 to 15 to 11 to just ten. 

Nostalgia was all the program had left. In the same week the team 
was eliminated from the Southland postseason, ESPN.com asked its 
readers to rate the best game-ending plays in NCAA Tournament his-
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tory. Jermaine Wallace’s winning shot ranked 14th. Meanwhile, CBS was 
putting together a March Madness TV special, and requested a copy of 
Northwestern State play-by-play voice Patrick Netherton’s radio call of 
the final seconds (“Wallace has the rebound, tipped out long... with three... 
with two... Wallace, three, right corner... [unintelligible]”). The request rated 
an all-points news release from the sports information department.

 But there was no hiding from the present. The Demons missed the 
playoffs for the second straight year. They finished two games out of a 
spot in the final eight. Northwestern State assistant coach Mark Sless-
inger was dealing with another lost season with gallows humor. During 
the season-ending losing streak, he started using Jim Mora’s 2001 India-
napolis Colts postgame press conference as his ringtone (“Playoffs? You 
kidding me? Playoffs? I just hope we can win a game!”). He kept his phone 
on vibrate as much as he could, so his boss wouldn’t hear it. He also didn’t 
want to talk much about how things were going. 

Slessinger took a deep breath. “Gotta start planning for next season,” 
he sighed. “We’re just gonna to keep doing this until they say we can’t 
anymore.”

On March 13, the day of the Southland championship game between 
Sam Houston State and Stephen F. Austin, Central Arkansas fired head 
coach Rand Chappell, who had led the program up from Division II. In 
2009-10, his team finished 9-21 and 3-13 in the Southland, two games 
behind Northwestern State in the East division. Chappell was the first 
casualty of offseason coaching carousel, and it wasn’t even Selection Sun-
day yet.

 
Some conference tournaments were true playoffs, especially for those 

on the far outer meniscus of the at-large bubble. Siena missed a final 
chance to beat a team from the RPI’s top 50 with a loss to Butler at Hinkle 
Fieldhouse in the BracketBusters. Fran McCaffery’s Saints headed into 
the Metro Atlantic Athletic Association tournament knowing that the 
team’s next loss would most assuredly eliminate them from the NCAA 
Tournament. 

There were two easy tuneups to complete the regular season, fueled 
by some measure of anger and frustration. An 80-54 mauling at Rider 
University in New Jersey came first, and then a 76-51 blowout at home 
against Marist College. Senior Day wasn’t as bittersweet as it could have 
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been, because the MAAC tournament was to be held on Siena’s home 
court. At 17-1, Siena won the league and the top seed by four games.

As soon as giant vinyl MAAC brackets were hung across the street 
from Albany’s Times Union Center, all of Siena’s steamrollering momen-
tum screeched to a halt. In a quarterfinal against No. 9 seed Manhattan 
College on Saturday, March 7, the Jaspers took a 40-36 lead at halftime. 
The Saints were on a precarious precipice against an inferior team. Siena 
didn’t take the lead for good until midway through the second half, then 
safely sped away for a 78-61 win. On semifinal Sunday, a 9-9 Rider team 
threw a deep scare into the home squad. The Broncs led well into the 
second 20 minutes of play. Once again, the Saints regrouped in the final 
ten minutes and won by ten points, 72-62. 

Three-time regular season champion Siena entered the final with 
uneasy crowned heads. In the championship game on Monday night, 
a third game in three days, the Saints had to beat No. 2 seed Fairfield 
for the third time that season. Both previous meetings had been close. 
The Stags came within a basket of a stunning upset at the Times Union 
Center in early February. 

Even with four underclassman starters, Fairfield was ready to steal 
a title. The Stags took full advantage of Siena’s newly characteristic first 
half slump, and led 39-28 at halftime. The second half was all careful 
maintenance of a surprising lead against a team full of seniors. 

But with just over two minutes left, Ronald Moore, the level-headed 
long-distance bomber who brought down Ohio State the year before, 
hit a three-pointer to put Siena ahead 60-58. A Fairfield freshman from 
Horizon League country named Colin Nickerson surged for a layup, and 
tied the score. It was the last basket of regulation. The MAAC final was 
going to overtime.

Unfortunately for the upstarts, it was Senior Day all over again. Alex 
Franklin, the undersized big who outran instead of outmuscled, hit the 
first shot. Edwin Ubiles, the high scoring pro-body forward, added to 
his game-high 27 points. Siena scored on their first five possessions of 
overtime, and put the game away for good. It was another championship 
performance, albeit a slightly frightening one. “What we didn’t do was 
panic when we had our ears pinned back,” said McCaffery afterwards. Or 
nailed back, like those of the hometown fans had been.

After the 72-65 scoreline was wrapped and sealed, arena security was 
unable to keep the green and gold fans from storming the court. Hun-
dreds of Siena students ignored pregame warnings from venue manage-
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ment and the conference, and spilled out of the seats to embrace their 
heroes and stomp on the floor. After the nervousness and high blood 
pressure of three intense days, it was capital city catharsis. The Saints 
were narrowly back in the Big Dance, ready to take aim at their third 
straight Round of 32, or possibly beyond.

And no team from the New York City metro area reached the NCAA 
Tournament in 2010... again.

Later that Monday night, the ESPN cameras shifted away from 
Albany and focused on Orleans Arena in Las Vegas. That was the sec-
ond-year site of the West Coast Conference championships, a somewhat 
odd choice of a city for a group of eight Catholic schools. A considerable 
amount of the off-court alumni action assuredly “stayed in Vegas,” but on 
the hardwood, the conference was going about the important business of 
sending teams to the NCAA Tournament.

One team was virtually guaranteed another return ticket. Gonzaga, as 
was custom, collected wins over power-conference schools in November 
and December: Colorado, Wisconsin, Oklahoma and Illinois. Then the 
Zags breezed through the league. Whenever they stumbled, as they did at 
Loyola Marymount and San Francisco, it was cause for wild celebration 
for the opposition, culminating in two rare regular season court storm-
ings in California. 

Mark Few’s team came into the championship game with a 26-5 
record, 12-2 in the conference. Gonzaga was well-rested. The WCC had 
a staggered bracket system in which No. 5 through No. 8 seeds played a 
first round, with winners advancing to a second round against the Nos. 
3 and 4 teams. The top two seeds received byes all the way to the semi-
finals. Gonzaga earned an eighth straight regular season championship, 
had a two-game path to the autobid, and didn’t even bother packing their 
blue road jerseys for the trip to the Strip.

The Zags’ opposition in the title game was Saint Mary’s College. The 
Gaels had become inevitable. The young team came into the champi-
onship with a 25-5 overall record, and finished just one game behind 
Gonzaga in the league standings. Randy Bennett’s team, however, was 
hardly assured of an at-large invite to the NCAA Tournament in the case 
of a loss. Nineteen of SMC’s wins came against teams outside the RPI’s 
top 100, and 13 of those came against schools with RPI numbers of 200 
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or worse. Saint Mary’s just didn’t have the kind of schedule strength 
that could impress the selection committee. The Gaels would have to 
beat Gonzaga in an elimination game for the first time. And after the 
meltdown in Spokane just four weeks earlier, with memories of the 83-58 
title game blowout from 2009 on an endless ESPN tape loop, that didn’t 
seem very likely.

After the double-decker, one-two collapse at Gonzaga on February 11, 
a stunned Saint Mary’s team dropped the second game of its northern 
road trip. On February 13, the Gaels put on a sloppy exhibition of hor-
rible ball handling in Portland, an 80-75 overtime drop. When the team 
got back to northern California, there was a meeting. “We knew exactly 
what our path to the NCAA Tournament was,” Bennett would say later. 
“It was five games. We knew exactly who we’d be playing, and we knew 
what we had to do.”

To close out the conference regular season, Saint Mary’s dispatched 
San Diego, Pepperdine and Loyola Marymount, winning by an average 
of 11 points. After a week off, the Gaels arrived in Las Vegas with a bye 
to the semis as the No. 2 seed. They faced Portland in a revenge match. 

Portland was an excellent distance shooting team that had spent a 
couple of weeks in the polls in November after beating UCLA and Min-
nesota at the 76 Classic in Anaheim, the early-season tournament that 
Butler also attended. In the WCC eliminator, Saint Mary’s used sheer 
muscle to subdue the three-point popping Pilots, shutting off the perim-
eter defensively and dominating the paint by way of senior Omar Sam-
han. The sweaty Beast finished with 16 points and 13 rebounds. After 
the 69-55 win, there were four games down, and the big one to go. For an 
entire month, the Gaels knew that the road would end up going through 
Gonzaga.

The first scenes were similar. Saint Mary’s opened up a quick 7-2 
lead. Mickey McConnell, a junior guard who’d once played backup to 
Australian early-exit Patty Mills, scored the first five points of the game 
on a three-pointer and a layup. But this sequence was simply a matter 
of Gonzaga sniffing their rivals out, reading the strategy. The opening 
margin was swiftly eliminated, and the battle was on. The Zags focused 
on Samhan, attempting to beat the Beast and force the Gaels to make 
their outside shots.

But they did. Ben Allen, a rangy 6-foot-11 Australian, was the only 
other senior on the team, a 2007 transfer from the failed Kelvin Sampson 
regime at Indiana. The three was a rarely-used weapon in his arsenal, 
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but he utilized it whenever suitable opportunities were available. With 
the Zags sagging off and holding down Samhan with two men, Allen 
hit a pair from behind the arc. For the first 20 minutes, the Gaels traded 
outside shot for inside shot, three for two, and clung to a one-point lead 
at halftime.

So many recent Gonzaga-Saint Mary’s games had been decided on 
second-half failures and breakdowns by the Gaels. But if the Zags were 
playing rope-a-dope, it was the wrong strategy. SMC hung tight, main-
taining a 50-47 advantage with ten minutes to go in regulation.

And then, hell broke loose. Or rather, as much hell as was appropri-
ate for a Catholic basketball team. Allen sank another long three-pointer, 
assisted by McConnell. A minute later, the 6-foot Arizona native swept 
through the lane for a layup. McConnell had the Gaels up by eight. 

After three straight Gonzaga turnovers, Saint Mary’s was on a run-
ning roll. Samhan was unleashed with a strong follow that increased the 
lead to double digits. A ten-point cushion became 14, and then 16. Jorden 
Page, a Queenslander from the Sunshine Coast town of Maroochydore, 
scored six straight points during another rash of Zag turnovers. It was 
the kind of confidence booster that was good for any seldom-used fresh-
man guard, no matter what country they came from, or how weird their 
hometown’s name was. It was midday Down Under. On ESPN Australia, 
hundreds of thousands of fans watched their adopted American college 
team in its finest hour. 

The Gaels were not only getting out from under a decade of Zag 
demons, they were embarrassing and humiliating their former tormen-
tors. Now it was a rivalry. The final score was 81-62, as convincing a state-
ment as could be delivered on such a stage. The West Coast Conference 
was a two-bid league, and Saint Mary’s got in the hard way. This time, 
there wouldn’t be a full week of pins and needles. 

“The last two years, we’ve been sitting there on Selection Sunday, 
hoping and waiting,” Samhan told the media after the game. “One year 
we were in, one year we weren’t. This year, we wanted to make absolutely 
sure.”

Back in the Midwest, Butler was sure. No matter if Brad Stevens’ team 
won or lost in the conference tournament, it had done enough to warrant 
plenty of at-large consideration. There were signature wins over NCAA-
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caliber teams Ohio State and Xavier, and that late BracketBusters state-
ment against Siena. 

And no Horizon League team had ever swept through the regular 
season with a perfect 18-0 record. The Bulldogs sealed the historic run 
with a 74-69 win up at Valparaiso on February 26. 

Butler fans were confident about an entry pass to the NCAA Tour-
nament, and were overjoyed when Gordon Hayward won the Horizon 
League player of the year award. Brad Stevens, with little realistic com-
petition, was the overwhelming choice for coach of the year. 

But some were worried about injuries. Streaky senior Willie Veasley 
watched the Siena game from the sidelines with a knee sprain. Hayward 
missed the regular season finale against Valpo after complaining of back 
spasms. Hayward’s 6-foot-9 frame had received very little appropriate 
rest since he arrived at Butler in 2008. He spent the summer between his 
freshman and sophomore years playing for the United States Under-19 
team. Hayward was a bit worn down from the grind. 

Like the West Coast Conference, the Horizon League put its lower 
teams through futile early-round paces, while the top seeds went straight 
to last four. The semifinals were scheduled for Saturday, March 6 at Hin-
kle Fieldhouse. That meant eight days off, and banged-up Butler used 
every single one of them. Hayward didn’t practice with the team until 
the Thursday before the semifinals, and still wasn’t in the kind of play-
ing shape that could guarantee an appearance in the game. On March 5, 
Butler found out who their opponent would be. It would be No. 4 seed 
Milwaukee, which dispatched defending champion and No. 5 Cleveland 
State 82-75 in their second round matchup. It was the 20th overall win for 
the Panthers on the season, and like many of the others, it was a victory 
based solely on superior size and large lumber.

Though Butler had beaten Milwaukee twice in the regular season, 
paint play was the Bulldogs’ exploitable Achilles. If an opposing team 
was able to lure blocky 6-foot-8 junior Matt Howard into foul trouble, 
there were increased opportunities for layups and dunks. Brad Stevens 
didn’t have a backup center at his disposal, and 6-foot-8 senior Avery 
Jukes was too skinny to get into an elbow-swinging contest. When How-
ard, the 2009 Horizon League player of the year, was on the bench, Ste-
vens would have to “go small.” 

A rotation of Panther beef frustrated Howard by hacking him repeat-
edly, and the game turned into a whistle party. It was exactly what Mil-
waukee wanted. The visitors took the lead ten minutes into the game and 
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rode the advantage straight to the break. Butler needed a 13-1 burst in the 
first half just to stay close. 

But Howard rose to the occasion. He made shot after shot in the sec-
ond half while fighting foul trouble. But it was Hayward, the 2010 MVP, 
who served as the team’s inspirational touchstone. He shook off his back 
ailment, joined the starting five, and played 37 minutes. Hayward posted 
ten points and 13 rebounds, his fifth double-double in a row. Butler finally 
took control of the game in the last five minutes, and after a 68-59 final, 
the Bulldogs had their 19th win in a row. That was the longest streak in 
Division I, in any conference, coast to coast. 

Butler’s opponent in the championship game, held on Tuesday night, 
was Wright State. Three years earlier, Brad Brownell’s Raiders forced 
a second Horizon bid in 2007. The 2010 version was considerably less 
dangerous, a second place team that finished six games behind. And the 
Bulldogs made sure that everybody watching at home on ESPN knew 
how much distance there was between the two teams. They effectively 
ended the game before the third media time out. At halftime, a tempo-
rary respite from a barrage of Butler three-pointers, the score was 42-28.

The game featured a signature YouTube moment. When the Bulldogs 
were up 59-34 at the 9:39 mark, Willie Veasley missed a high-arcing three-
pointer. Howard tipped it, and fought to control the offensive rebound. 
When a Raider player slapped the ball towards the far sideline, Howard 
leapt after it. He crashed through the first row of VIP seats and pancaked 
a white plastic barrier. But not before he scooped the ball lengthwise 
across his body, flipping it back out to teammate Shawn Vanzant in the 
backcourt. Vanzant fired a bullet pass that ripped through the Wright 
State zone defense. Veasley was standing there waiting in the paint, and 
he ascended for an easy layup. The crowd rose to its feet.

Matt Howard was not a normal person. Not because he wore inside-
out T-shirts under his No. 54 Butler jersey like some 1980s throwback. It 
wasn’t because of his perpetually floppy hair, thick neck and giant round 
shoulders. He had the build of a construction worker, not a basketball 
player. Howard did things like risk injury by jumping head-first into the 
stands with his team up by 25 points. Perhaps it all went back to Con-
nersville, Indiana, where he was home-schooled until high school, and 
where his four older brothers would bludgeon him mercilessly in black 
and blue pickup games in the family’s driveway. 

But his weirdness went deeper than any bruise. He was difficult to 
understand in interviews, and often spoke in codes and conjoined words 
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that few could make out, delivered with a consistent Owen Wilson dead-
pan. There was no mistake – the man was smart, brilliant even. He was 
one of only 15 Academic All-American players in Division I, carrying a 
near-perfect grade point average while working towards a Butler finance 
degree. 

For whatever reason, he developed a basketball skill set that was 
unique among uniques. He was Butler’s primary inside presence, even 
though he was nearly two inches shorter than Hayward. On offense, he 
barreled into the lane with all the subtlety of John Belushi in the Samu-
rai Delicatessen. He never really settled on a style of shot. His sky hook 
was more of a catapult, and he usually just sort of flung the ball into the 
basket. It went in over 60 percent of the time when he was close enough. 

Then on the other side of the court, he would repeatedly fly back-
wards into the basket stanchion as if there were stunt-man wires attached 
to his back. He would do this whether there was contact or not. (“I guess 
I flop,” he said once. “Doesn’t everyone?”) 

When Howard’s game clicked, he was the best player in the league. 
Mostly because there was no other player like him. His unpredictability 
and whatever-works approach made him impossible to guard. No oppo-
nent could ever get into his head. But he spent the 2009-10 regular season 
as a muddled array of stops, starts and missing pieces. A lot of it was 
spent on the bench, in his warmups, on account of too many fouls. 

In the Horizon League tournament, he showed the kind of sublime 
rag-tag form that made him the conference player of the year as a sopho-
more. In the championship game, a 70-45 blowout win, Howard scored 
14 points and collected nine rebounds. Afterwards, he was named the 
tournament MVP. “We didn’t want that same feeling going into the Tour-
nament or think that maybe you have to get some help or something to 
be in the Tournament,” he said at the post-game press conference. On this 
day of days, it all made perfect sense.

Butler consolidated their regular season title with a tourney champi-
onship, only the second time the Bulldogs had done so in their past five 
tries. But there was no court-storming, no crazy celebration and no need 
for a massive plume of blown-off steam. For one thing, there were only 
6,000 people at Hinkle Fieldhouse. At a 125-mile distance, Wright State 
was close enough for a road trip, so more than a few of those ticket hold-
ers were heartbroken visitors. Most within the Indianapolis city limits 
knew that Butler was in the NCAA Tournament either way, win or lose, 
up or down.
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But the Bulldogs’ 20th straight win guaranteed that the Horizon 
League would be a one-bid conference. That was just as many bids as the 
Atlantic Sun, Metro Atlantic, Mid-American, CAA, Ivy League, Missouri 
Valley, SoCon, Southland, Summit League and Patriot League. One bid 
equalled the number that the Big Sky, Big South and Big West would 
receive. The Big Ten and the Big East would get plenty. The Northeast 
would get one bid, and so would the Sun Belt, MEAC and SWAC. These 
were known facts before any of the league tournaments even took place.

The America East Conference was assured of a single bid too, as it 
was every year. But one of the league’s newest teams looked poised to 
win it. The State University of New York at Stony Brook was one of the 
schools that came into the league when the southern side of the confer-
ence departed for the CAA in 2001, but it took the Seawolves nine years 
to post a winning league record. Strong three-point shooting launched 
Stony Brook from 8-8 in 2008-09 to 13-3, a straight pole vault to the 
regular season championship. 

One of the key reasons why the Seawolves won the league was 
because Vermont couldn’t handle them. The Catamounts, led by outsider 
head coach Mike Lonergan and flying dunk-master Marqus Blakely, were 
swept by Stony Brook in their two-game season series: 65-60 at home in 
Burlington and 82-78 on Long Island. Those were two of the only four 
losses that Vermont absorbed in league play. But four losses were enough 
to sink the team behind the Seawolves for second place. 

Blakely, the two-time America East player of the year, also finished 
in second. During his senior season, he scored 17.3 points per game and 
averaged 9.3 rebounds. But he lost the MVP title to Muhammed El-Amin. 
The Stony Brook senior guard averaged 16.3 points, but his team won the 
regular season title and Blakely’s didn’t.

Stony Brook and Vermont were the top two seeds, and a third show-
down for the autobid seemed inevitable. The quarterfinals and semis 
were held at the University of Hartford, in an arena the hometown Hawks 
called home. It resembled an old airplane hangar, and sounded like one 
too. There on a neutral court, Vermont ripped New Hampshire 57-38 to 
book a spot in the campus site championship game.

The second end of a Sunday semifinal doubleheader was a No. 1 vs. 
No. 4 game. The top-seeded Seawolves swept Boston University home-
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and-home too, but those hadn’t been as close as the two games between 
Vermont and Stony Brook. So when the Terriers took the reins of the 
game in the first half, extending a 13-point lead to a 17-point final mar-
gin, it was an America East shocker and a cause for celebration in Burl-
ington. Because the championship contest was held at the home of the 
higher remaining seed every year, Vermont could start selling tickets 
immediately.

Six days later, on March 13, the Saturday afternoon before Selection 
Sunday. Old Patrick Gym was packed to the rafters. But Tom Brennan, 
the head coach emeritus who’d received his own Ben & Jerry’s ice cream 
flavor as a retirement gift five years earlier, wasn’t in his seat of honor. He 
was down in Nashville at the SEC tournament, receiving an achievement 
award for his late 1960s University of Georgia playing career. Vermont 
was Brennan’s hat-hanging homestead, but he was even more southern 
than Lonergan was.

Thousands of Burlingtonians turned out to see if the new guy could 
finally take the home team back to the promised land of the NCAA Tour-
nament. This was Lonergan’s third trip to the league title game, and his 
first in three years. Albany, UMBC and Binghamton had represented the 
conference on the big bracket since Brennan’s three straight titles.

Before the game, there was a moment of silence. Vermont junior 
forward Evan Fjeld, a 6-foot-8 North Carolina native, learned five days 
earlier that his mother had died. She had been fighting cancer for the 
entirety of the season, but he didn’t let his teammates know what his 
family was going through until the day she passed on. Lonergan gave 
him the option to sit out the championship game, but Fjeld refused. 

“If you knew my mom, she would have not have had that,’’ Fjeld told 
the local newspaper, the Burlington Free Press. As the game began, Fjeld 
took two early fouls but scored a layup five minutes into the contest. The 
capacity crowd gave him a standing ovation.

Vermont didn’t look back. Blakely nailed a fading jumper at the half-
time buzzer, and the Catamounts were up by 11. On the other side of 
halftime, Blakely registered a Richter scale slam dunk. The Terriers had 
just one run left in them, a 12-3 spurt, but Vermont deftly swatted it aside 
with a late dash of their own. 

Fjeld fouled out of the game with two minutes to go. There was 
another ovation, and most of the fans didn’t sit back down. Because soon 
thereafter, Marqus Blakely threw down the final Patrick Gym dunk of his 
career soon thereafter. 
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He made it count. 
Blakely took the ball on the run from a trailing pass, rose up, spread 

his arms and legs wide like a stretching spider, and slammed the ball 
home. BU’s Carlos Strong was in the wrong place, tangled in the fly-
ing web and a supporting cast member in Blakely’s final college poster. 
Strong took a foul. And one. The crowd noise reached a shrieking pitch. 
Blakely put his hand to his ear and nodded. Everyone on the Vermont 
bench doubled over in laughter.

The final score was Vermont 83, Boston University 70. This was a 
celebration of losing, resilience, redemption, tradition, victory, and a new 
championship era to replace the old one. It took five years, but Mike 
Lonergan brought the Catamounts back to March’s Big Dance. There was 
no keeping him out anymore.

The redemption offered by a conference tournament is relative. For 
all the mediocre teams with substandard seasons, one win is enough to 
salvage some pride and make the season feel like it meant something. 

After a brutal February stretch of six losses in seven games, Tennes-
see Tech’s efforts to stay afloat in the Ohio Valley Conference race disap-
peared altogether. As Mike Sutton continued to strengthen physically, 
his Golden Eagles wilted on the court. They finished the league season at 
an ordinary 8-10, with an overall mark of 14 wins and 16 losses.

Tennessee Tech took a No. 6 seed into the OVC playoffs. The Golden 
Eagles bused up to Clarksville to play third-seeded Austin Peay on a Tues-
day night, and put together the complete game that had eluded them all 
season. 

The Golden Eagles’ shooting was excellent, the rebounding over-
whelming. It was enough to hang around with a Governors team that 
had won three more league games than they had. And then, with 1.3 
seconds left, the score was tied at 65. Sophomore forward Kevin Murphy, 
Tennessee Tech’s leading scorer, let loose a long three-pointer from the 
top of the key. Swish. The season was not over, not just yet.

The OVC semifinals and championship game were held at Nash-
ville’s Bridgestone Arena, where the National Hockey League’s Preda-
tors played. Tennessee Tech went up against the No. 2 seed, Morehead 
State, and had nothing left. The Golden Eagles fell behind early, lost by a 
wide 76-47 margin, and the year was finished. It was a short trip back to 
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Cookeville, but it would be a long summer. Coach Sutton just hoped that 
he’d still be coaching there when the fall came again. For the school, it 
was that delicate balance between empathy and professionalism.

Donnie Tyndall and the Morehead State Eagles, the defending OVC 
champions, chased the Murray State Racers for the league lead for two 
months. But the Eagles were always one step behind in second place, on 
account of the 86-56 blowout loss in their first meeting back in December. 
Finally, in the last game of the regular season, Morehead gained their 
revenge with a 70-65 defensive shutdown at home. 

It was Murray’s single league loss of the season, but Morehead sus-
tained two others. Still, those two teams were so far ahead of the rest of 
the league pack, a championship rematch was inevitable. It would take 
place on a neutral floor in a large arena. The only real advantage for the 
Racers, if there would be any advantage at all, was white uniforms.

With a single NCAA Tournament bid in the balance, Morehead State 
and Murray State played exactly even for 30 minutes, two blue and gold 
teams caught in a titanic struggle on a small scale. But the Eagle shooters 
suddenly went cold from the field. Key players whose efforts would be 
necessary for a final stretch took on too many fouls. The Racers, sensing 
and seizing the moment, engineered an effortless 11-2 run. It was a string 
of clean steals and showy dunks, which tore the game open and broke the 
Eagles’ will. During the game broadcast, the camera focused on Tyndall, 
looking on with an ashen expression as the reality sunk in. It was over. 

Morehead State did play on, in one of college basketball’s sad ghost 
brackets. In addition to the National Invitation Tournament, there was a 
third tournament called the College Basketball Invitational, which took 
in 16 teams that didn’t even merit NIT invites. The Eagles won in the first 
round of the CBI at Colorado State, against a team that couldn’t break 
even in the Mountain West Conference. 

From there, the Eagles went on to play at Boston University, still 
smarting from the America East title game loss. In the Terriers’ upstairs 
Case Gymnasium, following a wild overtime game that meant nothing, 
the Eagles were done for good.

“Coach, while I was watching you on TV last week, I couldn’t stop 
thinking about that quote,” I said as we stood together in the empty arena 
afterwards. “The thing that Isiah Thomas told you at that conference.”

He nodded. “‘The game will hurt you.’ There isn’t a day that goes by 
when I don’t go back to that. I have it written down.”

“I could see it in your face,” I said. “I’m just a writer, so I’ll never have 
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a moment like the last ten minutes of that Murray State game. I can’t 
imagine how that feels.”

“This is something not many people would understand, but you will,” 
Coach Tyndall replied, putting his hand on my forearm. “It felt like when 
I got divorced last summer.”

He paused, gathered himself in order to maintain composure. “When 
we lost that game in Nashville, it was like I was going through my divorce 
all over again. I couldn’t get out of my own head. Instead of replaying 
conversations over and over, I was replaying game tape. It was like, fuck. 
If I’d just done this thing differently, or if that thing had gone the other 
way, or if the other thing hadn’t happened... maybe it would be have 
turned out differently.”

I pressed for clarification. “What did it feel like you were being 
divorced from? Was it your team, or was it 2009-10?”

“The season,” he responded quickly. “The season. We’re still a young 
team... Except for Maze and a couple others who are graduating, most of 
these guys are coming back. God... There were just so many things about 
this year, it was like we were so close. We won 15 of 17, but would have 
won 17 in a row if we hadn’t lost two of those games, at Austin Peay and 
Eastern Illinois, by a single point each. Last possession, both times. We 
lost them both. We were one win away from having the best season, 
record-wise, in school history. Then we were ten minutes away from 
going back to the NCAA Tournament. We came up just short.”





[        ]12
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P.I.G. PART Y 

The most recent conference addition to Division I was the Moun-
tain West. It wasn’t like the Great Midwest, the 1990s basketball league 
that was subsumed before it could scratch together enough teams for an 
NCAA Tournament berth. When Air Force, Brigham Young, Colorado 
State, New Mexico, San Diego State, UNLV, Utah, and Wyoming split off 
from the 16-team Western Athletic Conference in 1998, it was perfect 
league mitosis, eight and eight. 

Those that were left behind in the WAC were a couple of longtime 
members, Hawai’i and Texas-El Paso, and a six-pack of newer entries 
that had joined up in 1996: Fresno State, Texas Christian, Rice, Southern 
Methodist, Tulsa and San Jose State. Most of these were smaller reli-
gious colleges or state school satellites, and they weren’t as willing or 
financially able to compete alongside the eight upwardly mobile football 
institutions. At least, not at the high level that the major-league bowl 
subdivision demanded. Football was the driver of the WAC-MWC split, 
not basketball. But either way, both conferences had enough teams for 
NCAA Tournament bids, and life continued for everybody.

Back in the late 1990s, March Madness was slightly simpler than it 
was in 2010. The bracket was 64 teams, neatly organized into six rounds 
and four regions, with 30 automatic conference qualifiers and 34 at-large 
selections. Logic dictated that the birth of any new league would subtract 
an at-large and add an automatic. That, after all, was what the NCAA did 
to the women’s event when the Mountain West was formed: 31 qualifiers 
and 33 at-larges. But politics are nowhere near as easy a science as simple 
mathematics. 

After much deliberation, the powers that were decided against a 
reduction in the men’s at-large pool. Instead, there would be one more 
team and one more game, a lopsided 65 instead of 64. Starting in 2001, 
the first year the Mountain West sent its league champion to the NCAA 
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Tournament, the two lowest teams on the selection committee’s S-curve 
went to Dayton, Ohio to play off. Or, rather, to play in. 

They called it the Opening Round Game. But most fans, observers, 
coaches and players had a different name in mind. It was the Play-In 
Game, whether the NCAA liked it or not. Or, for short, the PIG. The 
weird appendage on the March bracket did look quite a bit like a snout. 
Every year, joyless 64’s and 65’s shuffled into Dayton, and used the Mon-
day press conference before the Tuesday game as a venting opportunity. 
There was bitterness and anger that hard-fought conference tournament 
championships weren’t good enough for a direct ticket. 

“I’ve never really liked the Play-In Game,” said Coppin State head 
coach Fang Mitchell. This came the day before his team lost in 2008 
to Northeast Conference champion Mount Saint Mary’s, 69-60. “I fully 
understand what the purpose is, though. It’s to get another of the major 
schools in the Tournament. They weren’t going to take any at-large bids 
away from the bigger schools.”

Former Florida A&M head coach Mike Gillespie brought teams to 
Dayton twice, in 2004 and 2007, and always said that the experience 
cheapened the MEAC and its title. When Niagara won the Metro Atlan-
tic Athletic Association tournament in 2007 and was assigned to Day-
ton, Purple Eagle guard Charron Fisher said that the NCAA had flat out 
“disrespected” him and his team. His coach was more bemused than 
anything. “We’re just surprised and a little confused,” Joe Mihalich said. 
“We don’t know why we’re here, but we are.”

This wasn’t the first time that teams from smaller conferences had to 
play in, or the first time that Divisions I-AA and I-AAA paid an explicit 
sacrifice for the I-A leagues. In 1983, when the bracket was 52 teams, 
a pool of eight unseeded champions from humble conferences like the 
East Coast, NEC, Atlantic 10, SWAC and OVC fought for four floating 
No. 11 and 12 positions. The losers were summarily sent home, without 
so much as the dignity of a seed number. In 1985, four seeds were added 
to the bottom of each of the four quadrants, and the bracket was an 
evenly balanced and proportioned 64. The upset dynamics of low seeds 
entered the general consciousness. David over Goliath had a new numeri-
cal shorthand: 16/1. 

Though the 64-team bracket was only 15 quick years old, a timeframe 
not even the full width of a human generation, 16/16 was some kind of 
sacrilege. Perhaps it was the singularity of that extra game, the imbalance 
that threw off the bracket’s perfect symmetrical harmony, the pimple on 
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the pretty face. Or, perhaps, it was the minor injustice that the Mountain 
West, the impetus for the PIG’s creation, would never, ever participate in 
it. The two teams were always from the very smallest conferences, and 
played championship subdivision football if they even fielded teams. 

On top of all that, there were sensitive racial issues too. The lowest 
conferences in the aggregate RPI ratings were usually the MEAC and 
SWAC, the two historically black Division I leagues. Even if those two 
tournament champions ended up at the bottom of the S-curve, which 
happened several times during the 2000s, the selection committee would 
take extra care to bump one up to a true No. 16. The NCAA didn’t want 
to give the impression that the PIG was some kind of basketball ghetto.

Some questioned whether it was part of the NCAA Tournament at 
all. A loophole in the CBS television carriage contract allowed other net-
works to broadcast the Tuesday night game. The National Network, later 
known as Spike TV, beamed the inaugural PIG to a national cable audi-
ence in 2001. Since 2002, it had been an ESPN production. 

Others just waxed philosophical about the whole thing. “Obviously, 
there are going to be some hard decisions that are going to be made on 
actually who plays in it,” said Mount Saint Mary’s head coach Milan 
Brown in 2008. “The debate goes on... are you actually in the NCAA 
Tournament? How do you feel about playing this game, being that 65th 
team?”

Not everybody joined the debate. Some were big PIG fans. Mike 
McConathy and Northwestern State beat Winthrop 71-67 in 2001. They 
were blown out by 38 points against top seed Illinois on the same Day-
ton floor three days later, but no even that diminished the head coach’s 
enthusiasm for their hosts.

“When we got there, everybody had the attitude that this was the 
most horrible thing in the world,” McConathy recalled. “Our approach 
was, this is great. It gave us the opportunity to go play an NCAA Tour-
nament game that we had the opportunity to actually win. Most No. 16 
seeds get in there for a Thursday game, and they’re gone quickly. But we 
got to take in so much and have that whole week.”

The local Dayton fans cheered on Northwestern State because they 
showed superior pluck against the Big South champions. The Eagles 
appeared confused and unsure as to what kind of strange basketball pur-
gatory they’d wandered into. The Demon players and staff, overwhelmed 
and grateful for the extra moral support, repaid the favor the next night. 
The Demons arrived back at University of Dayton Arena on Wednesday 
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to root on the home team in their 68-59 NIT first round win against UNC 
Wilmington. They were all dressed in red Dayton Flyers T-shirts, which 
was assistant coach Mark Slessinger’s idea.

“We really and truly embraced the city of Dayton, and they embraced 
us,” McConathy said. “Our team had a truly wonderful experience in that 
city.”

Dayton, which split hosting duties with Philadelphia’s Palestra for the 
1983 and 1984 play-ins, adopted the new PIG right away. Tickets were 
affordable at $8. Crowds at UD Arena grew every year, from 6,000 to 
8,000 to nearly 10,000. Fans picked sides, even though they knew noth-
ing about the teams beforehand. 

The game even had an unofficial headquarters and a biggest fan. Two 
miles away on Oak Street and Park Drive was the South Park Tavern, a 
cozy pizza restaurant owned by Bill Daniels. “I went the first year,” he 
said. “The second year I didn’t go, but I read John Feinstein’s book about 
the Patriot League, ‘The Last Amateurs,’ about how those kids played 
basketball for the love of the game. That re-sparked my interest. I thought 
that maybe we would get a Patriot League team here someday.”

Lehigh was the Patriot champion in 2004, and went to Dayton. Dan-
iels brought 20 of his friends. The play-in fan club swelled to 70 the next 
year, and then doubled in 2006. By 2007, Daniels bought out three sec-
tions of the arena. Before the game, he printed out stats and rosters so 
that fans could make informed decisions about who to root for. 

There were thousands of green and yellow cardstock signs that read 
“Dayton Fans Say: Go 64 Seed” on one side and an equally encouraging 
message for the No. 65 seed on the other. Eventually, as digital printing 
technology improved, Daniels was able to put the team names and logos 
on the signs. He was still able to make a 48-hour turnaround between the 
Selection Sunday bracket announcement and the Dayton tipoff.

Over the years, there were stories of play-in magnanimity. Niagara 
had only 3,000 students and no pep band, but the upstate New York 
team had plenty of friends in Dayton when it arrived for the 2007 Play-In 
Game against Florida A&M.

“In 2004, we were at the NCAA tournament in Buffalo,” said UD band 
leader Dr. Willie Morris III. “Niagara’s opening-round NIT game against 
Troy was the day before. They called the Atlantic 10 conference office 
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and said they needed a band. The A-10 called me, and I said ‘heck yeah, 
we’ll play for them.’ So we played as the Niagara band in the NIT game. 
When they won, they were so excited that they said, ‘whenever we need 
you again, we’ll call you.’”

The call came three years later, when the Purple Eagles were sent to 
Dayton. Niagara won the MAAC tourney with 22 overall wins but only 
had an RPI of 136. The band arrived for the gig dressed in Niagara’s 
purple and black, switching their signature chant from “Goooo, Dayton 
Flyers” to “Goooo, Purple Eagles.” 

“They won that game too!” exclaimed Morris. “So we went on to Chi-
cago with them when they played No. 1 Kansas. They still didn’t have a 
band yet, so we went up there the next year and opened their basketball 
season. Then we went back to open their hockey season.”

Pep bands were a huge part of the Play-In Game. Because there was 
usually either a MEAC or SWAC team in Dayton every year, there was a 
lot of serious musical muscle. In the historically black leagues, they took 
marching bands a whole lot more seriously than they took basketball. 

Whether the team on the court won or not (and they usually didn’t), 
an HBCU band would always clean up during time outs. In 2006, Mon-
mouth of the Northeast Conference trounced Hampton, a MEAC school, 
by a 71-49 score. But a subset of “The Force,” Hampton’s marching band, 
so dominated stoppages that Monmouth’s musicians stopped play-
ing during their designated alternating time outs. The band members 
pointed to the other endline. They wanted to hear more. 

Unfortunately, ESPN cut to commercials, and viewers at home didn’t 
get to see the band play. There were other hidden aspects of the Play-In 
Game too. Most crucially, the PIG was a small piggy-bank for each win-
ner. As an official NCAA Tournament game, the victorious conference 
received one of the 129 full shares: $1.2 million paid out over six years. 
Not that it helped the cash-poor leagues that needed it most, though. The 
MEAC and SWAC were 1-7 in Dayton between 2001 to 2009. The only 
winners were the Florida A&M Rattlers, who beat Lehigh 72-57 in 2004. 

PIG winners always left town happier. Some were even cured of their 
initial bafflement. “It’s an NCAA Tournament win,” said Niagara’s Joe 
Mihalich in 2007, after his team beat Florida A&M 77-69. “It’s our first 
NCAA Tournament win in 37 years. It’s an NCAA Tournament game. 
Someone corrected me and said it’s the Opening Round, not the Play-In 
Game, but whatever. It’s a Tournament win, and there’s no asterisk as far 
as I’m concerned.”
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In the final moments of that game between the Rattlers and Purple 
Eagles, a man walked around the arena mezzanine holding a large sign. 
“BURY KANSAS,” it read. “It was the most neutral sign I could come up 
with,” said Ed Dean with a shrug. Niagara ended up as the team that was 
buried. They lost in Chicago to the top-seeded Kansas Jayhawks, 107-67, 
even though Dr. Morris and the UD pep band played their best for them.

Ed Dean was a good friend of the Play-In Game’s No. 1 fan. “This is 
where March Madness starts,” said Bill Daniels. “No other place can say 
that. If the other towns knew that we had an NCAA Tournament game 
with eight dollar tickets, where you could afford to take your kids and 
have a great time, they’d be green with envy. Every year, we get to host 
two teams full of players who love basketball and play their hearts out. 

“And one of these years, it’s going to happen. The team that we send 
from this game will be the No. 16 that finally takes down the No. 1 
seed. And when that happens, we’ll be proud to be the place where it all 
started.” 

The word “playoffs” tightened heart muscles, caused breaths to bate, 
forced sleepless nights, and inspired nervous palpitations. Fans couldn’t 
wait for the agony and ecstasy of elimination games. In the NFL, Wild 
Card Weekend signaled the start of a month of lost Saturdays and Sun-
days. ALDS, NLDS and “conference quarterfinals” became American 
terminology. 

But March 16, 2010 was the first day of the NCAA Tournament. Out-
side of Dayton, Ohio, few bothered to care. 

The Opening Round game was ten years old, nearly the lifespan of the 
average domestic pig. The 2010 game was historic for the city of Dayton, 
too. It was the 83rd men’s NCAA Tournament game played there, equal-
ing Kansas City’s art deco Municipal Auditorium for the most ever.

Over at the South Park Tavern, Bill Daniels was setting up for another 
pregame pizza party. This time, he’d reserved a block of 1,000 seats, 
almost a tenth of the arena’s total capacity. This was his most complicated 
ticket distribution yet. He had color-coded lists of where everybody was 
going to sit, and was trying to keep all the tickets separate and accounted 
for. 

In addition, he had to distribute the yellow cardstock signs, which had 
just come back from the quick-printer, still hot to the touch. On one side 
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was printed, “Dayton Fans Say: Go Eagles.” On the other, “Dayton Fans 
Say: Go Golden Lions.” “I picked yellow because it’s a team color of both 
schools,” Daniels said.

Winthrop of the Big South, runners-up at the 2001 PIG, were back. 
The Eagles’ opposition was Arkansas-Pine Bluff of the SWAC, the annual 
representative from a historically black conference. The SWAC had been 
assured of the Dayton spot ever since Morgan State won the MEAC tour-
nament in Winston-Salem. Todd Bozeman’s team, 17-1 in conference and 
wielding an SEC upset over Arkansas, was the strongest Tournament 
entry the eastern seaboard league had produced in a long time. They 
pulled a No. 15 seed and a date with West Virginia.

Morgan State had a proud basketball heritage. When the school was 
in the college division during the 1960s and 1970s, Clarence “Big House” 
Gaines and the basketball Bears won Central Intercollegiate Athletic 
Association championships and sold out Baltimore Arena on a regular 
basis. Earlier, during segregation, head coach Talmadge Hill taught a rig-
orous system that eschewed fancy ball tricks and resulted in two CIAA 
championships in the postwar years. 

Pine Bluff had none of this history. This was the school’s first winning 
season in Division I. 

The Golden Lions, 15 years removed from Division II, won 17 games 
in their first six D-I seasons. Then the Golden Lions finished 18-16 in 
2009-10. Each and every win came against a SWAC opponent. During 
November and December, UAPB traveled around the country funding 
the athletic department and its money-losing football team with guaran-
tee game checks. They lost every time. The body bag tour went through 
the University of Colorado, Oklahoma State, Arizona State, Missouri, 
Kansas State and Oregon. By the time Pine Bluff played their first game 
at home against Southern University, it was January 16. The team had 
gone over 11,000 miles and collected nearly $1 million in funds.

“The trip to Michigan was tough,” said Pine Bluff senior forward Leb-
aron Weathers, remembering a trip to face the Big Ten’s Wolverines on 
December 5. That 67-53 loss wasn’t as bad as some of the other ones. “The 
game was Saturday. We had to bus back home on Sunday and be back in 
school on Monday. That takes a lot out of you.”

Most SWAC teams spent the first two months of every season like 
that. Most entered league play without any desire or motivation left. 
UAPB, on the other hand, found the energy to grind out win after win. 
The Pine Bluff defense spread out across the floor in a driving line, and 
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dared offenses to penetrate. Major-conference teams had little trouble 
doing that. But in league games, the Golden Wall allowed an average of 
only 60 points.

At the SWAC tournament in Shreveport, Pine Bluff rode a No. 2 seed 
to the end, defeating Mississippi Valley State, defending champion Ala-
bama State and Texas Southern over three days. The team cut down the 
nets just 24 hours before the selection committee revealed the bracket, 
but the Golden Lions knew exactly where they were headed. With a 17-15 
overall record, Dayton was calling.

In the same timeframe as Pine Bluff’s short Division I life, Winthrop 
had nine Big South Conference titles. The first seven culminated in a 
2007 upset of Notre Dame in a 6/11 game, and a Valley job at Wichita 
State for head coach Gregg Marshall. Marshall’s Winthrop teams were 
always long and athletic, often scoring in the seventies. Marshall’s long-
time assistant Randy Peele took over, but he was more into the fifties. The 
new-look Eagles were all about denial.

“Before every game, I put a number up on our whiteboard,” Peele said. 
“I set a defensive goal. I try to make it as crazy as possible. For example, 
I tell my team that we’re going to hold Coastal Carolina to 55 points. Or 
I tell them I want to hold Radford to 30 percent shooting. I try to make 
a game out of it.”

The Eagles brought the 2010 league championship back to their Rock 
Hill, South Carolina campus, just south of Charlotte. It was Peele’s sec-
ond title in three seasons, even though his team shot just 38 percent 
for the whole year. The Eagles were easily the worst shooting team in 
the Big South, and among the bottom ten in Division I. Winthrop won 
when they kept turnovers low, fouls to a minimum, and maximized each 
chance at the basket. When the Eagles shot 40 percent or better, they 
blew teams out. It was the Butler formula, writ small. Some in Rock Hill 
didn’t appreciate the low margin for error, however.

“When we started out 1-3 in the league this year, people were writing 
letters to the editor ripping me,” said Peele. “The fans were saying all sorts 
of stuff on the Winthrop fans message board. They even came up with 
a list of people to replace me at the end of the year. One day, someone 
came up to me and asked me, ‘So are you guys going to hit a shot?’ And 
I thought, ‘Well, good morning!’”

In the one-bid Big South, the Eagles’ defensive intensity had proven 
effective in staving off elimination. After an eight-game February win 
streak and a clinched No. 3 seed in the league tournament, Winthrop 
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knocked off defending champion Radford by holding the Highlanders to 
25 percent shooting. Then the Eagles took out No. 1 seed Coastal Carolina 
to return to the NCAA Tournament. The Chanticleers boasted the No. 1 
offense in the conference, scoring 75 points per game, but managed only 
53 on the first Saturday afternoon of ESPN’s “Championship Week.” The 
nationwide audience got an ugly game, but that didn’t matter.

“We play tournament-style basketball all year. We don’t run on a 
made basket, and we use our athleticism to get stops. Field goal percent-
ages always seem to come down in March, but we’re already used to that.”

One Eagle who’d seen a lot of March basketball was senior guard 
Mantoris Robinson. He was the only remaining player from the team 
that upset Notre Dame, and 2010 was his third trip to the Big Dance in 
four seasons. He was a role-playing freshman in 2007, and since then 
he’d only averaged six points per game over his 125 collegiate appear-
ances. But because he’d bought into his coach’s whiteboard games, he 
blossomed into the two-time Big South defensive player of the year.

“You always hear about defense winning championships, but we’re 
proof of that,” said Robinson. “We want teams to feel like they’re being 
smothered when they play us. We go into games wanting to take things 
away from them, and it always feels real good when we do.”

Robinson made sure to spread that feeling around. After the team 
began the season 4-9, he took it upon himself to call a team meeting. 
“It was the beginning of January, it was the end of a road trip, and we’d 
lost five in a row at that point,” Peele recalled. “We’d just lost at Charles-
ton Southern by ten. They were able to run their offense the way they 
wanted. Manny issued a challenge to his teammates, and reminded them 
of what they had to do if they wanted to succeed together. We won ten of 
our next 11 after that. You have to overcome a lot to become a champion, 
a lot of adversity and a lot of second guessing. But we’ve proven that what 
we do works.”

Selflessness, anonymity, and the willingness to sacrifice individual 
stats for team good had been the linchpins of the Winthrop tradition. 
There were no stars. Even though the Eagles were in the NCAA Tourna-
ment almost every year, even though they upset Notre Dame, nobody 
could name the players in maroon. And they didn’t care. Nobody in the 
league they dominated annually knew their names either.

“Randy really took care of business in the league tournament,” said 
Gregg Marshall, who kept track of Winthrop’s process while guiding 
Wichita State to the MVC title game in St. Louis. “And I’m really proud 
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of Mantoris and the player he’s become. You know, we won the league six 
times, and we only had one player of the year. Nine championships in 12 
years, and only one MVP. Now, what does that say about the program?”

It started at 7:30 pm at subterranean UD Arena. On the dot. At the 
moment the ESPN broadcast started, the starting fives for both teams 
were positioned around the center circle for the opening tipoff. From a 
couch at home, it was as if they hadn’t existed before that very moment, 
as if a video game had just rendered random players out of pixels and 
computer code. 

But the PIG was a real, actual NCAA Tournament game. The Big 
Dance had begun. Conference play was over, the conference tournaments 
were complete, and the NCAA was in full control. 

There was an antiseptic feeling whenever the NCAA took over a build-
ing. There were blue curtains and carefully-staged press conferences, and 
a big slip-proof logo in the middle of the court. The arenas were scrubbed 
of all advertisements, all the logos and signs covered with gigantic black 
tarpaulins. In recent years, there were VitaminWater tanks behind the 
benches, but that’s because Coca-Cola was an official NCAA Corporate 
Champion that paid extra to pierce the bubble. Coke was positioning the 
drink, literally, as an athletic enhancement. In a 2010 ruling, Judge John 
Gleeson of the U.S. District Court for the Eastern District of New York 
said that the company’s use of health-related buzzwords in its advertising 
violated FDA policy. There were 33 grams of high-fructose corn syrup in 
every 20-ounce bottle.

Inside the arena, there was a “cup rule,” strongly enforced. Members 
of the credentialed media couldn’t go out on the floor holding a can or 
bottle, lest they be photographed with a Pepsi product. At a special cup 
station just outside the tunnel, there was a uniformed and eagle-eyed offi-
cial with an outstretched palm. There was no sneaking a can past him. 
No. Everything had to be poured into a VitaminWater logo cup, whether 
it was VitaminWater or not. But there was a tank full of VitaminWater 
available nearby if anybody wanted it.

Pine Bluff was so inexperienced with the national postseason that 
the team committed a severe breach of protocol. All player participants 
in the Tournament were required to wear a small blue NCAA logo on 
their jerseys, an embroidered circle that stuck to a polyester uniform 
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with removable stickum. The Golden Lions came out on the floor without 
them, and a man in a suit came over to whisper at second-year head coach 
George Ivory. When the team came out after halftime, the whole team 
was wearing the little circles on their white Russell Athletic uniforms, 
right over their hearts.

By then, the two teams had battled through a low-scoring first half, 
both fighting to stay above 25 percent shooting. That was to be expected 
from two teams that used tough defense to win their leagues. When 
halftime came, there was no halftime show. No Red Panda or ZOOper-
stars or a mascot basketball game. There were no Rollergirls. This was 
the serious and somber business of eliminating 64 basketball teams and 
deciding a National Champion. As the bands took their breaks, the quiet 
hum offered spectators a chance to quietly contemplate what they were 
witnessing.

In the second half, Arkansas-Pine Bluff started to pull away with a 
series of three-pointers. The Eagle defense, trying to switch from man-
to-man to zone and back again to confound its opposition, was instead 
overwhelmed by a sudden burst of Golden Lion energy. Robinson, the 
senior defensive specialist for Winthrop, fouled out. 

Over a seven-minute stretch, UAPB outscored the Eagles 13-3. In a joy-
ous Pine Bluff radio booth, connected back to Arkansas by way of a stack 
of old recording equipment and an analog phone line, a realization began 
to set in. The Golden Lions were going to win a game against a non-
conference opponent for the first time since December of 2008. More 
importantly, the SWAC was about to win a game at the NCAA Tournament. 

No SWAC team had won at the Big Dance since 1993, when Ben Jobe’s 
Southern University Jaguars shot within seven seconds, asked questions 
later, and left Georgia Tech with no answers. In each following year, the 
league’s representative had been crashed and crushed by a No. 1 or No. 
2 seed, or embarrassed and humiliated in the PIG. The SWAC had been 
relegated to Dayton five times in ten years, and was zero for its first four 
tries. But down the stretch, as Winthrop lost their best player to fouls, 
fight and resolve soon followed. Pine Bluff rose to destiny’s call. The 
Golden Lions kept hitting long threes and midrange twos, and built a 
17-point wall. 

The buzzer sounded on a 61-44 blowout. It was the first SWAC walk-
over since Southern beat the Ramblin’ Wreck 93-78 17 years earlier in 
Tucson. This particular SWAC team, though, was one for one in the 
NCAA Tournament, and was the only team in Division I with a perfect 
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1.000 winning percentage. For a moment, the Golden Lions were perfect. 
And so too was the bracket, a sublimely balanced conceptual edifice of 
64 teams.

The UAPB band, which had killed the Winthrop band’s will to play 
late in the first half, raised instruments up and delivered several run-
throughs of an arrangement of Montell Jordan’s “This Is How We Do It.” 
A small group of families and friends joined in. This is how we do it, all 
hands are in the air/And wave them from here to there/If you’re the O.G. 
SWAC or a wannabe playa...

After the game, Winthrop’s head coach took some time to visit with 
friends and family on the court, before the team made its quick escape 
out of Dayton. Back home, there would be more letters to the editor 
and increased second-guessing. Randy Peele’s team had shot 29 percent 
against Pine Bluff. Coach, are you guys going to hit a shot next season? 

“Thanks for coming out,” Peele managed softly. “I’m sorry we didn’t 
play better.”

Arkansas-Pine Bluff stuck around as long as it could before their trip 
down to Jacksonville for the first round. The band played more hip-hop 
arrangements, and the smiling players trundled around the perimeter of 
the court with their warmups and backpacks. The SWAC administrators 
shook hands with everybody they knew, even people they didn’t, and 
soaked up the winning moment. Finally, the arena management kicked 
everybody out and the cleaning crew swept the aisles. 

The win guaranteed the SWAC that extra NCAA pool share, which 
would be distributed around the conference over the following six years. 
It would be close to the amount of two guarantee game checks per school. 
Nobody knew yet if those ten cash-strapped programs would use the 
money to cut down on their body baggage. But first things came first. The 
Golden Lions were still in position to earn a second SWAC win share, and 
to go 2-0 at the NCAA Tournament all-time.

But the Golden Lions would have to Bury Duke.





[        ]11
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THE SHOW 

In 2005, Davidson finished with a perfect 16-0 record in the Southern 
Conference’s regular season. But the Wildcats lost in the tourney semifi-
nals, and were snubbed by the NCAA selection committee. The following 
year, Hofstra, Western Kentucky and Missouri State were left out despite 
RPI ratings in the top 40. In 2008, VCU won 25 games, Illinois State won 
24, and both ended up in the old NIT. 

The argument was the same every year, only the names of the schools 
were different. With conferences like the Big East, SEC, ACC and Big Ten 
routinely sending six or more teams to the NCAA Tournament, this was 
all easy conspiracy fodder. The committee was rewarding brand name 
Division I-A football institutions, they would say, and thumbing its col-
lective nose at anonymous upstarts. It was all a setup, a plot, a massive 
screwjob. The system was rigged, corrupt and fueled by greed. 

Every March, during the conference tournaments, ten conference 
commissioners and university athletic directors bunkered up on the 15th 
floor of the Indianapolis Westin. On Sunday evening, they came out with 
a perfectly polished 65-team bracket. What happened in between was a 
secret, and those outside the Westin walls were free to fill in the gaps. 
They did. The three days between Selection Sunday and the start of the 
first round games were a grand national basketball debate about snubs, 
bad seeding assignments, gift bids for undeserving teams, and The Man 
keeping the mid-majors down.

That there was a debate at all was another by-product of the event’s 
massive expansion. From 1951 to 1974, the field was made up of confer-
ence champions and superior independents. In the modern age, with a 
bigger bracket, 34 at-large bids were awarded to non-champions. Deter-
mining whose losses could be justified was arbitrary and subjective, a 
exercise undertaken by a mysterious cabal, a hoops Illuminati. Outside 
the inner sanctum, the selection committee was as hardly ever referred 
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to in a collective sense, but as a single entity – a hive mind and a single 
voice from on high, not unlike a basketball godhead.

For two decades, the NCAA thrived on this mystique. The conversa-
tion generated attention and helped make the Big Dance what it was. 
But in 2007, the governing body threw back the blinds and began hold-
ing “mock selection” exercises for journalists and league employees: a 
12-hour condensed version of the five-day roundtable marathon. “We’re 
attempting to shine a light on a very complicated process,” said Greg 
Shaheen, NCAA Senior Vice-President for Basketball. He was the Tour-
nament’s de facto czar from 2001 onward. “We really have nothing to 
hide here.”

In February 2009, at NCAA headquarters in Indianapolis, Shaheen 
presided over two such sessions, along with Tournament associate direc-
tor David Worlock, and that year’s committee chairman, Mike Slive of 
the SEC. With 20 sportswriters present, they carefully described all the 
procedures involved in putting together the annual bracket. It was a 
three-step process: selection, seeding and bracketing. 

Though “Selection Sunday” became the popular term in America’s 
cultural dictionary, actual selection of the at-large pool was always 
wrapped up by Saturday. Over the weekend, the committee ranked the 
teams from one to 65 on a serpentine S-curve. Nos. 1 through 4 made up 
the top line from left to right. The overall No. 5 came below No. 4 on the 
two-seed line, back to the overall No. 8 underneath the top-top seed, and 
so on down the line. At the bottom, poor 64 and 65 were the teams that 
ended up in Dayton at the PIG.

That S-curve started slithering on Friday. As the last few conference 
tournaments were completed, it was finally filled out by 4 p.m. on Sun-
day. The committee didn’t shuffle the teams into the bracket until the 
late afternoon, mere hours before the nationally televised selection show 
on CBS. 

The linchpin of committee deliberations was the “Rank-8,” or “cross-
country.” At each step of selection and seeding, the ten committee mem-
bers picked eight teams from the best-available pool. They ranked each 
grid of eight, from strongest to weakest, to create aggregate lists. “The list 
and rank process requires the committee to look at one slice at a time, 
rather than at the picture in total,” said Shaheen. “It is likely the biggest 
misconception. It is imperative that a team be able to hold up either 
alone, or when compared with any permutation of other teams being 
considered.”
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Committee members could not consider teams from their schools or 
conferences. Specially-designed software automatically locked out any-
body with a conflict of interest. No vote could be cast or influenced by 
any affiliated associates. If Old Dominion was listed in a Rank-8, any-
body connected to the school or the Colonial Athletic Association had to 
leave the room. 

The system was full of checks and balances. In five days of listing, 
ranking and tie-breaking, a thumbs-up or thumbs-down decision on any 
single team just wasn’t possible. No single person in the room could con-
trol the process, either. This was a committee, and this was groupthink. 
With ten voters in the room, and each single vote requiring a majority, 
there could be no ground axes and no negative personal agendas. 

“Essentially impossible,” said Shaheen in regards to the possibility 
of bracket hijacking. “From time to time, a committee member might 
raise an idea about a team that others on the committee simply don’t 
agree with.  Everyone is able to discuss the merits of their perspective on 
any given team being considered, but in order for anything to happen 
with the field, a majority of the committee must be convinced. Evidence 
shows that it can’t happen. As such, that axe will grow dull.”

In the mock selection room, the blur of color-coded team sheets, RPI 
numbers, checklists, ballots and that hypnotic S-curve was quite over-
whelming. Nobody even stopped to consider which conferences were 
being represented, or how much consideration each was receiving. And 
that was the point, the NCAA people said. 

“Something was telling after our second mock session concluded Fri-
day night,” said Worlock afterwards. “An employee of a conference had 
no idea how many teams from his own league were in the mock field. He 
couldn’t remember if it was six or seven teams, so he counted. It turned 
out it was eight.” 

Only the top 11 percent among hundreds of non-champions could 
be NCAA Tournament at-larges. Any team’s access to that elite pool was 
determined by who they played and how well they performed against 
those opponents. Major conference teams played each other two months 
out of every year. Those outside simply didn’t have as many opportuni-
ties to make their cases against top competition. That wasn’t a conspir-
acy, that was just the way it was. 

 Teams from smaller conferences had to deal with guarantee game 
culture and power-conference head coaches who didn’t take their sched-
uling calls, but the committee wasn’t in the business of empathy. 
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“Each team must stand on its own,” Shaheen said.
The new age of NCAA transparency didn’t have much of an impact 

on the public. Those who attended the mock selection exercises filed 
their newspaper columns, expressed their new appreciations for the pro-
cess, then went back to arguing about bad seeds and snubs a month 
later. Some people even went so far as to call the mock selection process 
fraudulent, an elaborate ruse to hide what really went on behind closed 
doors at the Westin. It was all a setup, a plot, a massive screwjob. The 
system was rigged, corrupt and fueled by greed. 

As ever, information was no match for imagination. The NCAA 
showed everybody the men behind the curtain, but most chose to believe 
in wizards instead.

It was a very black and blue place. In the dark inner concourses of 
every arena were blue rumpled curtains, held up by temporary frames of 
hollow aluminum pipes. Those marked acceptable pathways, cordoned 
off cheerleader changing rooms, and defined dining areas. There were 
black tablecloths on buffet tables, with black bowls of salty nut mix that 
were seemingly never empty. 

At a black table, a uniformed attendant, usually wearing a black tie, 
would pour a requester’s beverage of choice into a VitaminWater cup. 

There were blue signs up on easels, printed in thin white Swiss type: 
“Quiet Please Press Conference In Progress,” “Hotel Shuttle Runs Until 1:15 
a.m.,” “Breakout Room B,” “CBS Crews Only.” Stacks of media guides and 
protocol manuals sat on tables which were covered in black vinyl. Draped 
over the arena entry hallways, yards and yards of black fabric. 

Every March, walking out into the arena before an NCAA Tourna-
ment first round quadruple-header inspired interrupted breath and a 
slight twinge in the chest. This was it, March Madness. Everything about 
the spectacle was organized to emote significance. On a continuous loop 
over the loudspeakers, a canned fanfare, backed by a skittering hip-hop 
beat. Trumpet music. There was a clean splice between over 5,000 games 
that came before, and those 63 national eliminators.

This wasn’t the Opening Round anymore, either. The eight NCAA 
first and second round subregionals took place in 18,000-seat basketball 
arenas, where professional teams played. Seats stretched up to the rafters 
in two or three high decks. The corners were darkened, with extra lights 
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fixed and directed towards the court. Five long courtside tables, wrapped 
in black vinyl, provided media seating positions. There was no room for 
elbows. On the endlines, there was little legroom at all. Photography posi-
tions, separated by masking tape, were barely three feet wide.

Just as in Dayton, black tarpaulins covered arena ads. The venues 
were clean. But for the eight subregional sites, there were also eight clean 
black-rimmed courts, virtually identical. The host city name was printed 
in blue on one endline, the venue name on the other. There were black 
cushions wrapped around the stanchions, emblazoned with a stylized 
and specific logo for NCAA Basketball. Attached to each basket base were 
“shot sheets” for use by the endline cameramen. The people in the CBS 
truck would tell them who to focus on, and with eight teams and 120 
players at each site, memorization was impossible. 

Miles of cables and cords ringed the court. Overhead, a closed and 
dedicated wireless network was thick with invisible gigabytes. The mod-
ern Big Dance unleashed a torrent of data: streaming video, wire pho-
tos, cell phone alerts, Twitter tweets. Pictures, accounts and descriptions 
streamed to a larger audience outside the arena, people at home and at 
work, on computers and carrying advanced mobile devices. Many stayed 
home and watched TV. The first Thursday of the NCAA Tournament was 
a national holiday of horrible excuses. On March 18, 2010, “under the 
weather” meant March Madness. 

The three-week television show began at exactly 12:20 p.m. Eastern 
time. The best seats in the house, the two wide berths at center court, 
were reserved for the announcers. Each year, CBS released commentator 
assignments for each subregion the day after the brackets were revealed. 
For many fans, this information was nearly as important as which teams 
were playing where. The matchups were always new from one March to 
the next, with different teams and players and coaches, but commenta-
tors were evergreen constants. 

They were conduits between the arena and the audience, and occa-
sionally upstaged the action. After calling every Final Four for 33 years, 
Billy Packer left CBS. His last game was the 2008 National Championship 
final, and when Kansas took a 38–12 lead over North Carolina, Packer 
declared “this game is over.” Once his career was over, it was more than a 
retirement. It was a culture change. Packer was the villain viewers loved 
to hate, the man who hated mid-majors. His replacement, former Ohio 
State player Clark Kellogg, was downright bland by comparison, as any-
body different would have been.
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The announcers in Providence, Rhode Island were Bill Raftery 
and Verne Lundquist, CBS’ second team. Raftery’s signature exclama-
tion “onions!” became a tagline for any clutch three-pointer, anywhere. 
Together, he and Lundquist were longtime broadcast partners and pals, 
folksy voices of college basketball insiderdom. 

Their first assignment was a matchup between No. 2 Villanova and 
No. 15 Robert Morris (never to be confused with either Robert Morris 
from Illinois). Villanova was one of seven at-large selections from the 
Big East, and RMU finished as tournament champions of the Northeast 
Conference. 

The Colonials, 15-3 in their league, lost a first place tie-breaker with 
Quinnipiac. They easily defeated Central Connecticut State and Mount 
Saint Mary’s at home in the NEC campus site playoffs. On the road at 
Quinnipiac in the title game, RMU’s Dallas Green sank two free throws 
in the final ten seconds to clinch the championship: Robert Morris 52, 
Quinnipiac 50. For the second straight year, the Colonials drew a No. 15 
seed in the NCAA Tournament.

Raftery and Lundquist settled into an easy patter as the game began. 
As soon as the clock started running, Raftery wheezed, “Villanova goes... 
mandaman!” The game, and the Big Dance itself, couldn’t start until the 
television audience knew which defensive alignment the team that lost 
the tip took. Few at home could remember why things were this way, but 
that didn’t matter. It was all part of the continuum that joined one year’s 
bracket to the next. 

Lundquist announced that Wildcats head coach Jay Wright was hold-
ing back Scottie Reynolds and Corey Fisher, two regular starters, on the 
bench until the first stoppage. There was a “minor infraction,” Wright 
had revealed. The two had failed to answer a question during a team 
scouting meeting.

“I think what he asked for was who’s announcing today’s game,” 
quipped Raftery.

As the talk show continued, the game wound through its early stages. 
The No. 15 seed was off to a surprising start. Karon Abraham was a swift 
freshman guard who led Robert Morris in scoring in each of the three 
NEC playoff games. He hit a long three-pointer. Then another. A third, 
in the open court, with legs akimbo. Robert Morris was up 11-9. As Vil-
lanova banged shots off the rim repeatedly, the underdogs in dark blue 
began to extend the lead. Just before halftime, the score was 28-19.

“This is starting to remind me of a certain Richmond-Syracuse game,” 
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Raftery said, referring to the famous 15/2 upset of 1991. It was a time out, 
the music swelled, and CBS cut to a VitaminWater commercial. 

In Providence, bus loads of Robert Morris fans, squeezed into a corner 
of the Dunkin’ Donuts Center, yelled hoarsely through the short break. 
They waved handmade signs and jumped up and down, there in the 
cramped square footage of sections 106 and 107. Many of them had fol-
lowed the Colonials out to Minneapolis the previous March, and they 
knew firsthand what usually happened to No. 15 seeds. No. 2 Michigan 
State broke that game open late in the first half, and cruised to a 77-62 
win. This time, though, their boys were standing tough.

Below them on the arena floor, the Robert Morris pep band. Each 
member was dressed in a red, white and blue hockey jersey. The band 
launched into “Vehicle,” the good-time Caucasian funk classic. The cheer-
leaders faced the fans and exhorted them to yell even louder than they 
had been. The chant they suggested was “R! M! U!” It caught on quickly. 

Back when Robert Morris (the founding father) was signing the Dec-
laration of Independence, the colonies were the longest of long shots, 
valiantly chasing the British Empire with homemade weapons. Mani-
fest destiny and global meddling gave the United States a much bigger 
shadow than England ever had, but this Goliath always had an inner 
child named David. College basketball’s underdogs gave Americans an 
emotional connection back to those roots. Every year, if there weren’t a 
sufficient number of NCAA first round upsets on Thursday and Friday, 
fans became disappointed and irritable. They needed historical catharsis. 

But those thousands of unaffiliated fans in the Dunkin’ Donuts Cen-
ter weren’t quite buying into Robert Morris (the basketball team) yet. 
There was no buzz of impending history, the kind of excitement that 
takes grip of a venue whenever a historic low-seed upset is imminent.

Everybody in the building knew their recent Tournament history. Vil-
lanova was a No. 2 seed in 2009, too. At the First Union Center in Phila-
delphia, Villanova sleepwalked through the first 30 minutes of their first 
round game against American University, a Patriot League champion 
team with five senior starters. The Wildcats were down by as many as 
ten points in the second half. They were still behind with seven minutes 
left. Then Villanova scored 27 of the last 38 points of the game and won 
easily, 80-67. Then they beat UCLA, Duke and Pittsburgh on the way to 
the Final Four. 

Second seeds had a habit of escaping peril. In the 25 years of the big-
ger bracket, only four times had a No. 15 seed upset a No. 2. If there was 
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even the slightest slip – foul trouble, badly timed turnovers, a series of 
missed shots, or any sort of breakdown – an elite power-conference team 
would take immediate advantage. Making this kind of history required 
40 minutes of perfection.

During the second half, CBS ran a loop of those four 15/2 upsets. 
In grainy standard definition, Richmond beat Syracuse. A young Steve 
Nash led his 1993 Santa Clara Broncos over Arizona. Coppin State play-
ers burst off the bench after a stunning 1997 win over South Carolina. 
Happy Hampton head coach Steve Merfeld was carried off the floor from 
behind in 2001, all over again. It was all file footage, the same series 
of sketches CBS showed during the Villanova-American game the year 
before. It was the highlight reel Belmont would have made it onto in 
2008, had the Bruins not blinked against Duke in the final moments. 

In the second half, Villanova’s somnambulating continued. The 
energy from their pale play washed over the crowd like sleepytime tea. 
The Wildcats’ inevitable scoring run, the one everyone was expecting, 
never materialized. It wasn’t until the last few minutes of regulation time, 
when Abraham banked in a flying layup to put Robert Morris up 58-56, 
when unaffiliateds snapped awake. Fans all around the arena took the 
lead from the RMU students and fans, and the venue was consumed by 
expectation and electricity. 

With the score tied at 58 and tenths of seconds draining away, Vil-
lanova held for one last shot. It was poorly chosen play: a daredevil run 
at the hoop that fizzled under collapsing Colonial defense. The Wildcats 
had 0.8 seconds to run one last inbound attempt, a failed backscreen lob. 
No. 2 and No. 15 were heading into overtime. 

“What a story is developing here!” Raftery exclaimed on TV. “What 
an amazing ballgame!”

The Wildcats scored the first two baskets of the extra period. Then 
they added a pair of free throws, and Robert Morris was faced with their 
biggest deficit of the game. All the calls were going against the Colonials. 
Contact meant a charge or a blocking foul, depending on which team 
was on defense. It took more than 40 minutes, but the tide was finally 
turning.

RMU head coach Mike Rice ripped off his suit jacket and charged after 
the referees. “Jump ball!” he screamed after one borderline play. “That’s a 
fucking jump ball!” (Raftery: “Careful!”) His players kept their composure. 
Abraham ran three-quarters of the length of the court, pulled up, and 
nailed a perfect three-pointer to pull RMU back within a point at 71-70. 
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Down 73-70 with 0.9 seconds left, Robert Morris had one last chance 
to tie with a three, to send the game to a second overtime. Villanova 
flooded the perimeter with defenders. With two men in his face, Mezie 
Nwigwe unloaded a long and flat shot. The ball clanked against the left 
side of the rim and fell away. It was the final shot of his college career, 
and the final shot of the Colonials’ 2009-10 season.

Those on the Villanova bench jumped up, arms raised in triumph, 
and ran onto the court to mingle with the closing five. The Wildcats cel-
ebrated with more energy than they had expended during the two and 
a half hour game. The scoreline flashed on television screens around the 
country: No. 2 Villanova 73, No. 15 Robert Morris 70, Final/Overtime. The 
last television image was Colonials senior Dallas Green doubled over, 
clutching his shorts, the tears starting to come. Raftery and Lundquist 
quickly tied up all the narratives and signed off. This game had gone far 
over its time window, and it was time for the next one. In a half-blink, 
CBS viewers were shuttled off to San Jose or New Orleans, where games 
were already in progress.

In Providence, the RMU supporters in section 106 and 107 stood 
stunned for a few minutes. Then they filed out of the arena. In the lower 
tunnels of the Dunkin’ Donuts Center, cheerleaders shook and cried in 
each others’ arms. There were male band members, in their hockey jer-
seys, doing their best to bite their lips and maintain composure. Some 
broke down a little bit too. This was the side of March Madness that was 
never, ever televised. CBS dealt solely in quick cuts.

No. 15 seeds knew their fates. They were fully aware they were there 
to lose. Over a quarter-century, fifteens lost 97 percent of their games at 
the NCAA Tournament. But real hope and emotional investment, which 
came when the nearly impossible became tantalizingly probable, were 
dangerous. RMU supporters opened wide the doorways to their hearts, 
and Villanova threw grenades down the hatch. 

“It was like having a winning lottery ticket,” interim Northeast Con-
ference commissioner Ron Ratner said afterwards. “But then as you were 
about to walk through the door to cash it in, changing the course of your 
life forever, some rich guy steals it from you... and then punches you in 
the stomach for good measure.”

Underdogs were zero-for-one in Providence. But in the late stages of 
the Robert Morris-Villanova game, Greg Gumbel at the anchor desk in 
New York City cut in for a CBS update. The 2010 NCAA Tournament had 
its first upset.
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In March of 2009, Old Dominion had a dilemma. 
The Monarchs finished fourth in the Colonial Athletic Association 

and were eliminated in the league semifinals at the Richmond Coliseum. 
But within a couple of weeks, they were champions. Old Dominion was 
the answer to a trivia question few would ever bother to ask: they were 
the winners of the first-ever College Insider Tournament.

The CIT got the teams the College Basketball Invitational didn’t want, 
which in turn took the ones the NIT couldn’t find room for, which itself 
had become the “Not In Tournament.” The College Insider Tournament 
was three postseasons away from the Big Dance, and a fourth place team 
won the inaugural event. A 6-foot-6 sophomore named Frank Hassell got 
hot in those extra four games. He averaged 11 points and 11 rebounds, 
and won the event’s first MVP award – another trivia answer. Old Domin-
ion beat the University of the Pacific for the title. 

Now the school had to figure out whether or not to hang a banner 
at the Constant Center in Norfolk, Virginia. “We’re not sure how we’re 
going to handle it,” head coach Blaine Taylor said at the time. “We take 
national championships very seriously at Old Dominion. Our field hockey 
team has won nine of them. We want to remember and honor what we 
accomplished this year, but we’re going to be careful about giving it the 
proper weight.”

In 2010, the Monarchs earned real banners – two of them. ODU 
stepped into the vacuum left by the graduation departure of Virginia 
Commonwealth star guard Eric Maynor, and maintained the DelMarVa 
core’s dominance over the far-flung CAA. The Monarchs won the regular 
season championship with a 15-3 record, then backed it up with three 
quick wins in Richmond. There was a 30-point blowout of Towson, a 
73-69 overtime thriller against virtually homestanding VCU, and a title 
game grinder against William & Mary. One ill-timed loss in any of those 
games, and it would have been the NIT, the CBI or a chance to defend 
the CIT title. But in a one-bid Colonial, the Monarchs ended as double-
crowned kings.

The selection committee awarded Old Dominion a No. 11 seed in the 
South region. Their opponent was No. 6 Notre Dame, another Big East at-
large. Back when only conference champions and superior independents 
made the NCAA Tournament, Notre Dame thrived. Under John Jordan 
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and Digger Phelps, the Fighting Irish were superior independents, rack-
ing up Sweet Sixteen and Elite Eight appearances, and reaching the 1978 
Final Four under Phelps. 

The at-large era was not only rough on teams without conferences, it 
ended certain matters for them. From 1991 onward, not a single indepen-
dent school was invited to the NCAA Tournament. Four years after that 
date, Notre Dame began playing basketball in the Big East. Since then, 
there had been six at-large bids. The reason why the Irish were making 
it in was simple: they were playing Big East teams for two months every 
season.

Notre Dame won 23 times in 2009-10. Nine of those victories were 
purchased on the guarantee game market. In conference play, the Irish 
finished with ten wins and eight losses, the exact same league record that 
Hofstra managed in the CAA. In the Pride’s case, that was good enough 
for a CBI invite. But in the eight-bid Big East, Notre Dame’s Saint Patrick’s 
Day lasted all the way to March 18. 

The NCAA granted the city of New Orleans a subregional, which was 
held in the 19,000-seat downtown arena where the NBA Hornets played. 
In 2005, Katrina tore holes in the Superdome, but this venue was sound 
throughout. It even served as an intensive-care medical center during 
and after the storm. 

Later, it was also the site of the 2008 NBA All-Star Game. College 
basketball hosting duties were yet another in a long, thoughtful and 
charitable series of positive economic impacts for the region. But these 
first and second round games of the 2010 NCAA Tournament were not 
well-attended at all. Old Dominion and Notre Dame opened the Thursday 
session before thousands of empty, multicolored seats in the cavernous 
bowl of New Orleans Arena, in relative quietude.

Notre Dame struck first. The Irish strung together a 10-0 run, and 
opened up a 15-6 lead. ODU answered back with an 8-2 spurt, but found 
itself down six at halftime. 

The second half dragged slowly, with only a point or two separating 
the teams at any given moment. Notre Dame went six minutes without 
scoring a basket. Most of the action was colliding bodies, slapping hands 
and defensive breakdowns. It was exactly the kind of game that Blaine 
Taylor liked: hard, bloody and low-scoring. He roamed the sidelines, a 
proud and portly man with a black ferret-tail moustache, pumping his 
fists and shouting whenever his team earned defensive stops. Late in the 
game, he found a new friend who enjoyed the same basketball aesthetic. 
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“One of the officials turned to me at the two minute mark and said, 
‘it’s been a heck of a game,’” Taylor said afterwards. “I really think it was.”

It also featured a thrilling ending. The Monarchs were up by one 
point with 9.6 seconds remaining. A 6-foot-8 ODU junior reserve forward 
named Keyon Carter came to the line to shoot a couple of free throws. He 
was a 64 percent foul shooter, which placed his chances for making both 
at around two in five. Notre Dame stood a 60 percent chance of being able 
to win the game with a three-pointer. 

The pressure was on. “I talk to the rim in those situations,” he told the 
media after the game. “But she’s never answered.”

This time, the rim opened her orange arms wide, cradling both 
attempts close to a finely woven dress made of intertwined ropes. 

The Irish needed a three to put five more minutes on the game clock. 
The No. 6 seed faced the exact same game situation that No. 15 Robert 
Morris would find itself in, minutes later. It was a well-guarded attempt 
by Carleton Scott from the left corner. It bounced off the rim with four 
seconds left, and 6-foot-9 NBA Draft-bound senior Luke Harangody 
tipped back an offensive rebound. A two meant nothing. Old Dominion 
won 51-50. 

Harangody was the No. 10 scorer in Division I, averaging 21.8 points. 
But that final hoop of the game was only his second. The first came on 
the play before, when Notre Dame closed the Old Dominion advantage 
from three points to one. Frank Hassell was the man responsible for 
holding the Irish’s leading scorer so far below his average. He was called 
“The Tank” for two reasons: his 6-foot-8, 245-pound frame, and his per-
sonal preference of defense to offense. Hassell also preferred being the 
defensive hero of an NCAA Tournament game to any award the CIT had 
to offer.

When Hassell arrived at the postgame press conference, he’d replaced 
his dark blue No. 21 uniform with an oversized white T-shirt. On the 
front, a graphic of a giant combination padlock. Instead of numbers on 
the lock face, there were letters that spelled out the word “Bloodbath.” 
When a reporter asked him if there was any significance to the shirt, Has-
sell replied no, he liked it because it cost five dollars. Small-conference 
teams were all about bargains.

It was Old Dominion’s third first round win in ten NCAA appear-
ances. Each one came against teams that either were in the Big East or 
would end up there later. In 1986, when the Monarchs were in the Sun 
Belt, they beat West Virginia, an Atlantic 10 member at the time. In 
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1995, ODU upset Villanova in triple overtime as a No. 14 seed, one of the 
great upsets of the VHS era. And now they’d taken down the Fighting 
Irish too. 

“It was a little St. Patrick’s Day yesterday,” said Taylor. “And it was a 
little St. Old Dominion’s Day today.”

The Tournament moves too fast for any thoughtful rumination about 
losing teams. Irony and tragedy aren’t appreciated very much, simply 
because there never any time for it. 

On Saint Patrick’s Day in 2006, No. 14 seed Murray State played No. 
3 North Carolina at the University of Dayton Arena. The Tar Heels’ roster 
bore little resemblance to the National Championship team of the year 
before. Most of those players left for the NBA, either on time or very early.

Shawn Witherspoon, Murray State’s leading scorer, was injured early 
in the game and lasted only eight minutes. But the rest of the Racers hung 
tough with UNC, and were within two points, 67-65, with 16 seconds left. 
Then Trey Pearson, Murray’s second-leading scorer and best distance 
shooter, missed a late three-pointer. North Carolina advanced. History’s 
permutations can sometimes hinge on a single shot. The Tar Heels went 
on to lose to No. 11 seed George Mason two days later. What would have 
happened in a 11/14 game is anyone’s guess.

After the loss, Murray State head coach Mick Cronin was hired away 
by the University of Cincinnati. Billy Kennedy, who’d been coaching at 
Southeastern Louisiana in the Southland Conference, needed just four 
seasons to get the Racers Tournament-worthy again. And in 2009-10, 
Murray State roared to a school-record 30 wins. They were sharpened 
by an Ohio Valley Conference race against Donnie Tyndall’s Morehead 
State team, and finally dispatched the Eagles with a late dunk-filled burst 
in Nashville to claim the automatic NCAA bid. The selection committee 
handed Murray State a No. 13 seed, which came with an all-expenses-
paid trip west to the Bay Area. 

Waiting for them at the HP Pavilion in San Jose was Vanderbilt, 
the No. 4 seed in the West region. Murray State had trouble enough at 
the NCAA Tournament with an 1-13 historical record, but the program 
never had any luck whatsoever against the Southeastern Conference – 
the league full of Big Blue and Big Orange that overshadowed the OVC’s 
geographic footprint. It had been over a dozen years since the last time 
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the Racers beat an SEC opponent on a neutral court. Not since a win over 
Arkansas on Christmas Day in 1997 had they done that. More recently, 
Jim Harrick’s Georgia Bulldogs put them out of the 2002 NCAA first 
round in a 3/14 game, an 85-68 blowout. The historical numbers weren’t 
adding up to any realistic chance. 

Despite all this, Barack Obama had a gut feeling about the game. On 
his Presidential bracket, he picked Murray State to pull the upset. 

On the court, the Racers were the sum of a lot of small parts. With the 
exception of 6-foot-9 senior Tony Easley, the OVC leader in blocked shots, 
Murray State fielded a short-statured team of interchangeable scoring 
threats. All five starters scored in double digits, but they each averaged 
between 10.2 and 10.4 points per game. Isaac Miles, a 6-foot-2 Kansas 
City native who transferred away from Dana Altman and Creighton in 
2007, was the sixth man. Miles averaged 9.5 points and was a very good 
three-point shooter, so Kennedy could easily plug him into the lineup at 
any time.

Each of the Racers could confidently put the ball on the floor, and 
each found ways to score off the dribble. They all scored equally, and they 
equally shot the lights out. The Racers’ 49.4 percent field goal percentage 
was fourth-best in Division I that season.

But as soon as action got under way in San Jose, Murray State was 
in deep trouble. Easley picked up two fouls and headed for the bench. 
Ivan Aska, the second-tallest Racer at 6-foot-7, fared no better. Kennedy’s 
squad had to rely on quickness, smarts and shooting to stay in the game. 

When Vanderbilt switched to a zone defense for two possessions, 
B.J. Jenkins and Isaiah Canaan burned the Commodores with a pair of 
threes. Murray State had their first lead at 24-21. Against Vandy’s man-
to-man, the dark-shirted Racer guards screened and weaved until they 
found an open shot. The Murray players all wore tiny gold numbers on 
the backs of their blue uniforms, with no nameplates, so it was difficult 
to tell them apart from a distance. It didn’t matter, because they could 
all shoot.

With a burst of aggressive defense bordering on the demonic, Van-
derbilt was able to shut down that offense in the second half. For four 
minutes, the Racers didn’t score. With 3:46 left to play in regulation time, 
the Commodores led 60-56. But by then, the unaffiliated fans at HP Pavil-
ion had picked a side. The smart, selfless play of No. 13 seed Murray State 
was building a brand new base of support, two time zones away from 
home. Murray State sewed together six points on Canaan and Jenkins 
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three-pointers. Anybody not rooting for Vandy cheered for every hard-
won basket and booed every borderline foul.

In the home arena of the NHL’s San Jose Sharks, Vanderbilt was on 
an 8-on-5 power play. With Murray State up 62-60 with 1:45 left, Easley 
took his fifth and disqualifying foul on a 50-50 charge-block call. Replays 
showed that Easley’s sneakers were all but nailed to the court, but No. 13 
seeds never received the benefit of any doubt in late-game Tournament 
situations. It was just the way things were. 

A free throw by Vandy’s A.J. Ogilvy cut the lead to one. Danero 
Thomas, a 6-foot-4 sophomore from New Orleans, responded for the Rac-
ers with a barrel-roll jump shot in the lane, but Ogilvy answered right 
back. It was Murray State 64, Vanderbilt 63, and both teams were playing 
hot potato with the lead.

And then the Racers blinked, just like Murray State did in 2006, like 
Belmont did in 2008. Robert Morris 2010 had too, earlier in the after-
noon, just as so many other teen seeds in NCAA Tournament history 
had done. Miles drove the lane, attempting to draw defenders to him, and 
he kicked the ball along the baseline. Out at the left corner, Canaan was 
standing with his hands out like a baseball catcher. He was ready to be a 
hero, and launch the three-pointer that would put the game out of reach. 
But Vanderbilt’s Andre Walker ran between them and stole the ball. 

The Commodores called a quick time out to draw up a stratagem. 
Head coach Kevin Stallings chose a playbook staple of elite academic 
universities, the ones that are full of players with high SAT’s and GPA’s: 
the Princeton backdoor cut. 

But as Vanderbilt’s Jermaine Beal caught the ball on the fly and drove 
into the paint from the right side, he found a different item that’s occa-
sionally found on the other side of a house: a clothesline. Murray State’s 
Jeffrey McClain fouled Beal, getting everything out of the infraction he 
could without crossing the line. Beal, a little rattled, made both of his 
free throws. 

There were 12 seconds left, and Vanderbilt led by a point. Murray 
State had one more time out, but Coach Kennedy kept it in his pocket.

Play began immediately, without any break whatsoever. The Racers 
surged up the court, a freestyle offense. Within six seconds, they had as 
good of a shot from the hip as they were going to get. B.J. Jenkins rushed 
a three-point shot, and it fell wide right. 

Andre Walker pawed at the ball, but he wasn’t quite as sure-handed 
this time. He couldn’t pull in the rebound that would have sealed a Van-
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derbilt win. It fell away from his fingers, out of bounds. 
There were six seconds remaining. And that’s when Coach Kennedy 

used that last, precious time out. 
The final play was a new one, a set that the Racers hadn’t used. Ken-

nedy set up a line of screens, eight feet in from the endline, that resem-
bled a row of short, dark blue telephone poles. McClain inbounded to 
Miles in the right corner. Miles was closely guarded and then trapped 
when Vanderbilt sophomore Lance Goulbourne cheated over to help on 
defense. The man Goulbourne left was Danero Thomas. An alert Miles, 
reading the floor, shoveled the ball over to him.

“As soon as I passed it I knew it was going in,” said Miles later. “I said, 
‘Knock it down, Nero.’”

Thomas dribbled twice to his right, clearing just enough space against 
the two Vanderbilt defenders, who stood like pylons near the top of the 
key. He fell slightly backwards as he released from 15 feet out. Thomas 
watched the ball’s arcing trajectory. The other nine players turned to 
watch. 

The ball kachunked through the rim and into the net.
Several of the Commodore players clasped both hands to their scalps 

in disbelief, as if to keep their heads from falling off their shoulders. The 
Murray State bench emptied. All the Racers ran towards the other side 
of the floor, where they made a happy dogpile in the opposite key. Van-
derbilt was eliminated. The little OVC had defeated the big SEC, taking a 
small step out of the imposing super-conference’s shadow.

Mark Morris, Murray State’s student manager, ran in from the bench, 
towards the pile. He was wearing an impeccably pressed suit for the 
occasion. 

To him, running just felt like the right thing to do. He’d given four 
years of service to the team, fetched countless towels and drinks, sat 
through endless practices, and this was the pinnacle of his student man-
ager career. Morris belly-flopped on top of the heap of intertwined play-
ers, his legs flailing behind him. 

There were no court stormings at the NCAA Tournament, not with 
so much security and so many strict protocols. But what Morris did was 
what any of Murray State’s supporters, new or old, would have done if 
they had the chance. At that moment, he was the representative for all 
those thousands of fans who couldn’t.

“I took off on a dead sprint to the pile,” Morris told his hometown 
newspaper, the Utica Observer-Dispatch in upstate New York. “I had to 



weave through some Vanderbilt players, then I jumped in there and cel-
ebrated like I hit the shot myself.”



[        ]10
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YES, THAT IS THE SCOREBOARD 

Ohio University, the No. 14 seed in the Midwest region, traveled to 
Providence. Before the Bobcats arrived, they had already become an 
inspiration to every team with a losing conference record and stillborn 
March hopes.

Beset with suspensions and injuries all season, John Groce’s team was 
a down-and-out afterthought heading into the Mid-American Conference 
tournament. After winning just seven of 16 games in the MAC regular 
season, Ohio drew a No. 9 seed and a campus site first round game at No. 
8 Ball State. Muncie, Indiana was where Ohio’s season was supposed to 
end, on a Sunday afternoon, in front of a couple of thousand fans. 

The Bobcats trailed for most of the game, and were down 69-67 with 
a minute to go. Armon Bassett, yet another ex-pat from Kelvin Samp-
son’s Indiana implosion, hit a layup to tie the score. Ohio withstood two 
missed Ball State shots, including a three-point attempt at the buzzer that 
would have been the final eliminator if it had been successful.

Then, something clicked. Ninety seconds into the overtime period, 
Ohio took the lead. A 12-6 run clinched an 85-77 victory. At the time, it 
was just another minor classification upset, and the only real prize was 
an assured drubbing from the MAC’s first place team. 

The final three rounds were held at the Quicken Loans Arena in 
Cleveland, where the NBA’s Cavaliers held court. That Thursday night, 
in the quarterfinals, the Bobcats took on No. 1 seed and regular season 
champion Kent State. They had already lost twice to the Golden Flashes 
in the regular season. But in a shock twist, Ohio didn’t trail the MAC’s 
all-time best program after the 12 minute mark of the first half. The Bob-
cats destroyed Kent State, winning by a 81-64 score, behind a monster 
38-point performance by Bassett. Down in the Atlantic Sun, Kennesaw 
State had edged out top seed Lipscomb in a 8/1 upset. This was one seed 
more impressive, and a blowout to boot.
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In the semifinals, the Bobcats put on a brute force defensive display 
to dispatch their most hated rivals, the fourth-seeded Miami RedHawks. 
The very low score of that game was 54-42. In the nationally televised 
championship game, Ohio forced overtime against No. 3 seed and 
defending champion Akron, cracking the Zips at the very end. The 81-75 
decision was slammed shut with a Bassett dunk.

“Stand up and cheer,” the student announcers on the OU radio broad-
cast exclaimed. It was a prepared, rehearsed, and completely endearing 
victory statement. “Grab your green hat, put on your dancing shoes. For 
the 12th time in school history, Ohio University basketball is going to the 
NCAA Tournament!”

The Bobcats hadn’t had much success in taps and spats, at least not 
since Jim Snyder won the MAC every other year during the 1960s and 
1970s. They hadn’t won a game at the NCAA Tournament since 1983. 
That was during the short-lived 52-team era, when Danny Nee led Ohio 
to a 51-49 upset of Illinois State in a 6/11 game. 

This was a much, much taller order. Georgetown, the tournament 
runner-up from the eight-bid Big East, had a 6-foot-11 sophomore named 
Greg Monroe on their roster. He and the Hoyas had already crushed and 
embarrassed Butler during the early part of the season, and the Bobcats 
weren’t quite near the nationally-ranked Bulldogs’ level.

March Madness has always engendered a certain suspension of skep-
ticism. No matter how stacked the odds or wide the seed differential, 
students, staff and alumni always find ways to get to wherever their 
school’s subregional is. They drive across the country, buy airline tickets 
at steep three-day advance fares, cash in certificates of deposit, max out 
credit cards and borrow money from parents or friends. All just to be in 
the building, even if their school loses by 30 points.

Hundreds from Robert Morris made the trip to watch their No. 15 
Colonials lose in overtime to No. 2 Villanova. By the time the Ohio-
Georgetown game started at 7:25 p.m., most of them were already back 
on the road, on the 550 miles of interstate highways between Providence 
and Pittsburgh.

The Ohio fans, grouped together in the two sections RMU had occu-
pied during the two-game afternoon session, experienced an initial burst 
of irrational exuberance at 7:32. Bassett sprung free on a fast break and 
tipped home a layup, giving Ohio a 7-2 lead. He wore a loose-fitting, dark 
green No. 0 jersey and a tight white sleeve on his right arm. The sleeve 
looked like a cutaway from a superhero costume.
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Georgetown delivered three consecutive baskets, but Bassett stormed 
back with a three-pointer from the deep right corner. He faced down 
Hoya freshman Hollis Thompson with wide, swooping dribbles. With 
Thompson all the way back on his heels, Bassett pulled up and nailed 
the long shot – with his rear end in the faces of the Georgetown bench 
players.

Ohio used sheer athleticism to pull away from the lumbering Hoyas. 
This team was just too quick. Monroe was already assured to make mil-
lions the following season as a top ten NBA Draft selection – but during 
this particular game, he already looked like a creaky veteran of 35. His 
knees didn’t seem to bend. Speedy Bobcats darted and swung around 
him on their way to the basket. At halftime, Ohio was up 48-36. During 
Big East play, the Hoyas had allowed an average of just 66 points per 
game. 

In NCAA Tournament history, only fourteen No. 14 seeds had sur-
vived to play in the second round. The most recent was Northwestern 
State in 2006, with their buzzer-beating win over Iowa. In all of those 14 
games, the margin had never been more than eight points. 

But there was now an Ohio addendum to that statistic. The second 
half was more of an And1 Mixtape Tour exhibition than a regulation bas-
ketball game. Georgetown was nothing more than generic, grey-jerseyed 
opposition, sad and sweaty in a well-sealed defeat. The final 20 minutes 
were free of any drama, filled with skyscraping dunks by junior forward 
DeVaughn Washington. The acrobatic Bassett, for his part, closed with 
32 points.

Bobcat fans were in such high-spirited, sustained shock that they 
nearly forgot to deliver their traditional game-closing chant. During the 
final minute of play, Jeffrey Fitzwater stood up in the stands, pointed 
at the hanging scoreboard over the Dunkin’ Donuts Center court, and 
posed a loud series of call-and-response rhetorical questions. All the oth-
ers replied happily and dutifully to each one.

“Is that not the scoreboard?” (“Yes, that is the scoreboard!”)
“Is that not a 97?” (“Yes, that is a 97!”)
“Is that not an 83?” (“Yes, that is an 83!”)
Fitzwater pointed to the Ohio bench. “Is that not the winning team?” 

(“Yes, that is the winning team!”)
And to the Georgetown bench. “Is that not the losing team?” (“Yes, 

that is the losing team!”)
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En masse, the fans alternately pointed towards each bench with 
extended digits. It was a green sea crested with bobbing, pointing fin-
gers. (“Winning team! Losing team! Winning team! Losing team! Winning 
team! Losing team!”) 

It was the greatest “scoreboard chant” in Ohio Bobcats history.
In the stands, celebration quickly gave way to personal considerations. 

Ohio University graduate Tim Burke flew up to Rhode Island from Flor-
ida for the day, and had a late return flight out of Providence’s T.F. Green 
Airport. He, like everyone else, was expecting a decisive Georgetown 
win. With his favorite team on to the second round, he’d have to change 
his plane ticket, and find a place to stay for the weekend too. He also 
needed a toothbrush. “I have to get to a CVS or something,” he said. He 
held up an orange stuffed basketball mascot. “All I brought with me on 
the plane was Bally.”

Those in the remote southern Ohio town of Athens weren’t worrying 
about logistics at all. Hundreds had been watching the game in establish-
ments like Uptown Athens and Courtside Pizza. By 10 p.m. local time, 
Court Street was filled with thousands of students, most of whom had 
spilled in from the nearby campus. A stuffed Bobcat mascot toy surfed 
atop the crowd. The assemblage ran through a series of chants: “OU, Oh 
Yeah,” “What’s a Hoya?” and, for good measure, “Fuck Miami.” 

None of them were even alive the last time Ohio University won an 
NCAA Tournament game. It had been 27 long years.

For every Ohio and Murray State and Old Dominion, there were many 
first round games that did, in fact, go according to seed. As the Bobcats 
and Hoyas left the floor in Providence, the public address announcer ran 
through a score update from the other subregional venues. There was a 
final just in from New Orleans, he reported. Kentucky, a No. 1 seed in 
the East region, eliminated the Atlantic Sun tournament champion, No. 
16 seed East Tennessee State. The score was 100-71.

For every Robert Morris that almost was, there were three or four 
others that never even came close. The Colonials’ fellow No. 15 seeds all 
fell well short of upsets, much less overtime. California-Santa Barbara, 
regular season and tournament champion of the Big West Conference, 
put up two minutes’ worth of resistance against Ohio State in Milwaukee. 
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The Gauchos lost, 68-51. In the West region, North Texas from the Sun 
Belt was overwhelmed by Big 12 school Kansas State. The score there 
was 82-62. Morgan State lost just one game against MEAC opposition, 
but West Virginia put the Bears in their place. Morgan took an early 10-1 
lead, but basketball games aren’t seven minutes long. The Mountaineers 
won by 27. 

Thirty-two seasons end on the first two days of the NCAA Tourna-
ment. Most of them are those of small-conference champions with auto-
matic bids. It can be a grim parade. On Friday afternoon at Spokane 
Arena, Metro Atlantic double-champion and No. 13 seed Siena led No. 
4 Purdue at halftime. The Saints appeared well on their way to a third 
consecutive Round of 32 appearance. Despite 33 percent shooting, the 
Saints were in the game until the end, down by just three with 60 sec-
onds remaining. But every time Siena tried to get the ball back by fouling, 
the Big Ten’s Boilermakers made their free throws. Purdue won, 72-64. 

It was the final college game for seniors Ronald Moore, Edwin Ubiles 
and Alex Franklin – the Saint superclass that turned the program’s for-
tunes around. It also appeared to be end of head coach Fran McCaf-
fery’s time at Siena. He had lifted the program from MAAC mediocrity 
to national prominence in just five seasons, and he had many suitors a 
level above.

Friday loomed large for another team that wore green and gold. Hard-
dunking Marqus Blakely and America East champion Vermont held the 
No. 16 seed in the West region. By the luck of the draw and the S-curve, 
the Catamounts drew the exact same Big East school they had defeated 
five years earlier, in the 2005 NCAA first round. That was a 13/4 upset, 
and Tom Brennan’s final win as a head coach.

But this time, Syracuse was a No. 1 seed, playing a virtual home game 
in Buffalo – just two hours from campus. Vermont spent the four days 
between Selection Sunday and first round Friday attempting to balance 
anticipation with realistic resignation. A No. 16 had never beaten a top 
seed in NCAA Tournament history, a famous fact, and Vermont-Syracuse 
was no ordinary 1/16 matchup. This was deep-seated, deep seed revenge. 
The only question was how much blood the Orange wanted to extract.

The answer was a lot. It took Mike Lonergan’s team 12 minutes to 
break into double digits on the scoreboard, and by then it was 34-10. Even 
though none of the 2009-10 Syracuse players were on that 2004-05 team, 
they were showboating, dunking, swooshing and dropping crossover 
dribbles. A score to settle from the distant past was sufficient motivation 
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for destruction. They made gestures, both of the hand and facial variety, 
as they ran back up the floor after made baskets, solely for the benefit of 
CBS’ baseline camera. 

Vermont, despite a severe talent deficit on that night, was not the kind 
of team that lost highlight reels. Late in the first half, after a missed Syra-
cuse alley-oop, the Catamounts broke the other way with a three-on-two 
advantage. Blakely streaked up the left side. Guard Nick Vier knew that 
all he had to do was lob the ball in the direction of the basket, and that 
something magic would happen. 

Blakely, the star senior, an erstwhile two-time America East player of 
the year, caught the ball in the air. In one fluid motion, he slammed it 
down with both hands. The hammering force of the dunk was such that 
Blakely’s knees nearly hit the left side of the rim. 

Blakely ran a backdoor cut on Vermont’s next possession, producing 
a mirror image dunk on the right side of the rim – to straighten things 
out, just in case he had bent it askew the first time. On defense, right 
before halftime, he charged through a meticulous Syracuse halfcourt 
set, stole the ball, and ran in alone for a towering, powering one-handed 
hook slam. 

“It seemed like they were about to blow it open,” said Evan Fjeld later. 
“Marqus came with a couple of dunks and it kind of settled us down. In 
the end, we kind of got our butts kicked by Syracuse. I was a little disap-
pointed, but I realize that’s not what really matters.” Fjeld was still play-
ing with a heavy heart just ten days after his mother’s death.

All that dunking just made the Syracuse players more angry than 
they had been before. The Orange dominated the second half and won 
easily, 79-56. Marqus Blakely’s college career was complete. He hadn’t 
closed it with an NCAA Tournament victory, like T.J. Sorrentine and 
Taylor Coppenrath had, but he’d made it to the Big Dance. “I wish every 
teammate the best,” he said afterwards. “Hopefully they can get back 
here. My freshman year, we missed it by one point. I just hope they don’t 
have to experience that. They’ll be able to get back here soon enough.”

Fjeld finished with 13 points and nine rebounds, but he would be 
back for another chance as a senior. “With Evan’s mom passing away, 
it was one of the hardest weeks of my coaching career,” Lonergan said. 
“These guys did a great job supporting Evan. He was unbelievable... just 
a strong young man.”

Vermont’s head coach took some time to reflect on the year. “I’ll never 
forget this season,” he said. “They were able to cut down the nets and 
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make it to the NCAA Tournament. The matchup was tough. I was wor-
ried all week, trying to keep the guys loose. And no, we didn’t reach every 
goal, but we reached a lot of them. I’m going to be bummed out tonight 
and for a couple of weeks. But I’ll keep working harder in recruiting. This 
summer, I know I’ll have a smile on my face.” 

Coach Lonergan had a lot to be happy about. After leading the Cata-
mounts to a conference championship, he had won over the town of 
Burlington too. He was becoming as much of an insider as New Jersey 
native Tom Brennan ever was. 

But there were still a few remaining cynics and letter-writers in the 
Green Mountain State, fans who weren’t yet 100 percent convinced 
of Lonergan’s career intentions. The Conference USA rumor mill was 
already linking him to a newly vacant job at East Carolina.

If there could ever be anything harder than winning an NCAA Tour-
nament game out of a double-digit seed, it would have to be winning 
two of them. 

Arkansas-Pine Bluff won the Play-In Game in Dayton, but the Golden 
Lions had to settle for not being the 65th best team in the event. The 
tricks that worked against Winthrop didn’t fool Mike Krzyzewski and 
Duke very much. The Blue Devil mascot, who wore a handwritten bum-
per sticker taped to his large blue forehead during every game, penned 
“Played In, Blown Out” in black marker. Duke won easily, 73-44. 

A second victory for Pine Bluff was a logical impossibility as well as a 
mathematical one. Once the 2010 first round was complete, No. 16 seeds 
were 0-104 against the No. 1 regional standard bearers. UAPB, East Ten-
nessee State, Vermont and Lehigh were simply the most recent statistical 
casualties.

For teams like Old Dominion, the second round was much more of 
a psychological procedure than a basketball test. There were approxi-
mately 48 hours between games, and many of those minutes were filled 
with national and local interviews, mandatory NCAA press conferences, 
phone calls and texts from well-wishers, and lots of ticket requests. Basic 
human needs, like appropriate sleep, had to be satisfied as well. Having 
a second opponent to scout and prepare for on short notice – usually 
a much tougher one than the first – was a routine that fit well into the 
rhythms of January and February. In this mad season, teams had to stay 
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disciplined and stick to schedules, just to keep from being overwhelmed 
by all the distracting sideshows.

After grinding out a first round win against No. 6 Notre Dame on 
Thursday, Old Dominion faced Baylor, the South region’s third-seeded 
team. The Big 12 Bears had trouble shaking off Sam Houston State, the 
Southland champion, in the first round. But Baylor snapped a 55-55 tie 
with three minutes left, outscored the Bearkats 13-4 down the stretch, 
survived, and advanced. 

For 37 minutes, Sam Houston State successfully countered the Bears’ 
explosive leaping ability with offensive aggression, fueled by underdog 
energy. The Bearkats also played at a pace that was considerably swifter 
than Baylor’s preferred mid-tempo style. Old Dominion wasn’t a team 
that was built to do any of that. The Monarchs chipped and cudgeled 
away at defenses, and banged for their baskets.

In the first half, that approach wasn’t working at all. Old Dominion 
missed shot after shot, and ran into four early empty possessions by way 
of turnovers. Baylor took a 10-3 lead and snatched the game’s momen-
tum. At halftime, it was 38-28. 

But Frank “The Tank” Hassell broke into the paint for a monster dunk 
early in the second half, keying a comeback run. Then Ben Finney, a 
midsize 6-foot-5 Monarch starter utilized for his rebounding skill more 
than for outside shot-making, ran a hot streak against Baylor’s matchup 
zone defense. Finney hit two consecutive three-pointers, which tied the 
score at 45 with 13:10 left. 

The game seesawed for the next ten minutes, one lead change after 
another, but the final three minutes followed the same script as those 
during Baylor’s first game. A late burst of free throws and clutch shots 
put the Bears over the top. It was a 76-68 final, and Old Dominion was 
over. There is a certain numerology in NCAA seed numbers at least as 
powerful as astrological charts – if No. 16 is the unluckiest seed, No. 11 
has some magic mojo attached. But Old Dominion’s eleven wasn’t as for-
tune-filled as CAA colleague George Mason’s had been four years earlier.

“I thought we were good enough,” a despondent Blaine Taylor said 
afterwards. “I believed we were good enough... You’ve got 64 teams in 
this Tournament, and 63 of them are going to be sitting there wonder-
ing what happened, if they could have done more. It’s particularly tough 
when you’re good. You can give everything you’ve got, and it still ain’t 
good enough. That’s what’s particularly hard for me at this moment.”

Against Georgetown in the first round, Ohio gave all. It was the cul-
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mination of that improbable five-game run that transformed the Bobcats 
from a MAC No. 9 seed to a NCAA Round of 32 qualifier. But their road 
came to an end too. On Saturday afternoon, in Providence, Bruce Pearl 
and the University of Tennessee took the Bobcats out. 

Early in the second round game, the muscular Vols made it clear that 
they intended to own the lane at both ends of the black-rimmed NCAA 
court. A 28-19 lead was full of statements, mostly in regards to physical 
dominance. In the Ohio seating sections, there was a sad sense of ines-
capable fate. In the Georgetown game, the second half passed easily with 
an inevitable and assured end, but this time the Bobcats were the ones 
trapped in time. Armon Bassett, who had averaged nearly 30 points per 
game over the previous two weeks, scored just seven points. Tennessee 
advanced to the Sweet Sixteen with a 83-68 win. Some in attendance left 
before the buzzer, just so they wouldn’t have to listen to the Tennessee 
band play “Rocky Top” anymore.

Tim Burke approached me after the game. He’d found the local CVS 
with no problem, but he needed a favor. “I might have to take you up on 
that offer,” he said. “Some of the guys and I need a place to crash.”

I lived seven miles north of the Dunkin’ Donuts Center, in the old 
dead mill-town suburb of Pawtucket. “Sure,” I replied. “How many? I 
don’t want to disappoint you, but I have space limitations. I don’t exactly 
live in a mansion.”

When the car rolled up my street and the doorbell rang, there was a 
group of five young Ohio fans on my doorstep. I gathered up all the extra 
pillows, blankets, sleeping bags, comfortable chairs and couches that I 
could find. Everybody sat around in a tired circle, paging through a thick 
stack of souvenir newspapers they had collected. 

There was Friday’s USA Today front page. Under a full color picture 
of Ohio’s DeVaughn Washington in mid-primal scream, a 64-point head-
line: “Upsets rattle the brackets.” The local Providence Journal led with 
“Upset City: Hoyas Out.” The splashy back page of the New York Daily 
News was typically New York about the whole thing: “Big Least.”

They needed electrical outlets too, for their cell phones and laptops. 
Loading up YouTube videos of the celebrations back in Athens, they rec-
ognized just about everybody in the street scenes. Even though 17,000 
undergraduate students attend the Ohio University, they knew their 
names and exactly how happily inebriated they were. 

“I’m just beginning to be able to process all of this,” said Jeffrey Fitz-
water, a longtime leader of the O Zone student section. He often painted 
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his face in a green and white harlequin style before games, and led too 
many game-closing scoreboard chants to properly tally. “No fourteen 
seed has ever beaten a three that badly, ever. And I can’t believe we did 
the scoreboard chant at the NCAA Tournament. This has been such an 
amazing two weeks, I don’t even know how to put it all into words. 
Divine Providence, I guess you could say.”

The Tennessee game, and the season’s end, simply weren’t discussed. 
Late into the night, they recounted the highlights of the Georgetown 
game and the MAC run, repeating the best parts so they wouldn’t forget 
anything. At 3 o’clock in the morning, they all left quietly in the dark-
ness. They first had to drop Tim at the airport for his early-morning 
flight, and then came the long 12-hour road trip back to southern Ohio.

Small-conference teams that make it to the NCAA Tournament are 
always described by how far they go and what level they achieve. The 
George Mason Patriots of 2005-06 were a Final Four team, not the losers 
of a national semifinal against Florida. More recently, the Siena Saints 
didn’t fail to make the Sweet Sixteen in 2008 and 2009, they reached 
the second round twice. So that’s what Siena printed on the banners that 
hung in the rafters at the Times Union Center. The final wins are always 
remembered, not the terminal losses.

For the Ohio Bobcats and Old Dominion Monarchs of 2009-10, the 
satisfaction of accomplishment would, in time, overcome the heartbreak 
of the end. For ODU head coach Blaine Taylor, regrets would eventually 
fade as a matter of natural course. The Ohio kids were already there.

Hyperlinks passed from one e-mail box to another, across Twitter, 
over and around virtual Facebook walls. This was 2010, the age of infor-
mation overload. A common metaphor for the rapid, infective spread of 
data was the medical virus.

March Madness wasn’t the only sickness going around. On Selection 
Sunday, a few college basketball fans in the Midwest shared links to 
an odd YouTube video page with each other. It wasn’t much of a video 
presentation, but rather a black screen with three minutes of audio. The 
only moving picture was a brief title card that read, in white Comic Sans 
font, “Too Big Yo.”

“Too Big Yo” went viral. Over a prerecorded beat with a Middle East-
ern mijwiz horn, three young men rapped into what sounded, quality-
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wise, like a portable cassette recorder. The three took turns with a verse, 
each of which was followed by the name of the song, repeated several 
times. I’m too big, yo, I’m too big, too big, too big, yo. 

The rhymes were written and rehearsed, if not quite professionally 
polished. The first rapper, who identified himself as “B-Rizzle,” bragged 
about his basketball prowess and his strong work ethic. (“I practice at the 
church, I practice at the Buckle.”) He then likened himself to NBA stars 
Steve Nash, Rip Hamilton and LeBron James. B-Rizzle claimed to be the 
embodiment of all three players in a single body. “Geno,” the second 
rapper, paired the name of former Duke standout J.J. Redick with “cash 
or credit.” 

But it was the third emcee who made this song such an unusual curi-
osity. His verse made very specific references to the upcoming NCAA 
Tournament.

 Yo, yo, the name’s G-Time 
 Big frame, big game, call me big time 
 Ball hard every night and every day 
 From the ‘Burg, I rep it in a big way

 Come too close, I’ll hit you with the blow-by 
 Straight to the rim, I’m just too high 
 Stay back and I’ll hit the J 
 Try to stop me there’s just no waaaay

 But it’s not about me, it’s about the team 
 Going to the Tourney with a full head of steam 
 ‘Chip’s real close, it’s at our back door 
 Get a few dubs we’ll be in the Final Foooour 
 Not stopping there, that’s not in store 
 Push it to the limit, we want mooooore

The song, intentionally or not, was a puzzle. Who were these people? 
Most curiously, there were several references to Butler players in the lyr-
ics. Geno’s verse referred to “V-Smoke,” an uncommonly-used nickname 
for Bulldog senior guard Willie Veasley, and he closed with “So good on 
defense, you might as well forget it. Like Ronald Nored. He regrets it.” 

The rest of the dots connected themselves. “The Burg” was Browns-
burg, Indiana, just west of the city of Indianapolis. “The Buckle” was a 
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nickname for Arbuckle Acres Park, home of a highly competitive play-
ground basketball scene. And among the 975 players on the 65 rosters 
of teams that made the NCAA tournament, there was only one who was 
both from Brownsburg, and tall. All the available evidence pointed in 
one irrefutable direction. 

“G-Time” was Gordon Hayward.





[        ]9
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CONTINUUM 

On a warm Sunday afternoon in Birmingham, Butler’s 2007-08 season 
came to an end in the NCAA Tournament’s Round of 32. The final loss 
came in overtime against a Tennessee team of superior size and talent, 
but of inferior teamwork and heart. The game was decided, as so many 
in March are, on borderline calls and bad breaks, those small details that 
fade in importance over time. 

Every Bulldog fan who trekked from Indianapolis to the Deep South 
was emotionally spent, heart-cracked and gutted afterwards. It wasn’t so 
easy to differentiate between Round of 32 failure and first round success 
at that moment. This was supposed to be the year and the team, a 30-win 
squad stocked with seniors that had returned intact after a run to the 
2007 Sweet Sixteen.

I’ll never forget the stunned sadness in the RCA Dome locker room 
after George Mason’s 2006 Final Four run ended. There were heads bur-
ied in towels, slumped bodies and spent spirits, and more tears than were 
appropriate to report on. Two years later, after Jason Richards’ final shot 
fell short in the Elite Eight, nobody in the Davidson team room in Detroit 
spoke louder than a soft whisper. In both cases, the only appropriate 
things to do were to get quotes and get out, let them be alone together 
one last time as a team, and not awkwardly interfere with their process of 
resolution – the balancing of what happened and what could have been.

Butler’s locker room in 2007 was very different from either of those 
scenes. This was a starting rotation full of outgoing seniors: guard tan-
dem A.J. Graves and Mike Green, rangy mid-size men Julian Betko and 
Pete Campbell. They would never play another college basketball game 
together. There were unfulfilled hopes and expectations after a long five-
month season, longer four-year careers, all of which pointed towards one 
broken moment.

But the players seemed to have turned the page already. 
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In the wide carpeted room ringed with folding chairs, players were 
holding court with reporters, their hands moving animatedly, and a cou-
ple of them even cracked jokes. It wasn’t a sense of relief or joy, but rather 
one of determination. It was as if they thought they were going on to the 
Sweet Sixteen, not going home for spring semester.

Out in the tunnels, I asked Brad Stevens, then the Bulldogs’ first-year 
head coach, what was going on.

“One of the first things that happened when we got back to the locker 
room, the seniors turned to the younger players,” he explained. “They 
said, ‘You have to keep this going. It’s up to you now.’ It was very inspir-
ing, I’m very proud of them for doing that.”

I replied with the first thing I could think of. “To you with failing hands 
we throw the torch, be yours to hold it high.”

Coach Stevens looked at me sideways. Butler was all about academics, 
but I don’t think he wasn’t expecting old poetry at a moment like this. 
“The Canadiens,” I said. “It’s on the wall of their locker room.”

Montreal built the most efficient sports club in North American his-
tory, with 24 Stanley Cup championships in 100 seasons. The New York 
Yankees have their sayings and slogans too, but the difference between 
a winning franchise and a dynasty is that nobody drops the torch. Aging 
legends show rookies exactly what winning looks like first-hand, and the 
young players grow into legends themselves. That chain-link tradition 
was woven into Canadiens hockey and Yankees baseball, and was part 
of UCLA college basketball once. It’s the “atmosphere of winning” that 
sportswriters are always chasing the right words for. John McCrae’s “In 
Flanders Fields,” a poem written about World War I and not about sports, 
was good enough for hockey players.

In basketball conferences like the Horizon League, there were key 
restraints that snapped before continuity could ever begin. Head coaches 
were lured up and away by large salaries. Great players moved on, leaving 
vacuums behind them, and magic spells broke easily. George Mason’s 
core fractured after 2006, and the Patriots had to scratch and claw to 
remain relevant in their league behind Old Dominion and VCU. David-
son lost their point guard and inside presence following the 2008 run. 
Once Stephen Curry left for the pros the following summer, Davidson 
was once again just another mid-major team trying to make a name for 
itself. 

After that season opener at Hinkle Fieldhouse, Bob McKillop prom-
ised that his team would get better, but the progress was sadly limited. 
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The Wildcats finished 16-15 overall, and lost 66-59 to Elon in the first of 
four rounds of the Southern Conference tournament.

Butler had down seasons too, and they’d been recent. The Bulldogs 
did not win a single conference tournament game in the 1980s, and made 
the league title game only twice in the 1990s. This was back when the 
Horizon was the Midwestern Collegiate Conference. After losing six key 
players to graduation following the 2003 Sweet Sixteen run, Butler strug-
gled to 16-14 and 13-15 records. 

With Stevens, then an assistant, hitting the recruiting trail, Todd 
Lickliter rebuilt the program during those mediocre mid-decade years. 
Together, they constructed the next Sweet generation. With masterful 
player development and key transfers, Butler returned to the NCAA Tour-
nament’s second weekend in 2007.

At Birmingham’s BJCC Arena in March 2008, there in that temporary 
locker room with the ugly brown rug, was the beginnings of the next 
group. There were freshmen like Matt Howard, a raw 6-foot-8 rookie 
who immediately struck fear into the Horizon League with his wild hair 
and crazed paint play. Zach Hahn was a first-year bit player trying to find 
his way, averaging a bucket a game every nine minutes. Shawn Vanzant 
couldn’t shoot straight, so he rarely got any playing time.

By 2010, all three were juniors. Howard was a veteran monster, a 
league player of the year as a sophomore and the tourney MVP in his 
third season. Vanzant was the “energy guy” off the bench, and had devel-
oped into one the best defensive players in the Horizon League. When-
ever the coaching staff needed a timely outside shot, Stevens would call 
Hahn’s number. Bulldog No. 3 bounded off the bench, tossed away his 
blue long-sleeved warm-up shirt, and ran towards the scorer’s table.

Butler’s roster was full of sophomores and juniors again, still in the 
process of adding the “page or two” to Bulldog history that’s referred to in 
the school’s fight song. During my own trips to Hinkle Fieldhouse during 
the season, students and fans spoke excitedly not about the present, but 
instead about the future. The short-term prognosis was wait-and-see, but 
it was all a prelude to something bigger. Come back next year. There was 
another talented freshman class coming in the fall. Players like Gordon 
Hayward and Matt Howard and Shelvin Mack would be one year older 
and wiser. 

“This isn’t the year,” one Butler student told me in December, just 
after the Xavier clock fiasco. The 20-game win streak hadn’t begun yet. 
“However far we get this year is just gravy. Next year is our year.”
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That was the hope in Hinkle Fieldhouse: that in March 2011, perhaps 
even at the Final Four in Houston, there would be another torch-pass-
ing from hand to hand. In some temporary locker room in the depths 
of Reliant Stadium, a trio of seniors would stand up and address the 
younger players. Howard, Vanzant and Hahn would say the same thing 
that Graves, Green, Betko and Campbell had told them in 2008. They’d 
say, “You have to keep this going. It’s up to you now.”

No matter who the head coach would be then, or exactly who all 
those younger players would be, they would make sure it would con-
tinue. There would be the ongoing joy of being part of something bigger, 
a program and a formula and a Way, held together with two syllables and 
a symbol, the color blue and a fight song. There would be the satisfaction 
of passing all of that tradition down to the next generation, to whom they 
would trust its safety.

On the evening of Selection Sunday, the Bulldog players, staff and 
coaches gathered at Brad Stevens’ house. They all sat around his living 
room in couches and chairs, attempting to appear as comfortable as pos-
sible with multiple local television camera crews, temporary spotlights 
and cables squeezed into the corners of the room. They were waiting 
to find out what their region and seed number, destination and first 
round opponent were going to be. They were waiting for Greg Gumbel to 
announce “Butler.” The answers came late in the selection show: No. 5 in 
the West region, San Jose, and Texas-El Paso of Conference USA.

Butler was once declared the national champion of college basketball 
via a poll, back in the 1920s. The Bulldogs’ first round opponents once 
won that title on a bracket. UTEP was once Texas Western, the school 
that won the 1966 NCAA Tournament as an invited independent. Don 
Haskins fielded five black starters against SEC power Kentucky, and the 
timing was crucial to the civil rights movement. To sportswriters in 2010 
looking for a clever angle, this was “Hoosiers” against “Glory Road.” But 
that was silly, on account of historical dissonance. All that really mattered 
was that Butler had drawn the most dangerous No. 12 seed in the field.

The Miners were ranked No. 25 in the Associated Press writers’ poll 
at the time. They had a two-month, 16-game win streak of their own, 
which stretched from mid-January to a league title game loss to the Uni-
versity of Houston. UTEP, from two-bid Conference USA, had a common 
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opponent with Butler: UAB. The Bulldogs’ last loss had been against the 
Blazers in December, in the unlucky city of Birmingham. In conference 
play, the Miners drilled UAB twice.

And this UTEP team was big. The front line ran 6-foot-11 (Arnett 
Moultrie), 6-foot-9 (former Louisville transfer Derrick Caracter) and 
6-foot-7 (Jeremy Williams). Combined, they weighed 715 pounds, and 
averaged 34 points and 20 rebounds per contest. If there was anything 
the Bulldogs had no answer for, it was size. Butler’s tallest player in the 
regular rotation was Hayward. Howard, at 6-foot-8, would be easily 
dwarfed, just like he was on that disastrous night at Madison Square 
Garden against Georgetown’s Greg Monroe. And any game plan would 
have to account for the C-USA player of the year. Randy Culpepper was 
a 6-foot guard who popped in 18 points per ballgame.

After the CBS selection show, the players dispersed to their living 
quarters. Stevens left his house, headed for Hinkle, where he and his 
staff stayed up all night trying to hash together a game plan in advance of 
Monday morning’s practice. On Tuesday, without any pep rally or party, 
the team quietly left campus for Indianapolis International Airport, and 
boarded a westbound charter when they got there.

Once the Bulldogs arrived to San Jose, the national media was ready 
for them. At the Wednesday press conference, Gordon Hayward was 
grilled about his new rap career. In two days, “Too Big Yo” became an 
internet commotion, so much so that the original poster of the YouTube 
clip took it down. But it was too late. Because of modern things like 
browser caches and Google archives, the song and the sensation sur-
vived. “G-Time” was big time.

“It was me and my friends on spring break,” said an embarrassed 
Hayward. “It really was not supposed to be this big of a deal, and kinda 
got blown out of proportion. We actually came back from the gym, we 
got some shots up, and there was one of my old teammates. He had got-
ten really, really big. So that’s where the whole ‘too big’ thing came into 
the title. My dad texted me and told me that we probably shouldn’t have 
put it on the internet, so we took it down. But then I guess someone else 
found it.”

An enterprising website owner saved the extracted audio and posted 
it for all to hear, and “Too Big Yo” attracted over one million listens that 
week. It was a platinum success. But the world still wanted to know who 
the other two emcees on the track were, B-Rizzle and Geno. “My two 
good friends, Boris Golubov and Geno Calderon. We were having fun 
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with it, trying to be funny. I didn’t think it was going to get to this level 
at all, it was just something we did for fun.”

“I heard it. I think it’s pretty funny,” Shelvin Mack chimed in. “I didn’t 
expect that from Gordon. It was pretty good from him, but those other 
two people weren’t too good.”

The truth was that nobody expected it. “I just hope he doesn’t go run 
out on us and get a recording contract,” added Matt Howard.

But now it was time to back up the braggadocio, to see if Butler really 
was “going to the Tourney with a full head of steam,” as Hayward had 
rapped. Early returns were inconclusive, if not unconvincing. Playing 
in only their fifth game in a calendar month, the Bulldogs’ bodies were 
fresh and Hayward’s back fully healed, but skills were blunt and rusty. 
In their bright orange jerseys, the giants of UTEP swarmed and engulfed 
the HP Pavilion paint. Caracter unleashed a series of angry layups, made 
all the more menacing by his tall, bushy mohawk. Matter was winning 
against mind, and the Miners had a 33-27 halftime lead.

Butler had certainly been down at the mid-point before. The team had 
dug its way out of seven halftime holes for come-from-behind wins. “One 
of the things we try to do, we try to talk about not hitting home runs,” 
said Stevens afterwards. “It’s single, single, single, single, one possession 
at a time.”

Out of the break, however, there was a huge three-bagger. Mack stole 
the ball from out of Caracter’s meaty grasp, and with his leaping frog-
shot, immediately sliced the UTEP lead in half. When Culpepper missed 
a jumper on the next possession, Howard pulled down the rebound, then 
fed Mack for another three-pointer. The game was tied. A third Mack 
triple at the 15 minute mark put Butler up by five, triggering a time out 
and forcing the Miners’ coaching staff to fumble furtively with their 
binders of game preparation notes. 

But there was nothing they could do to stop No. 1 in white. Within 
another minute of play, another three. The Bulldogs were up 45-37, and 
Shelvin Mack was seizing sole proprietorship of the game.

All told, Mack hit seven triples in nine attempts, including the bomb 
blast that served as Butler’s last three points of the game. He finished 
with 25 points, and Butler was on to the second round with a 77-59 
runaway win. 

Back in the blue-curtained press conference room, the star of the 
game was less comfortable answering questions about his own perfor-
mance than he was with discussing his teammate’s rapping. Was the 
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team’s game plan to feed him the ball and get out of the way? “I took it 
upon myself,” Mack said simply.

The outside game of Butler trumped a vastly superior inside force. But 
while Mack was shorting out the scoreboard, the undersized Bulldog bigs 
spent the second half locking down the blocks. Butler outscored UTEP 
50-26 in the second half, and forced a ten-minute stretch that yielded only 
four Miner points. The 6-foot-11 Moultrie was a man with two inches and 
20 pounds on Hayward, but the Horizon League player of the year held 
him to just three points. And Howard’s lone foul of the game came late 
in the second half, so he was able to stay out on the floor for 30 minutes. 
In this season, that was rare happenstance.

And because of events that had played out earlier in the afternoon, the 
Bulldogs knew that they had ducked the No. 4 seed in the second round. 
Thanks to Danero Thomas’ dogpile-triggering jumper, Butler would face 
Murray State instead.

Murray State had its own legacy: 23 straight winning seasons in the 
Ohio Valley Conference. There was a Hall of Fame player in Jumpin’ Joe 
Fulks, and NBA exports like Popeye Jones and James Singleton. The Mur-
ray Way survived the departure of Mick Cronin in 2006 and extended 
into the Billy Kennedy era. The best Racer squads always played selfless 
team basketball with four or five different No. 1 scoring options, but 
never lacked for swagger. As shown in the late stages of the OVC title 
game against Morehead State, this was a team with puffed chests and 
pronounced head bobbing, full of smack talk and brag-boating. It was 
never of the trashy, selfish “look at me” variety, though. This was “look 
at us.”

After the first round, a reporter made the mistake of asking if the Rac-
ers had earned a spot on the globe by beating Vanderbilt. “I think Murray 
State has always been on the basketball map,” junior guard B.J. Jenkins 
said, shrugging his shoulders dismissively. “We have a great tradition. 
We have numerous winning seasons. ESPN rated us a top 30 all-time 
program. We’re just trying to continue the tradition and make a name 
for ourselves.”

To Murray State, Butler was simply the second hurdle on the way 
to a first-ever Sweet Sixteen. The Racers, who put together their own 
17-game win streak during the regular season, spent little time waiting to 
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show how little they were impressed by the Bulldogs. Murray answered 
an early 12-0 run by Butler with a 7-0 return spurt, capped by 6-foot-7 
sophomore Ivan Aska’s running layup through an empty lane. As he 
ran back up the court past the Butler’s bench, he looked directly at Brad 
Stevens. Aska tapped the top of his head repeatedly with an open palm, 
the signal for a time out.

For the Bulldogs, this was some sort of funhouse mirror. Despite the 
wide seeding difference, the Racers were another plucky, undersized 
squad from a one-bid league. This confident strut wasn’t in the DNA 
of the Butler Way, though. Butler was frustrated. All 22 of their first 
half points were scored in a ten-minute quarter, bracketed by two frigid 
bookends. The team in the dark blue shirts filled those time frames with 
three-pointers and layups. At the end of the first half, backup Racer 
guard Donte Poole nailed a long three at the buzzer, then ran straight 
into the locker room. Butler was down at halftime once again, this time 
by a 26-22 count.

Matt Howard spent much of the first round game with UTEP on 
his back, falling hard to the floor no fewer than nine times. Mohawked 
Miner Derrick Caracter had his way in the paint, scoring 20 points on 
10-for-13 shooting, but Howard sacrificed his body time and time again 
in attempts to limit his output. (Thank you, sir, may I have another?) 

There really was something not quite right about him, the kind of 
Real Different that was only possible with years of home schooling and 
basketball abuse from four older brothers. While his teammates spent 
their free time keeping tabs on the rest of the first round action, Howard 
was watching his favorite show, “The Price Is Right,” rooting for Show-
case Showdowns. As the Tournament progressed, the country at large 
was slowly learning about how strange he was.

But sometimes it came out on the court as erratic play, at the worst 
possible moments. Early in the second half, he committed a touch foul on 
the perimeter, an inexplicable offense for any big man. It was his second 
foul of the game. On the next play, he mistimed a jump and landed on 
the back of Racer center Tony Easley, riding him like a rodeo pro for just 
under seven seconds. That was three personal fouls. Stevens kept How-
ard in the game, but five seconds’ worth of game clock later, while idly 
slapping at a potential defensive rebound, he was whistled for his fourth. 
The Butler head coach had no choice. Howard headed to the bench, where 
he’d stay for a very long time.

Butler had size on the pine. There was 6-foot-11, 240-pound Andrew 
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Smith, an Indianapolis native, and Emerson Kampen at 6-foot-9. Though 
both were taller than Matt Howard, both were untested freshmen. They 
only played whenever games were all but over. This one was heading 
in that direction. After a Jenkins three-pointer, Murray State was up by 
seven points with 16:30 to play. Stevens rolled the dice, and went with a 
four-guard lineup.

Mack, Willie Veasley, Ronald Nored and Zack Hahn were on the court 
at the same time. The four of them had an average height of six feet, two 
inches. Hayward, a guard in an oversized body, played center. It was a 
sacrifice of any and all rebounding, as well as utmost faith on the part 
of the Butler coaches that turnovers could be kept at an absolute mini-
mum. The Bulldogs would need every single available shot at the basket, 
because they wouldn’t get many second chances at all. This was a high-
wire act with elimination on the line.

During a ten minute second-half stretch, Butler only collected two 
rebounds. But the Bulldogs didn’t turn the ball over once. Hahn, accus-
tomed to a long-standing role as momentary three-point specialist, was 
gassed, grasping at the edges of his shorts at every opportunity. But with 
his help, a seven-point Butler deficit became an eight-point lead. 

The Racers had one last run in them, a 12-6 job keyed by a pair of 
three-pointers. The spurt helped set up the final sequence. With 17 sec-
onds left in regulation, Howard came to the line for two free throws, 
rested and ready. He made the first one to put Butler up by two points, 
at 54-52.

Kennedy had one last time out remaining. Down by one point late 
against Vanderbilt in a similar situation, he safe-deposited his final clock 
stoppage. He was able to use it later to draw up the last play, the one 
that resulted in Danero Thomas’ dramatic game-winning shot. This time, 
however, he used it to ice a 78 percent foul shooter. It worked. Howard’s 
second attempt missed.

No. 13 seed Murray State streaked up the court, with the Sweet Sixteen 
just three points away. First, the Racers attempted to get the necessary 
triple in two separate segments. Creighton transfer Isacc Miles barreled 
through the lane, looking for a layup and sufficient contact for a foul. 
His shot was too hard. It missed, and the rebound came out long. With 
11 seconds left, Isaiah Canaan took control of the ball. He couldn’t stop 
the clock. The Butler five adjusted. They knew exactly what was coming.

Even though he was just a freshman, Canaan was a very accom-
plished three-point shooter. During the Racers’ OVC regular season 
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clincher against Southeast Missouri, he converted a halfcourt shot from 
one bended knee, as if he was proposing marriage to a girl. The shot went 
in as the shot clock expired. Gordon Hayward might have launched his 
rap career on YouTube, but the online video service was also very good 
for basketball highlights. Canaan’s clip was viewed thousands of times. 

The Butler players had seen it. Hayward and Ronald Nored approached 
Canaan immediately, trapping him beyond the three-point arc on the left 
wing.

Canaan tried to drive his dribble in Nored’s direction, but the But-
ler guard pinned him to the sideline. Easley, the Murray State big man, 
moved out to the perimeter to help, and pointed to the spot where he’d 
set the pick that would give Canaan the requisite room to release. Nored 
squeezed between the two blue-shirted Racers, rendering the pick use-
less. 

On Canaan’s right side was the hero of the Vanderbilt game, Danero 
Thomas. There was nobody guarding him.

With four seconds left, with no options and no room to maneuver, 
the freshman weakly shoveled the ball in Thomas’ direction. Hayward, 
with his long left arm, deflected the pass, knocking the ball into the 
backcourt. Canaan and Hayward tumbled towards the ball as it bounced 
away: a 6-foot-9 forward in white, and a 6-foot guard in blue. It was all a 
blur, even to Hayward. “I think I tipped it when he tried to pass it across 
court,” he said later. “We were just trying not to let them shoot a three, so 
I did whatever I could do to get the ball back. I dove on it so he couldn’t 
do anything.”

But it was Ronald Nored who retrieved it. As the final buzzer sounded, 
he cradled the ball in his arms and jumped high into the air. The season 
was over for Murray State, and for the Ohio Valley Conference as well. 
The Butler bench players spilled happily onto the floor.

The Bulldogs were one of the last 16 teams remaining in the 2010 
NCAA Tournament, even if they were a little too small, yo.





[        ]8



O N E  B E A U T I F U L  S E A S O N   3 9 3

BASKETBALL SCHOOL 

The Catholic University of America, the national college of the Roman 
Catholic Church in the United States, has always been decent at basket-
ball despite its small size. The Cardinals became the “Duke of Division 
III” when Mike Lonergan led them to the 2001 D-III national champion-
ship.

Long before that, the Washington-based religious institution was 
invited to participate in the 1944 NCAA Tournament, the sixth one, back 
when the bracket only held eight teams. But in November 1977, Catholic 
made a far-reaching impact on college basketball, one that transformed 
the sport’s vocabulary forever. It happened during a postgame news con-
ference.

After a good, close early season game against local historically black 
“college division” school Howard University, Catholic head coach Jack 
Kvancz discussed the game with D.C.-area reporters. Kvancz went on to 
mentor many in the modern coaching community, but he will forever be 
remembered by basketball writers for what he said on that fateful day. 

“It was everything that basketball’s about at the level of our program,” 
he said. “For a game between two mid-majors, or whatever you’d call us, 
it had anything you could ask for.”

There was no earthquake, lightning bolt, or angelic choir. The moment 
passed without incident. Some of the reporters used the quote as verbal 
spackle in their game recaps, and everyone moved on to the next thing. 

Three years later, the Mid-Eastern Athletic Conference, Howard’s 
home league, moved up to Division I. The Bison had an annual chance 
to gain automatic entry to the NCAA Tournament. They immediately 
took advantage, won the league, and then lost to Wyoming in the 1981 
preliminary round. Elsewhere in Washington, Catholic retreated to Divi-
sion III for budgetary reasons.

In 1979, nobody called Indiana State a “mid-major.” Anybody who 
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did would have had to attach the label years later, retroactively. Kvancz’s 
coined phrase predated the Bird-Magic game, the six-round NCAA Tour-
nament bracket, ESPN, and March Madness office pools, as well as Gon-
zaga’s rise to national prominence in the late 1990s. It was only then, over 
two decades after the first recorded usage of the term, that “mid-major” 
started showing up again.

This is where research has proven maddeningly inconclusive. Nobody 
can tell who brought it back, exactly who was to blame for this. But the 
term surely entered the American sports lexicon in the 1990s and 2000s, 
even though nobody really knew what it meant. If there was any consen-
sus at all, “mid-major” meant “successful underdog.” But since success at 
the lower levels was always a transitory state from one year to the next, as 
shown by Davidson and Northwestern State and Belmont, the definition 
of “mid-major” was a moving target. Words that depend on a beholder’s 
eye are useless as tools of communication.

Kvancz went on to become the athletic director at George Washington 
University, an Atlantic 10 school. He wasn’t able to give much guidance 
on the topic. In interviews during the George Mason run of 2006, that 
“year of the mid-major” which highlighted D.C.-area basketball again, 
he claimed not to have remembered uttering the amalgam at all. It just 
slipped out.

So we only have historical context. In 1977, Catholic and Howard 
were two universities that would end up on the I-AA side of the NCAA’s 
subdivision split a year later. In short, they were a couple of basketball 
schools.

Cincinnati-based Xavier University, the sixth-oldest Catholic college 
in the United States, was a basketball school too. Not a very good one, 
either. Xavier dropped football in the early 1970s because the program 
was losing $250,000 per year. But any extra savings paid no immediate 
dividends for men’s basketball. The independent Musketeers had two 
winning seasons during that decade, and went through three different 
head coaches. Xavier bottomed out in 1972-73, with a 3-23 record under 
Dick Campbell. During the league land rush of the late 1970s, the school 
signed up with the Midwestern City Conference, and hired Bob Staak, 
who was a former swingman star at the University of Connecticut. 

It took a while for the program to find its way in its new home league. 
The fledgling MCC only gave Xavier five conference games in 1979-80, 
and the Musketeers proceeded to lose all of them. The next year, Xavier 
won the regular season championship with a 8-3 record, but a seven-
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game defeat streak in non-conference play made sure that the overall 
campaign was a losing one. In 1981-82, the only victory during a 1-11 
MCC season was a 72-53 thrashing of the Butler Bulldogs. 

But that was the end of the Musketeers’ mediocrity, perhaps forever. 
Anthony Hicks was the first true star of Xavier’s league-affiliated era. He 
led the Musketeers to a Midwestern City Conference championship in 
1983, and the NCAA Tournament. In 1984, the team nearly made it two 
in a row. But Xavier missed the automatic bid by one backcourt violation, 
a late slip-up by Victor Fleming in the title game against Oral Roberts. 

After that, Xavier really came into its own as a basketball school. The 
Musketeers outgrew the modest MCC, which by then had renamed itself 
the Midwestern Collegiate Conference. Pete Gillen, formerly an assistant 
at Notre Dame under Digger Phelps, began the league dynasty in earnest. 
Players like Brian “The General” Grant, who’d go on to play a decade in 
the NBA, came through Cincinnati. With Byron Larkin, Stan Kimbrough, 
Tyrone Hill and Jamie Gladden, Xavier won the MCC’s automatic bid four 
straight times between 1986 and 1989. In 1990, the Musketeers lost the 
title game to the University of Dayton, but the selection committee let 
them in. They appreciated the strength of Xavier’s 12-game win streak, 
which included a 115-113 home win over Loyola Marymount. This team 
was fast, enough so to run with the likes of Hank Gathers and Bo Kimble. 

Gillen’s wide grin and affable aww-shucks demeanor kept everyone 
humble. He was Joe Bag-O-Donuts from Brooklyn, just your friendly 
neighborhood college basketball coach. 

But he wasn’t Joe Mid-Major, because that term was still buried in the 
Lexis-Nexis archives.

Gillen moved up and on to the University of Virginia in 1995. Skip 
Prosser was a longtime Xavier assistant who briefly went east to engineer 
a one-year resurrection of Loyola of Maryland, and then he came back 
to Cincinnati to coach the Musketeers. The institution itself joined an 
upward migration out of the MCC, to the Atlantic 10. That was a much 
more serious basketball league, with a growing reputation as a clearing-
house for extra NCAA Tournament at-large bids. After a 13-15 transition 
year in 1995-96, Xavier quickly settled in. In their first 14 seasons in the 
conference, the Musketeers went to the NCAA Tournament ten times. 

Prosser joined Gillen in the ACC at Wake Forest, and in came Thad 
Matta from Butler. His first three seasons at Xavier were a string of 
26-win campaigns, highlighted by six NCAA Tournament wins. In 2004, 
there was a run through three famous coaching Ricks (Pitino, Stansbury 
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and Barnes) on the way to the Elite Eight. Matta parlayed that success to 
a Big Ten job with the big Buckeyes, a job he still held in 2010. At Xavier, 
players like David West, Romain Sato, Stanley Burrell and Drew Laven-
der kept the chain as unbroken as the letter X. Sean Miller took up where 
Matta left off, and in the three-year period between 2007 and 2009, his 
teams won six NCAA games of their own.

By then, Gonzaga had happened. The exhumed term that the Zags 
inspired stuck to Xavier. Why anybody thought the two schools had any-
thing in common besides winning is up to individual historians, but 
Xavier took immediate offense to being called “mid-major.” It was such 
an odd word graft, open to so many different interpretations. 

Major, but not so much? Big, but middling? Large midgets? The 
middle of what? Xavier achieved uphill success on its own terms, and 
rejected outsiders’ attempts to define and cubbyhole. The school was hav-
ing enough linguistic problems with the rest of the country. After all, it 
took a quarter-century of basketball excellence for Xavier to teach the rest 
of America how to correctly pronounce its name (“z,” not “eggs”).

In 2008, when Rivals.com named Lavender its “Mid-Major Player Of 
The Week,” athletic director Mike Bobinski refused the honor. The award 
was virtual, and there was nothing to return to sender, but Bobinski 
called the prize “a black eye for the program.” 

He had every reason to be offended. Like Gonzaga, Xavier’s basketball 
power had earned the school a venue upgrade. At the turn of the cen-
tury, the program moved into the Cintas Center, a 10,250-seat basketball 
palace that included 22 comfy luxury boxes. Xavier bought private jets 
for team travel, and invested hundreds of thousands of dollars in player 
recruitment. The school reserved over $1 million per year as salary for 
the men’s basketball coach. That wasn’t enough to compete with the rob-
ber barons in the major conferences, but it was plenty enough to develop 
and inspire top-class talent like Miller, Matta, Prosser, and Gillen. 

What differentiated Xavier and the schools in the true major leagues 
was money. Its athletic budget in fiscal year 2009 was just under $13 mil-
lion, less than that of Furman, William & Mary and Dartmouth. None of 
those schools had even reached the NCAA Tournament during Xavier’s 
dominant era. William & Mary was still waiting for a first appearance.

But all three played football, more for pride than profit. Xavier had no 
such financial handcuffs. Nearly $4 million, a full 30 percent of Xavier’s 
athletic expenses, were spent on men’s basketball in 2009. That was the 
largest ratio of hoops costs to overall expenditures of any school in D-I. 
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It wasn’t just sound planning, it was a blueprint for the future of 
small-conference sports. The Musketeers provided a road map to athletic 
efficiency, a model for all the small schools in the lower conferences. 
Xavier University dropped football, spent nearly a third of its athletic 
budget on men’s hoops, and became a basketball school. Though success 
was a little longer in coming, Gonzaga did the same thing, eliminating 
its football program back in 1941. George Mason played football at the 
intramural club level only. And so did Butler.

And as all of those schools learned, there was no better form of public-
ity than being good at basketball. For $3 million, the cost of one 30-sec-
ond ad during the 2010 Super Bowl, a Sweet Sixteen school had two 
bonus weeks of national advertising: hours upon hours of the school 
name being repeated on the CBS and ESPN airwaves, feature stories in 
the New York Times and Sports Illustrated and on national websites, end-
less chatter in restaurants and cafes. Becoming a basketball school was 
an investment that was too true to be good. 

Arguing about what “mid-major” really meant, on the other hand, 
was a waste of everybody’s time. And time, of course, was money. The 
true answer to that question was three decades away, in an era no longer 
relevant. 

Xavier lost to Pittsburgh on a cold night in Boston in the 2009 Sweet 
Sixteen. Then, the program had the kind of summer that would break 
the forward momentum of most any basketball school. With his bud-
getary constraints, Bobinski could not even come close to matching the 
amounts listed in Arizona State’s proffering towards head coach Sean 
Miller. The coach wavered some out of sheer program loyalty, but it was 
an offer he couldn’t refuse. The Musketeers’ newly appointed and pro-
moted head man Chris Mack had a tall order: replacing three starters and 
53 percent of the team’s offense.

But with repeated impressions on college basketball’s collective 
psyche, Xavier was as much a known brand as any power conference 
school anywhere. The institution’s efficient use of athletic resources, 
its jets and its luxury-box arena, gave the X a power conference patina. 
As such, despite playing in a league that had stopped sponsoring foot-
ball altogether, the Musketeers were attracting power conference talent. 
Xavier was a major beneficiary of the scattering of Kelvin Sampson’s 
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all-star University of Indiana recruiting class, enticing former guard com-
mit Terrell Holloway to release himself from his IU Letter of Intent. Hol-
loway came back to his hometown of Cincinnati and donned the blue 
and white. In 2009-10, he moved from the bench into the starting lineup. 

Coach Mack’s concerns about production replacement were primarily 
allayed by 6-foot-4 Jordan Crawford. He was a former Hoosier who sat out 
the 2008-09 season, due to the NCAA’s transfer rules. Before Crawford 
played his first game at Xavier, he became a dunk legend for slamming 
over LeBron James at the NBA star’s King Camp. Though Nike, James’ 
shoe company, tried to embargo the footage, millions saw the slam on 
YouTube, the official television network for the millennial generation. “I 
think people already knew I could play a little bit,” Crawford said. “So 
the dunk just got my name back out there after I sat out a whole year.”

In the Musketeers’ era of excellence, the team usually spent Novem-
ber and December compiling a gaudy record and crashing the Top 25. 
But Xavier was in transition. By school standards, a 8-5 non-conference 
record was subpar. The clock fiasco at Butler, in a rare national TV 
appearance, stung. Holloway took some time to settle into his new role 
as a scoring point guard. Crawford had to calibrate his game to the team 
offense. When he was talking too many shots, Xavier was losing. 

A lot of basketball programs have rebuilding years, but the Muskies 
had rebuilding months. Everything came together in January. Only a pair 
of road losses at Dayton and Temple kept Xavier from a fourth straight 
Atlantic 10 regular season championship. Chris Mack’s team was unde-
feated at home, a perfect 15-0, for the first time since the school’s MCC 
era.

There was an 89-85 overtime loss to Richmond at the conference 
semifinals in Atlantic City, but that did little else than depress the NCAA 
seeding digit to a No. 6. At 24-8, with a conference record of 14-2, Xavier 
was one of two Atlantic 10 at-large representatives. The Musketeers were 
sent to the West region, to the Milwaukee Bucks’ downtown Bradley Cen-
ter. They drew No. 11 Minnesota, a team of distance-shooting specialists 
coached by former Kentucky head coach Tubby Smith. His hair was a bit 
whiter than it was during his National Championship season of 1998, but 
he’d improved a broken Minnesota program in just three years, with two 
consecutive NCAA appearances.

The Golden Gophers didn’t stay long. They were able to apply a Big 
Ten grind to the game for a single half, but there was no stopping Xavier’s 
former Hoosier. In 2008, in a first round game against Arkansas, Craw-
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ford was invisible, scoring no points on five shots in 21 minutes. This 
time, as a sophomore in a much different uniform, he effortlessly shot 
over and swooped through the Minnesota defense. Crawford finished 
with 28 points on 11-for-21 floor shooting, which included five three-
pointers. 

Xavier broke free of a 26-all halftime tie with an explosive burst, 
utilizing 11-4 and 7-0 scoring runs. The final was 65-54, as Minnesota 
provided little more than a routine walkthrough. Xavier was in their 
fourth consecutive second round, and won their 18th NCAA Tourna-
ment game since becoming a basketball school. An elimination revenge 
rematch with Pitt came one round early. 

There were few holdover constants from the Sweet Sixteen matchup 
from the year before. Sean Miller’s last Xavier team before leaving for 
Arizona State was bigger, more physical, and more muscular than Mack’s 
2010 version, which was swift and fleet and guard-oriented. In 2009, the 
Xavier roster was full of 6-foot-6 football bodies like C.J. Anderson and 
B.J. Raymond. The Musketeers stood toe-to-toe with the paint-pounding 
Panthers for 39 minutes, recalling years of Steelers-Bengals battles in 
the AFC Central. That game, however, was decided by the last-minute 
speed and sizzle of Pitt’s 5-foot-10 point guard Levance Fields, who sank 
a three-pointer and then sealed the game with a steal and layup. Pitt went 
from two points down to five points up in just 55 seconds, and Xavier 
was bounced out.

Fields had been a senior, one of four lost Pittsburgh starters. But Big 
East rosters tended to heal faster than Atlantic 10 rosters did. The Pan-
thers started their 2009-10 campaign with seven guarantee games and a 
10-2 record, then launched into the conference season with five straight 
wins. Their quarterfinal loss to Notre Dame helped the Irish get into the 
NCAA Tournament as a No. 6 seed, but the selection committee judged 
Pitt’s 24-8 record (13-5 in the Big East) as worthy of a No. 3. In the first 
round, Pitt crushed the Oakland Golden Grizzlies, the champions of the 
Summit League, by 23 points. 

On the evening of Sunday, March 21, in the last CBS time slot before 
“60 Minutes,” Xavier and Pitt met in the second round. The Muskies 
came out running, spending little time in halfcourt sets. There was a 
13-0 run that put Xavier up by ten at 28-18. After Pitt head coach Jamie 
Dixon called a time out to regroup his young team, Crawford nailed a 
three-pointer. 
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Instead of plowing into this Big East club, new-look Xavier chose to 
plow over. Crawford led another second-half burst, and a 35-28 halftime 
lead doubled in size. Crawford nailed a three-pointer right out of the 
break, and then sliced in for a scooping finger roll. Later, another long-
distance splashdown. Crawford was hot, and Mack tried to make sure he 
didn’t get overheated. Halfway through the second half, No. 55 in blue 
took a short breather on the bench, just long enough to crack Xavier’s 
momentum.

Pitt whittled the 13-point gap to just one, and it only took them four 
minutes to do it. Junior guard Brad Wanamaker, who like Holloway had 
transformed from benchwarmer to a star over a single summer, keyed 
the 12-0 return run with a scooping underhanded layup. The shot drew 
a touch foul for a value-added free throw. Pitt didn’t commit a single 
foul until nine minutes had elapsed in the game – an event that drew a 
derisive cheer from the traveling Xavier contingent – and was getting all 
the breaks, intangible and otherwise. On one sequence with five min-
utes left, 7-foot Xavier backup center Kenny Frease fouled a driving Pitt 
forward named Nasir Robinson in the lane, even though Frease had his 
back to him at the time.

The ongoing lack of leniency by officials towards basketball schools 
didn’t rattle Xavier, not in the least. Crawford’s open-court dunk put 
the Musketeers back in the lead by seven points with two minutes to 
go. The Panthers attempted to mount a comeback, but Xavier held them 
off with free throws. A pair from Holloway, an 85 percent free throw 
shooter, made the score 67-60 with 35 seconds left. For Pitt, it was a three-
possession conundrum. 

In Boston the year before, Mack was an assistant, Crawford was in 
street clothes and Holloway was on the bench. All three knew that no 
coffin is sealed at the NCAA Tournament until the final buzzer. Teams 
like Pitt can rise, like win-thirsty zombies, from out of the deepest of 
late-game deficits. The Panthers had done it before, at Xavier’s terminal 
expense.

Gilbert Brown was fixing to be the 2010 version of Levance Fields 
– albeit a version eight inches taller. On the next Pitt possession, the 
6-foot-6 junior buried a three-pointer from the top of the key, cutting the 
Xavier lead to four. There were 27 seconds left. Dixon halted time with 
his final available stoppage. 

Games like this have always been referred to as “chess matches,” but 
they are more like contests of applied quantum physics between two 
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well-coiffed men in suits. Every decision, every substitution, and every 
single play call alters the chemistry and psychology of each ensuing pos-
session. A margin of four requires a different approach than a three point 
gap, and the price for choosing the wrong strategy is the game itself. 

The 18,031 people in the Bradley Center stands, and millions more at 
home, had their own ideas of what Mack or Dixon should have done, and 
they each were at liberty to judge later, with no attached consequences. 
But it was the two coaches, and the ten men on the floor, who’d have to 
choose their own adventures and live with the results.

Pitt wanted the ball back as soon as possible. So, after three seconds 
of elapsed time, Brown spent his fourth personal foul on Crawford, who 
was a 77 percent foul shooter. Crawford hit both shots, and the Xavier 
lead was back to six. When the Panthers streaked back up the floor, it was 
Brown again. He drained another three. It was 69-66, and Mack used his 
final time out. Now, neither coach could stop time. 

In the Pitt huddle, Dixon ordered up a full court press. Crawford 
attempted to inbound to Holloway, who was crowded in the corner near 
the far baseline. The pass came in at a 45 degree angle, just as two gold-
clad Pitt players came storming in to apply force. Holloway spun away 
from his defender, and the pass glanced away, past the sideline. The 
referee signaled that Pitt regained possession.

Then reality shifted. Replays indicated that the ball had actually 
bounced off the outstretched arm of Pitt’s Ashton Gibbs as it fell out of 
bounds. There were anxious moments in the Xavier seating section as 
the three officials conferred with one another at the scorer’s table. Finally, 
the call was reversed.

Pitt’s hot-hand strategy of trading a three-pointer for two foul shots 
was working. But Pitt’s goose in a golden jersey was cooked two clock 
seconds later. Brown absorbed his fifth and disqualifying foul by hack-
ing Holloway. Xavier’s sophomore sharpshooter, not one to miss from 
the line, pushed the lead back out to five with his two free throws. There 
were 14 seconds left.

The Panthers marched back. Travon Woodall, a 5-foot-11 redshirt 
sophomore, jumped into the lane for a layup to reduce the margin to 
three again. But there were only eight seconds left, and Pitt’s hourglass 
was running out of sand.

And that’s when Xavier blinked. Dante’ Jackson, a reserve guard 
for the Musketeers, nervously missed both of his foul shots after being 
grabbed by Wanamaker. One bounced off the front of the rim, and the 
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other one scooped out. Pitt had 8.2 seconds and the length of the floor to 
go, with the chance to tie. Any combination of three points would send 
the game into overtime, and Pitt would have considerable momentum. 
They’d be the team that erased a seven-point lead in just 35 seconds. 

In three game-clock ticks, Pitt moved the ball 70 feet, from the far 
endline to the three-point arc. Gibbs, the team’s leading scorer and a 39 
percent three-point shooter, was the one designated to take the long shot. 
He’d already taken 12 of them in the game, and converted four. With 
three seconds to go, he released the ball. 

It clanged off the rim, falling away to the left. 
The buzzer sounded, and the backboard was rimmed in red light. 

Xavier 71, Pittsburgh 68. The Musketeer fans began celebrating. The 
players celebrated too. On the bench, Frease made an X with his arms 
over his head. The coaches approached the scorer’s table to shake hands. 
“Xavier is on to the Sweet Sixteen!” the CBS announcers proclaimed.

But when the ball hit the end line and clipped the lunging fingertip 
of a Xavier player, the clock hadn’t stopped in time.

There was no Precision Timing in Milwaukee. The starting and stop-
ping of the clock was done at the scorer’s table. There was that infinitesi-
mal gap between the button and the whistle, between the mind and the 
machine. For the second time that season, Xavier was falling into that 
sucking black hole, penalized by the ever-shifting eccentricities of time 
itself. 

The only remaining question was related to the size of the chronom-
eter reprieve that Pitt would receive. After a lengthy review on the TV 
monitors, the officials signaled for 0.4 seconds to be put back on the 
clock. This was enough for a catch-and-shoot set piece from the endline.

“I thought I was in Hinkle there for a second,” Mack quipped after 
the game.

Xavier had all the clock karma in the universe stored up, having been 
burned so badly at Butler in December. Wanamaker’s shot from the left 
side came short, fell away. 

The buzzer sounded, and the backboard was rimmed in red light. 
Xavier 71, Pittsburgh 68. The Musketeer fans began celebrating. The 
players celebrated too. On the bench, Frease made an X with his arms 
over his head. The coaches approached the scorer’s table to shake hands. 
“Xavier is on to the Sweet Sixteen!” the CBS announcers proclaimed.

It was the school’s third consecutive advancement into the NCAA 
Tournament’s second weekend. That Thursday, Xavier would play No. 
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2 seed Kansas State in Salt Lake City, in the West region semifinals. On 
the opposite side of the bracket loomed a familiar foe, a former colleague 
in the Midwestern Collegiate Conference: No. 5 Butler, who’d be facing 
No. 1 seed Syracuse. 

The Musketeers and Bulldogs were both one seed upset away from a 
bad-blood replay of the infamous clock game. That December matchup 
at Hinkle Fieldhouse required police intervention in the stands, and 
included significant property damage. A potential rematch would have 
nothing less than a trip to the Final Four on the line.

And waiting, lurking, just off the court, was that “M” word. Transcend-
ing the old MCC couldn’t stop it, and neither could private airplanes, a 
gleaming glass and steel arena, or years and years of winning. “You’re a 
mid-major, the most consistent one,” a reporter asked the players during 
the postgame press conference. “What’s your identity as a mid-major?”

Terrell Holloway fumbled through an answer. “I really take offense 
to the comment you made earlier,” Coach Mack said when it was his 
turn at the dais. “I know you didn’t do it on purpose, but we don’t look 
at ourselves as anything but a high-major program – from the way we 
travel, to the way we recruit, to the amenities our kids enjoy. If you’ve 
ever been to our building, you know that the Cintas Center is one of the 
nicest on-campus arenas in the country. We’ve been doing some great 
things with our program over the last 25 years. We’ve had 14 NBA play-
ers since 1993. We’ve won multiple championships. Only two schools, 
Xavier and Michigan State, have been in the Sweet Sixteen the last three 
years. I think those things speak for themselves.”

They did. Xavier was a basketball school.



[        ]7
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PRIDE OF THE VALLEY 

Northern Iowa feels like the Missouri Valley’s far outpost, up at the 
cold northern tip of the conference. It’s not located along any of Iowa’s 
major two-digit interstate thruways, so one really has to choose to go 
there. Cedar Falls doesn’t jump up on the highway after miles and miles 
of corn, and there’s no skyline or sizable metropolitan area like the MVC’s 
western points of Omaha and Wichita. There’s still a pioneer aspect to 
UNI, the newness of fresh possibility and open land.

It was born as a teacher’s college after the Civil War, and there was a 
basketball program as far back as 1905, so it’s not a new school by any 
means. But there’s a limit to the Valley stories that include Northern 
Iowa. The school only joined up in 1991 as part of the league’s most recent 
expansion class, which also included Missouri State and Evansville. UNI 
had been part of the ever-shifting tectonics of the Mid-Continent, later 
known as the Summit League. And the Panthers got the Valley’s atten-
tion with a single shot. 

In 1990, Eldon Miller’s team was not the best the Association of Mid-
Continent Universities had to offer. Like the Ohio Bobcats of 2010, North-
ern Iowa played best with Damocles’ sword dangling from on high. A 6-6 
record was good enough for a No. 4 seed in an eight-team conference, and 
the Panthers took a wild ride through the Mid-Con playoffs. 

First up was UIC, a future Horizon League member. It took three 
overtimes for UNI to overcome and eliminate the Flames, 99-94. Future 
Valley-mate Southwest Missouri State, the No. 1 seed in the tournament, 
was next. UNI snuck away with a 63-61 win. The Panthers clinched their 
first-ever NCAA automatic bid with a 53-45 grind over Wisconsin-Green 
Bay, and earned a No. 14 national seed.

In the NCAA first round at venerable Richmond Coliseum, No. 3 seed 
Missouri was having problems shooting – enough so that plucky UNI led 
the game until the very end. The Panthers were shooting the lights out, 
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with nine three-pointers, but the Tigers mounted a comeback at the free 
throw line. With ten seconds left, the score was tied and Northern Iowa 
had possession. 

Maurice Newby, a junior guard who specialized in long-range shoot-
ing, came into the game after Coach Miller used his final time out. Even 
in the days before widely available game tape, it was a perfectly tele-
graphed strategy. Mizzou flooded the perimeter with shot-stuffers. But 
Newby, with four seconds remaining on the game clock and with a palm 
in his face, released a weak and awkward shot from the left wing, foul 
line extended. 

The net barely registered a shudder as the ball passed through.
UNI, the University of Nothing Impossible, nearly went from 6-6 to 

the Sweet Sixteen that season, but lost 81-78 to No. 6 seed Minnesota in 
the second round. Jason Reese, the Panthers’ leading scorer, fouled out of 
the Missouri game. But against the Golden Gophers, he scored 29 points 
on 12-for-15 shooting, but couldn’t outduel future NBA journeyman Wil-
lie Burton and his 36. 

There was one more season in the Mid-Con, then it was up to the Val-
ley. Northern Iowa spent the 1990s attempting to find its place in a much 
more competitive league, trying to establish an identity more defined 
than mediocre hangers-on. Evansville, which joined three years later, 
brought a rafter full of Division II national championship banners. UNI 
had a wrestling reputation, Newby’s miracle shot, and not much else. The 
losses mounted. After four straight losing seasons in men’s basketball, 
the athletic department hired former UNI player Greg McDermott in 
2001. Things changed.

It took the gruff, broad-shouldered McDermott just three years to 
turn the program around. There was a ten-game improvement between 
2002-03 and the following season – a 21-10 breakthrough in which UNI 
clawed through Illinois State, Wichita State and Missouri State at Arch 
Madness 2004 for a first autobid as a Valley member. 

During the following two seasons, Northern Iowa would get in the 
hard way, thanks to tough non-conference scheduling, key wins, and 
undersized rosters that played 40 minutes of fearless defense every game. 
With double-digit NCAA seeds, they played three well-known powers 
(Georgia Tech, Wisconsin and Georgetown) to within five points each. 
McDermott left for Iowa State in 2006, and assistant Ben S. Jacobson 
took over. The student section changed from “Mac’s Maniacs” to “Jake’s 
Jungle,” but none of the recruits changed their minds. They’d signed up 
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to play for Northern Iowa, not Greg McDermott. 
“Nobody left after the coaching change,” said Jacobson. “All four guys 

we signed stayed. We were really fortunate in that regard.”
Despite all the smooth little transitions, other changes at the school 

were big. The Panthers moved into the McLeod Center, next to the old 
football UNI-Dome, where they’d played for years in front of temporary 
aluminum bleachers. It took Jacobson two .500 seasons to truly build the 
program back up in his own calm, cool, collected image. And this new 
version of the team had real size. Jordan Eglseder, a gawky 7-foot-1 project 
in Jacobson’s first year, developed into a paint-chewing monster. Adam 
Koch, an awkward 6-8 freshman benchwarmer in 2006-07, emerged as 
the team’s leading scorer as a junior, and he developed a superb midrange 
game along the way.

In 2009, there was a long February win streak, full of low-scoring 
defensive grinds. UNI busted apart the Valley race. Then, the Panthers 
edged out Illinois State in an overtime thriller in the Arch Madness title 
game to return to the Dance, after two seasons away. 

But that yielded a result that had become familiar in the 2000s: a 
five-point loss at the NCAA Tournament. This one was against Purdue. 
With nearly the entire team returning for 2009-10, with Eglseder and 
Koch and shooting guard Ali Farokhmanesh (pronounced Fah-ROHK-
ma-NESH) coming back as seniors, it was shaping up to be a special year.

While most Valley schools pumped up their win totals with pur-
chased guarantee games, Jacobson scheduled as well as he could with-
out compromising the team’s RPI number. The Panthers played in the 
exempt Paradise Jam, and drew two Big East squads. DePaul, a team that 
would go on to an 8-23 record and a 1-17 mark in the Big East, handed the 
Panthers a 60-52 loss in the U.S. Virgin Islands. That drop would haunt 
Northern Iowa as much as the opponents’ opponents’ winning percent-
age of their league-mates. 

But wins over Boston College, Iowa State and Iowa formed the basis of 
a 9-1 non-conference record. Once Valley play began, there was a fleeting 
visit to the national writers’ Top 25. The Panthers lost only three games 
in conference, all on the road, and breezed through the MVC tourney. At 
Arch Madness, the Panthers won their three eliminators by an average 
of 16 points. The 2008-09 version squeaked by, but this club destroyed 
opponents. A good thing, too, because a loss would have meant a lesser 
postseason berth, like the NIT or CBI. The Valley was a one-bid league, 
no matter what.
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Due to the conference’s poor overall schedule strength, the selection 
committee offered the champions little respect. Northern Iowa was a 
school-record 28-4 overall and 15-3 in the MVC, the very same pair of 
records Drake had in 2008. That year, the Bulldogs went in as a No. 5 
seed. UNI was the top team in the “others receiving votes” category of 
the AP Top 25 writers’ poll, a virtual No. 26. But according to the NCAA 
S-curve, the Panthers were the 33rd best team in Division I. They were 
assigned a No. 9 seed.

Granted, it was the school’s highest seed ever. But in the volatile NCAA 
Tournament, number nine was the worst possible bracket location for 
any overachieving, under-seeded team. That placement required a minor 
upset over an evenly-matched squad in the first round, all while wearing 
dark jerseys. Then, a matchup with the region’s top seed in the second 
round. In the six-round era, only three No. 9 seeds had ever survived the 
first weekend to advance to the Sweet Sixteen. In fact, placement one line 
down was preferable. In the same 25-year timeframe, a total of 18 No. 10 
seeds won their first pair of games. 

When Ben Jacobson and the Panthers arrived in Oklahoma City, they 
didn’t complain about unfair seeding. This was a throwback team that 
didn’t whine about anything. They showed up to work and punched the 
clock, like they always did, wearing jerseys that were just as purple as the 
VitaminWater tanks behind their bench. 

There wasn’t a lot of play for Jacobson’s players. The system that 
Northern Iowa ran was stored in a thick secret book, which contained 
over a hundred offensive variations and permutations. On the court, 
everybody had to be on the same page. The Panthers’ defense, which 
allowed just 55 points per game – 13 below the national average – was 
predicated on constant switches that eliminated any and all negative 
mismatches. The 2009-10 Panthers certainly spent more time coordinat-
ing on-court positioning than coordinating their wardrobes. Some of the 
players wore jerseys with the MVC’s 100th anniversary patch, and some 
didn’t. The Valley centennial was in 2007.

Basketball jerseys don’t have sleeves to roll up, so the players wore 
their personalities on their shoulders. Northern Iowa was a team of 
smart, hard-working, inked-up badasses, like a group of highly-educated 
truck drivers who’d collected tattoos on their long highway travels. With 
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the notable exceptions of Farokhmanesh and Koch, nearly all of the Pan-
thers had some kind of extra marking. There was a four-leaf clover, ladies’ 
faces, and lines of tiny writing that didn’t show up on high-definition 
television. On Eglseder’s pale right shoulder, “I can do all things through 
Christ who strengthens me.” It was Philippians 4:13, the same verse that 
showed up on Stephen Curry’s sneaker during Davidson’s Elite Eight run 
in 2008. 

Northern Iowa drew No. 8 seed Nevada-Las Vegas from the Moun-
tain West Conference. The Runnin’ Rebels had much more history than 
their league had. They won the National Championship in 1990 as Big 
West members, the breeding ground of most of the modern WAC and 
Mountain West schools. In recent years, the Big West had sunk back to 
one-bid status as a group made up of University of California and Cal 
State satellites. By then, the Runnin’ Rebels were on to the next chapter.

If there was any basketball school that set the “mid-major” debate 
on its ear, it was UNLV. Under gregarious head coach Jerry Tarkanian, 
an early star of the instant sports sound bite era, the Rebs snapped up 
blue-chip recruits, won hundreds of games, and drew a constant barrage 
of NCAA investigations. While the towel-biting “Tark the Shark” was a 
consummate teacher and leader of young men, the rapid growth of that 
program was not exactly financed by car washes and bake sales.

UNLV rose back to prominence with a much less controversial coach, 
successful journeyman Lon Kruger. The Runnin’ Rebels were one of the 
charter members of the Mountain West, the conference that triggered 
the PIG, and represented the MWC at the NCAA Tournament three out 
of the last four seasons. This was no mid-major conference. “The Moun-
tain” had a lot of things the Valley didn’t: BCS football, its own television 
network, and at least two teams in the Big Dance every year since 2002.

By 2010, the retired Tarkanian was back in Sin City, and was blogging 
for the Las Vegas Sun newspaper. “Through the years, I have found most 
of those mid-majors are right there,” he wrote in his informal preview of 
the game, casually dismissing Northern Iowa’s chances. “But they can’t 
get over the hump.”

Tarkanian was, as always, a man of his beloved city. “I’m going to be 
at the Venetian hosting a March Madness party,” he added. “I invite all 
Rebel fans who want to come down.”

In their white, red and black jerseys, UNLV started their own March 
Madness party at Oklahoma City’s Ford Center. The Rebels banged inside 
for easy baskets. Hard physical defense cut off Northern Iowa’s passing 
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routes, stymied shooters, and forced Jacobson to burn his precious time 
outs. 

The intricate Northern Iowa offense was fully contained, all except 
for Farokhmanesh. Over 70 percent of his points came from behind the 
looping line, and he rarely toed it. His first made three-pointer was a full 
two feet beyond the arc, a cylinder-splasher from the right wing. When 
he put one in from the deep left corner, UNI had a first lead of the game 
at 26-24. It was a short-lived advantage. UNLV took a 35-32 lead into half-
time. Television chyron graphics, web alerts and basketball blogs flashed 
an ominous statistic. To date, the Rebels had not lost a game when ahead 
at halftime: 19 leads and 19 wins. 

Farokhmanesh had converted 67 three-pointers during the season, at 
a rate of 37 percent. The long-distance shot was his calling card, perhaps 
because his last name wouldn’t really fit on an actual calling card. If 
not for his pair of three-point daggers in overtime of the 2009 Missouri 
Valley final, he would surely have been outdueled and eliminated by 
Osiris Eldridge of Illinois State. He was a master of the face-off, and in 
the second half, that’s what the 8/9 game in the Midwest region became. 

Oscar Bellfield was so much of a fan favorite in Las Vegas, they called 
him “The Mayor.” And he was just a sophomore in 2009-10, so he had 
two more years to challenge Tark as the King of the Strip. At the Thomas 
& Mack Center, his No. 0 uniform inspired exclamations of “you just got 
0’d,” as visiting defenders got burned by his shooting. 

One of the people 0’d by the 6-foot-2 Bellfield was Rick Pitino. In 
two UNLV victories over two years against nationally-ranked Louisville 
teams, Bellfield keyed two upset victories. As a freshman, he ducked 
under a 6-foot-9 Cardinal for a last-second winning layup. As a sopho-
more, he dropped a game-high 17 against Louisville at home. That 76-71 
win over Thanksgiving weekend was a major reason why a third-place 
team in the Mountain West Conference was able to qualify for the NCAA 
Tournament. 

The UNLV-Northern Iowa game continued, a low-scoring second half 
full of lead changes and ties. Bellfield fired the first salvo of the duel at 
the 14 minute mark. It was a long three-pointer that gave UNLV the lead 
back at 43-42. When Farokhmanesh launched a jumper moments later, 
Bellfield jumped out and swatted it away. 

The battle was on. On the next Northern Iowa possession, with Bell-
field’s hand close enough to Farokhmanesh’s face to wipe the sweat off, 
the Panther shotmaker drilled one of his signature 24-footers. At 8:46, 
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deep in the left corner and under double coverage, another. The Panthers 
built up their largest lead of the game at 53-46.

With five minutes remaining, another Bellfield three-pointer sliced 
that advantage down to a single dwindler. After Northern Iowa scratched 
back to a lead of three with 40 seconds to go, Bellfield knocked down an 
equalizer. It came from the one o’clock position, just to the left of the key. 
As he released it, he stood still, his arm outstretched in a frozen salute as 
he watched it fall. The score was tied at 66. 

Panther junior point guard Kwadzo Ahelegbe, who’d scored eight 
consecutive points during one late stretch, brought the ball up the floor. 
He fired the rock to Johnny Moran, a 6-foot-1 sophomore, who stood on 
the right side of the court beyond the perimeter. On the left side, swaying 
idly from side to side, was Farokhmanesh. Tre’Von Willis of UNLV was 
guarding him loosely, playing a potential shot rather than denying him 
the ball. But Willis, lured by the magnetic action on the other side, crept 
away and into the lane. 

Moran sensed that the defense had sagged to the side, that it was 
imbalanced and stacked. He retreated back towards the center line. With 
eight seconds on the game clock, seven on the shot clock, he took a hard 
cut to the left. Then, with barely a glance in Farokhmanesh’s direction, 
he passed the ball across the court. It was a misdirection play, perfectly 
timed.

Farokhmanesh had 12 feet of room between himself and Willis, his 
defender light years away from the three-point arc. He had plenty of time 
to set up a shot. As Moran let go of the pass, he dramatically pointed to 
the sky.

Willis reacted, stumbled, but it was too late. Farokhmanesh wasn’t 
going to waste any time dribbling closer to the line. He didn’t need to 
make the shot easier for himself. At five seconds, with Willis leaping 
vainly in his direction, he pulled up and released from 25 feet out. 

The ball banked through the rim, and the tie was broken. The net 
trembled from the impact of the ball passing through. Northern Iowa 
69, UNLV 66.

It worked as well as any of the hundred plays in Northern Iowa’s 
book, but the final sequence was completely improvised. “I had no idea 
that shot was coming to me,” Farokhmanesh said. “If it was your shot, 
you’d go ahead and take it. It wasn’t planned or anything. I think we just 
went with it, and it worked out.”

Bellfield ran headlong down the court. That was improvised, too. He 
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was determined to take and make the shot, and force overtime all by 
himself. But as he passed UNI forward Lucas O’Rear, the one with the 
four-leaf clover tattoo, the junior forward tipped the ball away and out 
of bounds. 

The game was over, and Tark’s March Madness party was ruined.
Northern Iowa was over the hump, and had won their first NCAA 

Tournament game in 20 years. And it was a strange simulacrum of that 
landmark first victory. Farokhmanesh’s shot came from nearly the same 
spot on the floor, in the same late tied-game situation, as Maurice New-
by’s had in 1990 against Missouri. 

For confirmation, television stations in Cedar Falls played the two 
shots side-by-side. The only differences were that the poor condition of 
the 1990 tape was exacerbated by the sharp high-definition footage of the 
2010 reel. The newer Panther uniforms used yellow rounded numerals 
instead of shiny gold-colored block ones. The UNI cheerleaders behind 
the endlines were just as happy in both reels, even though the 1990 girls 
had slightly larger hair. Otherwise, everything was exactly the same. 

The Panthers were on to the second round. But for Northern Iowa to 
earn a second win share for the Valley, UNI would have to take down 
the No. 1 seed in the Midwest region. And this was the very top seed of 
top seeds.

Kansas was the double-champion of the Big 12, the consensus No. 
1 team in the nation as per the polls, and the No. 1 team in the NCAA 
Tournament overall, according to the selection committee’s S-curve. Bill 
Self’s Jayhawks were the 2008 National Champions, Goliath-like slayers 
of Davidson, and an NBA farm system unto itself. Kansas sent entire 
starting fives to the pros. Another yellow and purple club, Mike Sut-
ton’s Tennessee Tech Golden Eagles, had been so utterly destroyed by 
KU in November that their coach had watched the tape for inspiration 
afterwards. 

While the first round was all about three-point transcendence, the 
key matchup in the Kansas game was in the paint. Cole Aldrich was a 
6-foot-11, 245-pound Minnesota-bred behemoth who began his college 
career as a great big project. He made a brief five-minute cameo in the 
2008 Elite Eight game against Davidson, registering one rebound, a turn-
over and a foul. By his sophomore year, Aldrich had become a mid-major 
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heartbreaker. In the first round of the 2009 Big Dance, he personally 
dispatched Summit League upstart North Dakota State with a 23-point, 
11-rebound performance. Then, he had 20 boards against Dayton of the 
Atlantic 10 in a 60-43 shutdown blowout. As a junior, he had little else to 
prove at the Division I level, and was most likely coming out for the NBA 
Draft as an early exit whenever the season ended. Most observers agreed 
that a National Championship win would be Aldrich’s college swan song. 

The Panthers were one of the very few teams with an Aldrich anti-
dote. Some of the mid-decade Northern Iowa squads topped out at 6-foot-
6, and really could have used a 7-foot eastern Iowa boy from Bellevue. 
Eglseder and Aldrich looked like brothers who both farmed giant corn 
in Beanstalk land, with bulbous translucent shoulders and millimeter-
long blonde hair. And on Saturday afternoon in Oklahoma City, they 
went after it in the paint. Aldrich fired the first shot, a little hook over 
Eglseder’s head.

Eglseder, a senior, was similar in appearance if not in professional 
basketball potential. But he had become multi-dimensional during his 
four years at Northern Iowa. His response to Aldrich’s opening artil-
lery round was a three-pointer. That was something the Kansas big man 
couldn’t guard. The next time down the floor, Eglseder converted a nifty 
turnaround. Another layup, and another two points. Northern Iowa, the 
humble No. 9 seed, was up 12-4 on mighty KU.

UNI stayed as collectively calm, reserved and stone-faced as ever. 
Little Lehigh of the Patriot League, the No. 16 seed, had taken an early 
lead over the Jayhawks too. Tennessee Tech had as well, back during 
their guarantee game in November. Though many of the Kansas players 
would eventually be playing 48-minute contests in the NBA, they knew 
exactly how long college games were. And they knew they’d get some No. 
1 seed calls. A rash of UNI fouls led to a parade of Jayhawk free throws, 
and Kansas cut the lead to three, at 22-19. 

But the central matchup stayed at the forefront. While Aldrich was 
shooting at the line at the ten minute mark, Eglseder jumped out into the 
paint for a lane violation so pronounced, so egregious, that the Northern 
Iowa center was right in the face of his Kansas counterpart for a quick, 
dramatic stare-down.

Eglseder was having a surprising amount of success out at the arc. A 
made shot from a Farokhmanesh-type distance extended the lead back to 
six, and it was his second three-pointer of the game. It was also just his 
third of the season. Then the real, actual guards got going. Farokhmanesh 
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nailed two long ones, as well as a nifty foul line jumper, and Northern 
Iowa was up 36-28 at halftime. 

But an eight-point halftime lead against the Kansas Jayhawks was like 
having a 30-meter head start against Usain Bolt. It was like getting four 
mulligans against a zero-handicap golfer. Just as the CBS chyron showed 
that Northern Iowa had no turnovers in 15 minutes of play, the Pan-
thers committed two cough-ups in the next 20 seconds. Kansas and their 
bench full of McDonald’s All-Americans turned on a full-court pressure 
defense that produced mistake after mistake. Farokhmanesh suddenly 
went cold, missing five straight three-point attempts, and this was no 
time to shoot one’s way out of a slump. A loss meant the end.

Kansas ran a long streak of scoring possessions. The Jayhawks were 
even getting virtual four-point plays. Two Marcus Morris free throws 
were followed by a quick turnover under the basket and a short Sherron 
Collins shot. Northern Iowa’s lead was down to one, at 63-62. There were 
44 seconds remaining.

There’s a certain fear that grips small-conference fans during these 
times. When a safe margin becomes a perilous sliver, two hours of hope-
ful anticipation and the seeming inevitability of an upset are replaced by 
a tightness in the shoulders. There’s a vacuum where lungs once were. 
Hands move closer towards one another, press together, fists clench. 
Prayer, for all its earnestness, is worthless at these moments. These con-
tests are out of God’s control – or at the very least, He’s not going to play 
favorites. There are patterns to these actions and reactions, and the domi-
nant design dictates that the best basketball team in America is going to 
find some way to win against a clearly inferior opponent.

As four Jayhawks applied hard pressure, UNI played tic-tac connect-
the-dots through traffic to get the ball to Ahelegbe, the point guard. 
Farokhmanesh backpedaled straight down the right side. Ahelegbe fired 
a bullet pass, as straight as a lead pipe, up the sideline to break the press. 
Tyrel Reed, Kansas’ own three-point specialist, ran back to act as a single 
rover, and he held down a floor position in preparation for the full cav-
alry’s arrival. 

But Farokhmanesh wasn’t waiting for any reinforcements. He toed 
the three-point arc on the right wing, and pulled up for a shot. Reed 
stutter-stepped. The idea that anybody would shoot with 30 seconds left 
on the shot clock, with 37.1 remaining in regulation time, defied all bas-
ketball logic. With that much time, Kansas would have at least two more 
possessions, and a miss would turn the clock in Kansas’ favor. A miss 
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would mean the Jayhawks would hold the extra cards, all the advantages 
down the stretch. “I really didn’t think he was going to shoot it,” said 
Reed afterwards. “I thought he was going to run some time off the clock.”

Ali Fredrick Farokhmanesh would never have made the Kansas ros-
ter, not even as a walk-on. He averaged 18.5 points per game at Iowa City 
West High, helping his team to the state tournament as the conference 
MVP – but he was not on the radar of in-state Big 12 school Iowa State, or 
the Big Ten’s Iowa Hawkeyes, or even Northern Iowa. He was too skinny 
and slight, and he knew how to do one thing: shoot three-pointers. He 
made 46 percent of his long-distance shots during his high school senior 
year. The one-dimensional Farokhmanesh wasn’t exactly a natural bas-
ketball player, coming from a volleyball family. 

His father, Mashallah Farokhmanesh, played for Iran at the 1980 
Moscow Olympics, and later immigrated to the United States. He met 
Cindy Frederick at a volleyball camp in Iowa, and they moved west 
together. They coached women’s volleyball at Washington State (she was 
the head coach, he the assistant), and Pullman was where Ali was born 
in April 1988. 

Their only son grew up playing basketball, because volleyball wasn’t 
quite as popular with his friends. After his sophomore year in high 
school, his parents took similar jobs at the University of Iowa’s volleyball 
program, and the family moved to the Central time zone. Ali overcame 
fish-out-of-water syndrome by hitting lots of three-pointers for the bas-
ketball team. He made many new friends that way.

When Farokhmanesh graduated high school, he still believed that he 
could be good enough to play in Division I. So he played junior college 
ball for two years, at two different places, rounding out his game and hit-
ting the weight room whenever he could. Then, a few small-conference 
schools came calling. Because juco years count as college eligibility, Ali 
would have only two seasons as a D-I player. So he chose Northern Iowa, 
the school with a solid upcoming junior class. He wanted to play with the 
same core of teammates for both of his fleeting years, and he got along 
with Jordan Eglseder and Adam Koch. He even moved in with Koch and 
his brother Jake after he transferred to UNI. 

And now here he was, a player who’d come up the hard way and only 
had two short years in D-I, just 68 total games. He had the ball in his 
hands and plenty of time. Farokhmanesh decided to own that moment, 
to take responsibility for his own success or failure within that instant. 
He released.
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The ball fell straight through the cylinder, and the net kicked back up 
through the rim before gravity straightened it out again. Northern Iowa 
led by four points.

There were 34 seconds remaining, but that didn’t matter. It was a 
two possession game, but Kansas lacked the will and composure to 
come back. A dazed Reed, who’d been badly burned on Farokhmanesh’s 
astonishing three-point decision, tore through the lane and smashed into 
Koch. Marcus Morris, anticipating a follow-through shot, jumped and 
grabbed the rim. He just dangled there as bodies splayed across the floor 
underneath. The call was another shock: an offensive foul on the No. 1 
team in the tournament, in the final seconds of an elimination game. 

Despite a Marcus Morris three-pointer at the buzzer, the Jayhawks 
were finished for the year. Northern Iowa 69, Kansas 67. The Panthers 
were advancing to the Sweet Sixteen in St. Louis, a continuation of the 
best season in school history.

The star of the game, and the star of the Tournament to date, was 
the Iranian-American with the No. 5 jersey and the cowlicked hair: Ali 
Farokhmanesh. “I just... it was kind of like the other night, I guess,” he 
said. “I was just open on that side. They were trapping, and it came up 
to me. Johnny was on the other wing. I was going to see if I could drive 
it. Then [Reed] backed off so far, I thought I might as well just shoot this 
one.”

For the Valley, it was a perfect weekend after an imperfect season. 
After bad scheduling, diminished luster and a potential life sentence to 
one-bid status, the conference’s pride was reinvigorated and renewed. It 
was the first time the Missouri Valley tourney champion achieved a spot 
in the Sweet Sixteen since Larry Bird and Indiana State in 1979. The next 
eight MVC teams that made it that far were all at-larges, like Bradley and 
Wichita State in 2006 and Southern Illinois in 2007. The last team from 
the old league to beat the country’s No. 1 at the NCAA Tournament was 
Oscar Robertson and Cincinnati in 1962. In three days and with two 
shots, the University of Nothing Impossible had indelibly written itself 
into a deep and rich conference history.

As for league-wide respect, however, that was yet to come. A 29-4 
team had beaten a 33-2 team, but this was a national shocker. Overheated 
and enraptured sportswriters were calling it the biggest upset they’d ever 
seen, and began attempting to outdo each other to find suitable superla-
tives. 

“I didn’t sleep at all Saturday night after the game,” said Valley com-
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missioner Doug Elgin two days later. “I was just too excited. But come 
on, it wasn’t the biggest upset in the history of college basketball. Give 
me a damn break.”



[        ]6
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MYSTERY, NEW YORK 

The 2009-10 Kansas Jayhawks, the best team in college basketball, 
opened their season with 14 consecutive victories. Many of those were 
blistering routs, like the guarantee game wins over the Southland’s Cen-
tral Arkansas (94-44) and Alcorn State of the SWAC (98-31). The Jay-
hawks certainly didn’t have to play body bag ball to show off how 
impressive they were. In early season play, Kansas destroyed Temple (84-
52) and California (84-69), two teams that would later go on to qualify for 
the NCAA Tournament. Before the Jayhawks were sensationally elimi-
nated by Ali Farokhmanesh and Northern Iowa in the Round of 32, they 
only lost twice – to Tennessee and Oklahoma State, both times on the 
road. 

On January 6, at Phog Allen Fieldhouse in Lawrence, there was very 
nearly a first home loss. Two-time Ivy League champion Cornell came 
within two possessions of beating the No. 1 team in the country. This 
was no ordinary non-conference guarantee game, the kind where the 
visitors edge ahead for a few minutes at the start before surrendering 
gracefully. The Big Red not only held their own, they seized a halftime 
advantage – the first Kansas had yielded in 13 games – and carried a six-
point lead for most of the second half. Though the referees, hired by the 
home team, gave the Jayhawks twice as many free throw opportunities 
as Cornell received, the Big Red clung to a sliver of a lead until there were 
54 seconds left in regulation time. 

Then Sherron Collins took over. He scored 33 points, including eight 
straight in the final few minutes, and Kansas eked out a 71-66 win.

The game was locally broadcast in the state of Kansas on a temporary 
“Jayhawk TV” cable channel, and was beamed out to the subscribers 
of ESPN’s premium Full Court pay-per-view package. So most college 
basketball fans across the country experienced the game as a highlight 
package on SportsCenter, if at all. But news of the result traveled fast. 
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No team, especially one from the Ivy League, was supposed to challenge 
Kansas. It was as close to an upset as any small-conference team could 
come, without actually winning. And then the Big Red faded back into 
the shadows.

There is less and less mystery in college basketball with each passing 
year. Almost every game is televised, whether on cable, satellite, or via a 
480-pixel online video stream. The internet makes it easy to follow any 
of the 347 Division I teams, from Kansas to Kennesaw State. With live 
scoring and instant boxscores, every move of every player is meticulously 
tracked and recorded. No team comes out of nowhere anymore. Each 
and every potential Cinderella story is identified in advance, studied and 
researched for months, then blogged about. Once March comes around, 
there are very few surprises. 

This Cornell team was different. The Ivy League had no television 
carriage contract, and all but a few of its conference games were available 
only on the radio. In upstate Ithaca, New York on January 30, the Big Red 
demolished Harvard. The score was 86-50. All five starters averaged in 
double figures against the Crimson, a team thought to be the only barrier 
between Cornell and a third straight conference championship. 

Only 4,473 actually witnessed the game. The rest of the country had 
to rely on Stat Crew live scoring and the Associated Press wire story. 
There was a live streaming audio feed, but it was scratchy, unreliable 
and crippled due to too many access attempts. Despite all this, Cornell 
entered the coaches’ poll at No. 25 several days later – on the strength of 
hearsay and a line score.

Most things about Ivy League basketball were that confidential and 
enigmatic. Besides the Princeton backdoor cuts that led to last-second 
NCAA first round upsets in 1989 and 1996, the recent past was secret. 
And to most fans outside the Northeast, it was completely irrelevant. 
In the modern era, basketball champions of the Ancient Eight settled 
into a well-defined role: always the first to qualify for the Big Dance (on 
account of no league tournament) and one of the first to be erased from 
the bracket. That’s exactly what happened to Cornell for two years. The 
Big Red were two-time No. 14 seeds that went down hard to Stanford in 
2008 (by 24 points) and Missouri in 2009 (by 19).

It wasn’t always that way. Once, long ago, there was a time when it 
was a strong basketball league. During the 1960s, teams from the Ivy 
League won ten total games at the NCAA Tournament. Princeton won 
the NCAA’s national bronze medal in 1965. The University of Pennsyl-
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vania reached the Sweet Sixteen in 1971 and 1972, and made a special 
appearance at the 1978 Final Four. In the early 1980s, Bob Weinhauer’s 
Quakers or Pete Carril’s Tigers were usually good for an early-round win. 

Then 1985 happened. The super-sized 64-team bracket was a new 
world for the NCAA, full of money and television and gigantism. It was 
a world where Ivy League basketball was well out of place. With high 
tuition and no lack of wealthy alumni, Penn and Princeton and the six 
others didn’t have to go out and fund their athletic departments with 
guarantee game sacrifices. With no discernible purchase benefits, Ivies 
saw little need to buy games themselves. Other Division I leagues were 
caught in clamoring competitions for recognition and TV exposure, but 
the Ivy League lacked the sufficient level of desire or desperation to join 
them. A conference tournament on ESPN would have been a superfluos-
ity. 

Above all, the conference had no scholarships to offer. The Ivy Group 
Agreement, which stipulated that no member school would grant ath-
letes entry on any basis other than academic merit, dated back to 1945. 
Long after the Patriot League schools relaxed standards and offered ath-
letic grants, Ivy League student-athletes remained the true last amateurs.

In the modern NCAA, there was no more use for sporting purity 
or level playing fields. In Division I basketball, the idea of one bid, one 
conference was old and archaic. So was the concept of playing sports in 
college, as opposed to the subtly divergent and newer notion of going 
to college to play sports. Uncontaminated student-athlete stories, full of 
personal development and perspective instead of life-or-death wins and 
losses, were quaint anachronisms. If the Ivy League had a problem, it was 
that it made no attempt to change with the times.

The Ivy League was dominated by Penn and Princeton from the 
1960s to the late 2000s. Before the program’s rise to the top, Cornell was 
the worst of the other six. From 1998 through 2003, the Big Red won just 
42 times. Even though the non-scholarship squads of Dartmouth, Brown, 
Yale, Harvard and Columbia put up little resistance to opponents, no Ivy 
team won fewer games during that five-year stretch than Cornell. 

Then Steve Donahue began attracting real talent to Ithaca. He signed 
players like Ka’Ron Barnes, who in 2002-03 led the league in scoring for 
a nine-win club. Donahue took risks that other coaches in the conference 
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wouldn’t take, like signing a beefy junior college transfer named Ryan 
Rourke for two years. Jucos? There weren’t very many of those in the Ivy 
League. Even though Donahue had little else to offer recruits besides a 
world-class education, he lured a top 200 prep prospect, a guard named 
Khaliq Grant.

The first hint of what was to come came during the 2004-05 season. 
With a record of eight wins and six losses in the Ivy, the Big Red had a 
winning league record for the first time in over a decade. Cornell even 
swept Princeton that year, home and home. That was the first year of a 
long slide into mediocrity for the Tigers, an abandonment of the famous 
thinking man’s giant-killer offense. Princeton’s fall opened a wide vac-
uum that Cornell would eventually fill. 

But adversity struck, and Cornell wouldn’t join Penn at the top of the 
league – at least not right away.

At a practice session during the 2005-06 season, Gant, then a sopho-
more, ran into a teammate during a rebounding drill. The impact dislo-
cated two of the vertebrae near his neck, paralyzing him immediately. 
Doctors initially said that Gant would never walk again, but months of 
physical therapy helped him stand up and move around. Playing basket-
ball was out of the question, however. The loss of Gant was only one in a 
series of medical setbacks for the Big Red that year. Point guard Graham 
Dow sustained a sports hernia, and there was a metal pin in big man 
Jason Hartford’s wrist.

Out of misfortune, a team for the ages emerged. In 2006-07, a quick 
little point guard named Louis Dale arrived from Alabama. No colleges 
were interested in recruiting him, so he made a video of himself play-
ing basketball and sent it out to Division I coaches around the country. 
They still weren’t interested. Growing up in Birmingham, he had never 
heard of Cornell until the school admissions office sent him an applica-
tion – because of his good grades. Once in Ithaca, he made an immediate 
impact on the basketball team. Dale became the Big Red’s starting point 
guard as a freshman, and averaged 13 points per game in his first season.

Mid-size forward Ryan Wittman came from a basketball family 
in Minnesota. His father Randy was a guard on Bobby Knight’s 1983 
National Championship team at Indiana. He went on to play nine years 
in the NBA, and would later coach in the pros. But son Ryan was over-
looked by colleges, due to a thigh bruise that kept his statistics down 
during senior year. The numbers rose quickly once he recovered. Coach 
Donahue kept pursuing him during the entire injury rollercoaster, so 
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Ryan Wittman repaid that faith by enrolling at Cornell.
There have always been plenty of teams with tandems, solid two-

cylinder scoring combos. Having a pair of scorers like Dale and Wittman 
was the difference between having a bad team and a decent one. But fate 
dealt Cornell a big man who eventually helped Donahue triangulate his 
offense.

Wanda Foote was a nurse who worked at the hospital where Khaliq 
Gant recovered from his career-ending injury. She noticed that all the 
Cornell players regularly came by to see how their fallen teammate was 
doing. The coaches made frequent visits too. Wanda was touched by their 
steadfastness and loyalty to somebody who was, for all intents and pur-
poses, off the team. While talking with the coaching staff one day, she 
happened to let slip that she had a son who played basketball. His name 
was Jeff, and he was a walk-on freshman at Saint Bonaventure. And by 
the way, he was seven feet tall.

Jeff Foote met Cornell’s rigorous academic standards, and transferred 
in. But at seven feet and 210 pounds, he was more of a walking telephone 
pole than a basketball player. During his transfer year off, he began to 
add 55 extra pounds to his frame. But when he became eligible to play in 
2007-08, the Big Red already had a “big three” in place. 

Wittman and Dale were both sophomores that season, joined by a 
junior guard from Monrovia, Indiana named Adam Gore. The Big Red 
won 22 games, swept the other seven Ivy League teams, and ended with 
a 14-0 conference record and a breakthrough championship. It was a 
breakup of the Penn-Princeton axis, a tag-team stranglehold that dated 
back to 1988. Cornell’s title-winning year ended out in Anaheim in the 
NCAA first round, against the Missouri Tigers of the Big 12.

But Gore tore an ACL in practice that summer. Because the Ivy League 
does not allow medical redshirts, his senior season was nullified and 
his college basketball career was over. Cornell’s repeat dreams were in 
doubt. But the big man emerged as the new third side of the Cornell 
triangle. Foote’s 12 points and seven rebounds were the perfect comple-
ment to Wittman and Dale’s high-volume backcourt scoring. Together, 
the trio averaged 43 points per game. With just three losses to Princeton, 
Yale and Harvard, all on the road, Cornell won their second consecutive 
league title.

It had been a long time since any team in the Ivy League featured 
such a dynamic triumvirate. There were offensive threats up and down 
the size chart: Dale’s combination of distance shooting and slashing lane 



4 2 4  [ 6 ]  M Y S T E R Y ,  N E W  Y O R K

play, Wittman’s picture-perfect jumpers, and Foote’s intimidating post 
presence. It was a trio assembled out of circumstance, coincidence and 
curious kismet. And all three would all be seniors, at the same time, in 
2009-10.

Jacksonville’s Veterans Memorial Arena was part of a mid-decade 
civic improvement project in that city’s downtown. Located just min-
utes north of Ospreyland, it was a 15,000-seat brick and glass fieldhouse, 
designed by the same HOK Sports architectural firm that drew up the 
plans for Central Florida’s Conference USA palace. 

The new building put Jacksonville on the NCAA Tournament map. 
The city previously hosted a successful subregional in 2006, the year 
when Horizon League titleist Milwaukee beat Oklahoma in a 6/11 upset. 
But it was better remembered as the starting point of two eventual quali-
fiers in the Indianapolis-based Final Four: LSU, and eventual Mason-
killer and National Champion Florida. In 2010, with the Final Four in the 
Circle City once again, the Jacksonville pod featured a No. 1 seed: Duke.

Cornell wasn’t there to play the Blue Devils. The Big Red drew a No. 
12 seed, a considerable improvement on their previous pair of fourteens. 
The upgrade had nothing to do with the Kansas game (which the RPI 
and the selection committee treated as a regular loss) or the brief national 
ranking. Donahue’s squad had 25 wins, a 13-1 record in the Ivy League, 
and had road victories against two major conference schools: Saint John’s 
and Alabama. At least that’s what the team sheets in the war room on 
the Indianapolis Westin’s 15th floor said. Very few had actually seen the 
Big Red play. So based on numbers and statistics alone, Cornell received 
the seed they deserved.

The Temple Owls, tournament champions of the Atlantic 10, were 
not happy at all with their No. 5. With 29 victories, an RPI of 8, and 
seven wins over the RPI’s top 50, it was difficult to come up with a list 
of 16 teams that had accomplished more than Temple had. In their only 
A-10 meeting of the year with Xavier, Temple won. The Owls also beat 
Virginia Tech of the ACC, as well as Villanova and Seton Hall, two Big 
East teams. 

But the Owls had one common opponent with Cornell: Kansas. Cor-
nell came closer to leaving the Phog with a win than most Big 12 teams 
did. Four days before that game, the Jayhawks throttled Temple by 28 
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points, in Philadelphia. 
This was less of a leading indicator than a warning sign. As the Owls 

left for Florida, there was a sense among their supporters that this was 
not only a bad seed, but a bad matchup as well. Cornell was a dangerous 
mystery team. But Temple was one of the few programs with full knowl-
edge of the Big Red and their capabilities. Head coach Fran Dunphy was 
once Donahue’s boss, squeezing into that narrow Palestra bleacher-bench 
many times over the course of their decade together at Penn. In the ten 
years after that, they remained the best of friends. 

Dunphy left Penn for Temple in 2006, and he knew about the tight-
knit family atmosphere Donahue was fostering in Ithaca. The Cornell 
players all lived in a single house together, which was a five-minute walk 
from campus. The “Dog Pound” was a three-story structure with 14 bed-
rooms, four bathrooms, and a team “fun zone” with a ping-pong table.

“We always kind of bonded as a freshman class,” said 6-foot-7 senior 
forward Jon Jaques, the team’s fifth scoring option. “It seemed natural to 
live together the following year... You can’t really force chemistry, it just 
kind of happens. So I think if other coaches around the country forced to 
do their teams to do that, it wouldn’t work as well as it has at Cornell. Our 
chemistry has let us work so well together, naturally. We all get along. 
We all value the same things, and we all enjoy doing the same things.”

When the Big Red reached Jacksonville, they turned the Veterans 
Memorial Arena into a ping-pong fun zone. The NCAA Tournament 
book of gameday policies and procedures was thick enough to fit on a 
DVD, and one of the governing body’s many rules was that teams could 
not have a basketball on the court until the exact top-of-the-hour minute 
of the allotted warm-up time. When the Cornell players hit the court 
hours before their game on first round Friday, they were denied balls 
by the NCAA representatives. So they made their own. They grabbed 
some tape from their athletic trainer’s kit, balled it up, and went through 
an unsupervised series of layup and passing drills. There was no rule 
against that.

Any unfair advantage paid off once the game began. With a nation-
wide television audience for the first time in a calendar year, each of 
Cornell’s “big three” flashed their respective offensive specialties. First, 
Foote powered inside for a dunk. Wittman, the Ivy League player of 
the year, nailed a leaning jump shot. Dale zoomed through the lane for 
a driving layup. It was the basketball equivalent of an introductory TV 
theme song sequence. Seven minutes into the game, a 13-4 run put Cor-
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nell ahead 15-9. 
One of the key tools that helped Temple win the Atlantic 10 was 

field goal defense. Only four teams in Division I held opponents to lower 
shooting numbers than the Owls’ 38.3 percent. Fifteen minutes into the 
NCAA first round game, Cornell was shooting 68 percent. 

In addition to a commitment to stops, Temple was also one of the 
best ball-control teams in the nation. The Owls committed an average of 
ten turnovers per game, but by halftime, Dunphy’s club had turned the 
ball over nine times. And Cornell was scoring off nearly every one, with 
steals and run-backs. Dale performed dipsy-do backdoor plays before 
the vaunted Temple defense could set itself up. At the break, the Big Red 
were ahead by a 37-29 score and had removed two of the Owls’ three key 
strengths. 

Early in the second half, Wittman metaphorically lost consciousness, 
connecting to the basket on a higher, deeper level. With his trio of three-
pointers, Cornell stretched the lead into double figures. Then Dale got hot 
too, hitting a pair of long bombs in short order. Jaques, despite his high 
height, had two of his own. This was all a refutation of Temple’s tough 
perimeter defense, another of Dunphy’s hallmarks. The Owls allowed 28 
percent of three-pointers to fall, the third-best mark in Division I. Cornell 
had nine threes before the game was over. But the moment at which the 
game actually ended occurred well prior to the final buzzer.

This was the kind of NCAA first round blowout that ACC and SEC 
teams dealt out on a regular basis. In those games, a lead was always 
established and extended, the deficit made steeper and steeper, until a 
lower seed’s will to continue was extracted and discarded. But this was 
a No. 12 beating a No. 5, and a team from the Ivy League was doing the 
thumping. “Garbage time” for bench players lasted eight minutes. Long 
before the 78-65 final score was settled, CBS posted its updated East 
region bracket on the screen, moving Cornell on to the second round. 
Then there were the end-of-game credits, copyright MMX, all rights 
reserved. 

The Big Red’s systematic dismantling of the A-10 champs was the 
first game of the day in Jacksonville, so Cornell had to wait three hours 
to start preparing for a second round opponent. The coaching staff knew 
it would be a school with a name that started with the letter W. That nar-
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rowed down the possibilities considerably.
Wisconsin, the No. 4 seed in the East, was caught in a defensive slog 

with Wofford. The Terriers were Dance debutantes, first-time champions 
in the Southern Conference. They almost had their first NCAA win, too. 
The No. 13 seed was up by a point with a minute remaining. But 6-foot-10 
Badger senior Jon Leuer hit a game-changing jump shot, as well as the 
two free throws that slammed the book shut on Wofford’s season. It was 
a 53-49 final, the kind of score that might have been expected in a game 
without a shot clock, or perhaps in the Ivy League.

For Cornell, Wisconsin was a similar scout to Temple. Both coaches, 
Dunphy and Bo Ryan, loved hard man-to-man defense, and neither of 
their teams gave up many points. Neither scored that many, either. Both 
Temple and Wisconsin preferred to bring the ball up as slowly as pos-
sible, methodically setting up the perfect play. The Owls and Badgers 
prided themselves on keeping turnovers low, but nobody in the country 
was in Wisconsin’s league in that category. Ryan’s team coughed the ball 
up just eight times per contest, and only four times against Wofford. In 
such a close, low-scoring game, that was the difference between a 13/4 
Terrier upset and seeding as usual.

On Sunday afternoon, Cornell basketball was in a place it had never 
been before. The victory over Temple was the team’s 29th win overall, an 
all-time Ivy League record. It was the Big Red’s first-ever NCAA Tourna-
ment win. Cornell had been in the Sweet Sixteen before, long before it 
was even called that, on a 1954 bracket with 24 teams. Royner Greene’s 
17-5 Cornell club received a first round bye that year, and lost to the Naval 
Academy. But now the Big Red was one victory away from the modern 
equivalent. And win or lose, the team was going home. Syracuse’s Carrier 
Dome, the site of the East region semifinals and finals, was only 44 miles 
away from campus.

Donahue’s team came out against Wisconsin as if fixing to beat traf-
fic. A Wittman turnaround jumper opened the account. Jaques executed 
a steal and coast-to-coast layup, which extended the early shutout lead to 
6-0. Ryan had to burn an early time out to get his troops settled. It didn’t 
work. Jaques hit a three-pointer to make it 11-1, and the rout was on. 

Old-school Wisconsin utilized a tight six-man rotation, and two of the 
Badger starters fell into early foul trouble. Trevon Hughes, a senior guard, 
picked up two personal infractions. Junior forward Keaton Nankivil, a 
6-foot-8 local Madison man, started 33 of Wisconsin’s 35 games during 
the season. But when he picked up his second foul against Cornell, Ryan 
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was so sufficiently displeased that Nankivil never returned to the court. 
Striking deep into the Wisconsin bench, the Big Red scored at will. 

Whitman and Dale held an in-game HORSE contest with each other, 
converting shot after shot. Between the two, they shot a combined 62 
percent, 20-for-32. The team as a whole shot over 60 percent and scored 
at least a point on two of every three possessions. 

Meanwhile, the defense almost played itself. Leuer had his looks and 
finished with 23 points, but Wisconsin senior Jason Bohannon spent 
the game trying to shoot his way out of a slump. Just as in the Temple 
game, the Cornell lead grew slowly, was up to 12 by halftime, and then 
extended further and further as the second half wound on. Wisconsin 
allowed 56 points per game all season. Cornell had that many points with 
15 minutes left to go.

Once again, there was a clearly defined moment when the game was 
officially over. Geoff Reeves’ previous career notable had come during 
the summer after his freshman season, when somebody stole his pass-
port before the Big Red’s team trip to France. With 11 minutes remaining 
in regulation, as a senior backup guard, Reeves stole the ball. He passed 
to Dale, who curled around a Foote pick that was so mind-bending, the 
blocked Badger was sent in the opposite direction. Dale elevated for 
a layup and drew a foul. It was 72-54, and Wisconsin wouldn’t score 
another point for the next five minutes.

A No. 12 seed from a non-televised, non-scholarship conference was 
going to go to the Sweet Sixteen. Emphatically so, with an impressive 
87-69 blowout of a No. 4 seed from the Big Ten. Cornell came into the 
NCAA Tournament as the only team not to have played an elimination 
game during the season, but they struck two big blows for the old ways 
of the Ivy League. In those 80 minutes of play in Jacksonville, nearly 20 
were garbage time.

The Big Red knew all along they deserved better than a No. 12, but 
the three-time Ivy champions had to show what charts, graphs, numbers, 
line scores and selection committee team sheets couldn’t capture. They 
were showing America exactly what it had missed all season.
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THE BEAUTIFUL GAME 

America has always had a built-in East Coast bias. That’s where the 
United States began, and it’s where most Americans tend to be. Half of 
all Division I universities are located in the right-most third of the coun-
try, east of Indianapolis.

So anybody who plays Division I basketball is more than likely to 
end up on the East Coast eventually, owing to the country’s pronounced 
population tilt. But no team at the 2010 NCAA Tournament had to travel 
farther for their first round matchup than little Saint Mary’s College. 

The Gaels, No. 10 seed in the South region, were assigned to Provi-
dence, 2,665 miles away from their hidden hills campus in Moraga, Cali-
fornia. “Our reaction was... I mean obviously, the first reaction was, ‘oh, 
that’s a long ways to go,’” said head coach Randy Bennett, measuring his 
words carefully. “We play on Thursday. Getting shipped so far out from 
the West Coast was... well, we weren’t pumped about it. But the second 
reaction was, let’s go. Let’s go play, we’re in it.”

And so they went and played. San Diego State, the autobid qualifier 
from the Mountain West Conference, was assigned to the same venue. 
As the No. 11 seed in the Midwest, but the Aztecs were a city team from 
a football conference. There was a decent-sized phalanx of TV and print 
reporters who followed the team on their 2,554-mile trek, which ended in 
a loss to No. 6 Tennessee. The champions of the humbly-sized, basketball-
oriented West Coast Conference had a much smaller entourage. Of the 
eight press conferences in Providence on Wednesday, the day before the 
first round quadruple-header, the Gaels’ interview session was by far the 
least attended.

It had been nine days since their unprecedented and stunning blow-
out win over Gonzaga in the WCC championship game, a result that 
forced the Zags into an at-large berth, a No. 8 seed, and a trip to Buffalo. 
Saint Mary’s preparations for the first round, however, were rushed. The 
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South No. 7 was Richmond, that former CAA school that made headlines 
with a string of low-seed upsets in the 1990s. The 2009-10 Spiders won 
26 games and were tournament runners-up in the Atlantic 10, losing 
narrowly to Temple in the final. But the score line of their semifinal win 
over Xavier (89-85) proved that Richmond was for real. 

Richmond played a loose, modified version of the Princeton offense. 
Head coach Chris Mooney was a four-year starter with the Ivy League’s 
Tigers during his own college days. He ran that system, primarily identi-
fied by its methodical shot-clock milking and halfcourt sets. Bringing the 
big man up closer to the foul line freed up guards to run baseline drives 
and spring those famous backdoor cuts. 

Protracted pacing was indicative of the grind-out style that the good 
half of the league was using to slow down high-flying Xavier. But when 
the Musketeers pushed the tempo in the A-10 semifinals, Richmond 
pushed right back. Mooney wasn’t playing Tigerball to cover for a lack 
of athleticism or scholarships. He had some real runners. Richmond fea-
tured the league’s player of the year, Kevin Anderson, and senior shoot-
ing guard David Gonzalvez. In that game, the pair had 53 points – well 
over their usual combined 32 – and the Spiders won in overtime. If any 
single victory clinched an at-large berth for Richmond, that was it.

Saint Mary’s played plenty of WCC games against strong two-guard 
tandems. But they had no frame of reference for the style. “It’s hard to 
get all the way to the middle of March, and face something you haven’t 
seen before,” Bennett said.

The five Australian players on the team hadn’t. They’d never wit-
nessed anything like the Princeton system, or the fast-switching matchup 
zone defense that Richmond preferred. So they had to rely heavily on 
ninth-year assistant coach Kyle Smith, who put together a scouting report 
and video packages for the Saint Mary’s players, informing them all of 
exactly what to expect. Smith was as close to a Spider insider as Saint 
Mary’s had. His previous job had been as an assistant at the Air Force 
Academy, in the very early days of the Mountain West. Mooney was his 
roommate for a season. Mooney liked to call Smith “the smartest man 
in college basketball.”

Point guard Mickey McConnell, the littlest Gael at six feet, studied 
alongside the biggest one. “I’ve watched about ten hours so far, give or 
take,” said Omar Samhan the day before the game. “Mickey’s been right 
there with me. Just popcorn and Richmond tapes. I haven’t been sleeping 
a ton lately, just learning. Defensively, they switch everything. I mean 
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everything. There will be times when the point guard is guarding me, 
which I’m really excited about.”

Richmond didn’t have a player even remotely like Samhan. The 
Spiders’ leader in blocked shots was a 6-foot-9, 210-pound sophomore 
named Darius Garrett, and the regular center was Justin Harper, at 6-foot-
10 and 220. These were Princeton-style big men, to be sure. Samhan, on 
the other hand, was a 6-foot-11, self-described “Beast.” 

While the experienced Richmond guards attempted to outclass the 
young backcourt of Saint Mary’s, as Gonzaga had done during the regu-
lar season in Spokane, the Gaels did their best to exploit the glaring mis-
match down low. After Richmond raced out to an early 9-2 lead, fueled 
by a series of fast breaks and explosive runs to the hoop, Samhan got to 
work. Though there was always a body on him, it was hill against moun-
tain. Many of Samhan’s shots were virtually uncontested, and he made 
seven of his first ten attempts. He quickly wore both Garrett and Harper 
out. The Beast had invaded the East.

Big men, by virtue of their size and general proximity to the goal, 
always tend to get more specialized attention from referees than guards 
ever do. Samhan’s first personal foul was assessed just five minutes into 
the game. His second whistle came five minutes later. In chess, vulner-
able kings are castled by sheltering rooks whenever possible. In the con-
ventional wisdom of basketball coaching, a second foul in the first half, 
or a third foul early in the second half, are automatic signals to fetch a 
backup. 

But Bennett wasn’t in Providence to play Deep Blue. He was trying 
to push Saint Mary’s towards a first NCAA Tournament win since 1959. 
In similar foul trouble situations, Butler’s Brad Stevens might pull Matt 
Howard from the game and ride things out with a smaller lineup. The 
Gaels stayed big instead, galloping their workhorse as long as they could. 
As Bennett looked on, arms folded on the sideline, Samhan stayed in 
the game. 

“Coach doesn’t always take me out with two or leave me in with two,” 
Samhan said later. “For some reason this season, I’ve been finding myself 
in foul trouble, like, a lot. It’s one of those things you can’t really control, 
you’ve just got to keep playing.”

And Bennett let him keep playing. But with 6:30 left in the first half, 
Samhan took a third foul, and there was no choice in the matter any-
more. With just two infractions to go before automatic disqualification, 
the Beast went to the bench. 
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The Gael guards kept the game close. After a pair of key three-point-
ers by Mickey McConnell, the score was tied at 36 at halftime. McConnell 
was the most accurate long-distance shooter in the country, converting 
67 of his 130 attempts during the season. His 51.5 percent three-point rate 
was superior to most guards’ two-point shooting.

Samhan came back to the floor to start the second half. Immediately, 
he started making more shots from three feet out – on bumping back-
downs, twisting post moves, and little hook shots. He could have done 
that for 40 consecutive minutes, possession after possession, if not for 
some of the other rules of NCAA basketball, most specifically Section 10, 
entitled “Fouls and Penalties.” As Samhan tallied ten more quick points 
to push his total to 27, the overarching drama of the game was his foul sit-
uation. The whistle signaling a fourth was looming, inevitable. Gael attri-
tion appeared to be the only way Richmond could survive and advance.

It was a hand-check with ten minutes remaining. Bennett brought 
Samhan to the bench, and used tall Aussie Ben Allen at center for the 
stretch drive. By that time, though, the game was slipping from Rich-
mond’s grasp. Saint Mary’s led by nine points at the time of Samhan’s 
fourth foul, and McConnell quickly extended the margin to 12 with a 
single shot. 

Samhan came back late, if only to deliver a curtain speech with an 
exclamation point: a leaping dunk on a breakaway runout. Richmond 
restored whatever pride they could by getting the final 80-71 margin to 
within double digits, but there was no hiding from the hustle stats. The 
Spiders had only 16 rebounds all game. 

Samhan collected 12 of the Gaels’ 39 boards, nearly out-rebounding 
Richmond all by himself. Then he took over the press conference. “Com-
ing into the year, nobody thought we were going to be good,” he said. 
“Nobody expected us to beat the Zags. Now we’re in the situation we’re 
in. Every win, we’re building. Every time, it just builds and builds. There’s 
a huge chip on our shoulder, and we love that nobody expected us to do 
this.” 

And then he made a quick exit from the blue-curtained media room 
and beelined back to the court. Still wearing his dark blue No. 50 jersey, 
he hugged nearly every single person in the Saint Mary’s cheering sec-
tion, and thanked each of them for making the long trip east.

On the bracket, it was an upset. A No. 10 beat a No. 7. But since the 
NCAA Tournament expanded to 64 teams in 1985, there were only three 
years when at least one No. 10 hadn’t advanced to the second round: 
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1985, 1993 and 2007. In 1999, all four tens made it through. When Saint 
Mary’s qualified in 2005 and 2008 with at-large invites, both times were 
as No. 10 seeds. The Gaels were on the wrong side of history both times. 
There was a 65-56 loss to Southern Illinois to close Kickert’s junior year, 
and later a 78-64 drop against the ACC’s Miami Hurricanes at the end of 
Mills’ freshman campaign.

“A No. 16 has never beaten a No. 1,” Bennett said. “There have been a 
few No. 15’s that won. So if you get a No. 1 or a No. 2, you have a decisive 
advantage. But with threes and fours, there’s so much parity in college 
basketball now, just... you don’t know. You see No. 3 teams being upset, 
you see No. 4 teams going down, but once it gets to 5/12... that’s almost a 
50/50 game. I think the 7/10’s are 50/50 games too. We could have been 
a No. 9, and we could have been a No. 8. It all depends on who’s reading 
the resumes, I guess. It could be flipped as far as I’m concerned, who’s a 
No. 7 and who’s a No. 10. It’s even. Seven through ten, throw them in a 
hat, pick one, move one to the East, move one to the West. There. You’ve 
got your pairings.”

But the architecture and mathematics of the NCAA bracket guaran-
teed at least one thing. Ninety-seven percent of the time, the winner of 
the 7/10 game played a No. 2 in the second round. And in this particular 
case, that second seed was Villanova.

In March, the first outer layers of snow melt in the Northeast and 
upper Midwest. Tender shoots emerge from heartland earth. There are 
subtle indications of seasonal shift elsewhere, a few degrees added to 
thermometers across the South. Spring training baseball games begin in 
Florida and Arizona. The swallows return to Capistrano. But in arenas 
from coast to coast, March means middle-aged men in logo sweatsuits, 
emerging from the woodwork and hanging around the periphery of the 
game. The first sign of spring is the appearance of Basketball Guys.

They first start showing up at the conference tournaments, sitting 
alone or in groups, milling around the corridors waiting to talk to coaches 
and players. Once the NCAA Tournament begins, Basketball Guys are 
there behind the scenes, with blue NCAA guest-level credentials around 
their necks. Most of the time, it’s difficult to figure out how they got in 
there, and why there are so many of them. Some are high school coaches, 
or represent AAU programs, or have connections to the game they’re not 
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willing to discuss, either on the record or off. Some still have their hair, 
though most don’t. The majority of them are hoops lifers, men who’ve 
long since settled into a domestic routine of ongoing obligations, but who 
just want to maintain a little taste of the game they love. 

In the media dining area after the Gaels’ first round game, during the 
break between doubleheader sessions, there were a few men in shiny 
sweatsuits. They were excitedly chattering. One was scribbling on a nap-
kin. They were trying to diagram a play Saint Mary’s had run, and were 
disagreeing on the spacing.

The media contingents, East Coast and national alike, weren’t jump-
ing on the Saint Mary’s bandwagon. The Gaels were plucky tenth-seeds 
with limited feature storylines (Australians, goofy big guy, beat the Zags 
to get there). Besides, they were going to be smashed by Villanova, a pow-
erhouse 2009 Final Four team. But the Basketball Guys saw something 
they liked.

Ted Sarandis was a longtime New England radio host, the voice of 
Boston College basketball and a former Celtics announcer. There was 
no question as to how he was able to get into the building. He was one 
of Boston’s greatest evangelists for NCAA hoops, and talked as much as 
he could about college basketball on his radio talk show. In a pro-centric 
town obsessed with the Red Sox, Patriots and Celtics, that was a tough 
sell, but nothing diminished his enthusiasm for the game. 

“This is a very, very special team,” he told me over a press-room salad, 
his silver-toned radio voice charged with emotion. “I haven’t seen a team 
at the college level in 50 years that can run offense so well without put-
ting the ball on the floor.”

It was easy to be distracted by Samhan and his primal beastliness, 
but Sarandis was right. I watched the game again, on the free “March 
Madness on Demand” online video service. Saint Mary’s players barely 
dribbled. They hardly ever looked down at the court, either. It was five 
men as a single selfless unit.

The system was beautiful, the ball flowing from hand to hand, play-
ers moving without the ball in perfect time. It was a system with dyna-
mism and different looks. Bennett could load the floor with shooters like 
deadeye McConnell and Matthew Dellavedova, with his messy hair and 
mouth guard. Or, he could play twin-towers with Samhan and classic 
world-style big man Ben Allen. There was an array of interesting pieces, 
like mid-sized Clint Steindl and Mitchell Young. 

Watching Saint Mary’s was a lot like watching those old Celtics teams, 



O N E  B E A U T I F U L  S E A S O N   4 3 7

the ones Ted and I grew up with in the Northeast, squads with five play-
ers who blended their talents perfectly. It was also like watching those 
late-night Euroleague games, the system-ball that looked so elegant, even 
in watery 480-pixel online video. It was like the Olympic tournaments 
during those years between Barcelona and Beijing, the era of Argentina 
and Spain, when the world figured out our game and stole it from us. The 
style didn’t excite American fans or fit inside any thousand-word feature 
story template, but that didn’t matter. For Basketball Guys, Saint Mary’s 
was pure pornography.

“Euroball,” as it tended to be called, had a premium on flowing weaves 
and double screens, and it was highly effective against the me-first Amer-
ican edition for an entire generation. There was still a lot of resentment 
towards the foreign version of the game, even after Coach K and the 
United States resumed international-level dominance at the 2008 Olym-
pics. Some fans called it “Pussyball,” due to its reliance on basket-facing 
big men with finesse post moves.

But most international-style teams didn’t have a 118 kilogram center 
who was 2.10 meters tall. Samhan was an additional defining dimen-
sion to this squad, an extra layer of American-style post play. This was 
a basketball hybrid: beauty and the Beast. The previous year, Samhan 
and athletic 6-foot-7 California native Diamon Simpson combined to cre-
ate the best frontcourt tandem among basketball schools, averaging 28 
points and 20 rebounds between them. That might have been the kind 
of team that reached the second round of the NCAA Tournament, but 
they never got there. The 2008-09 Gaels won 24 games in the regular 
season, but landed in the NIT after Gonzaga’s 83-58 shellacking in the 
WCC title game.

If there was any irony to Saint Mary’s change of fortunes, it was that 
the weak link of that 2008-09 team was the very magnetic presence that 
drew the new crop of AIS standouts to Moraga. The media hyped Patty 
Mills as a potential superstar, overrated his NBA prospects, and once he 
left school early, they eulogized any chance for the 2009-10 Gaels to catch 
Gonzaga. Samhan was right: nobody expected them to do this.

But the Beautiful Game is not possible when a single player takes 16 
shots every game, puts up eight three-point attempts every 40 minutes, 
shoots just 39 percent, and turns in a raft of performances with flat assist-
to-turnover ratios – as a starting point guard. Mills had become more of 
an American-style player than Americans were, and the world passed 
him by.
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Down 68-65, Villanova called time out. The Wildcats were up against 
a late three-point deficit, one of the more common NCAA Tournament 
situations. It was a brain-tickling hoops puzzle any Basketball Guy could 
love. Pittsburgh, Villanova’s Big East rival, would find themselves in the 
same scenario against Xavier, later in the weekend. 

Whatever Jay Wright drew up in that huddle, few will ever know. But 
what emerged was a play only a team full of McDonald’s All-Americans 
could ever execute.

A thin blue wall of Saint Mary’s defense faced the Wildcat guards. As 
they flung the ball around the perimeter, draining the clock down, each 
Villanova player took the ball in hand and freed a pivot foot. The calcu-
lations were written in each of their faces. Make-believe horse blinders 
were visible, even from the last row of the corner balcony. 

For each of them, for those few seconds, the scoreboard and the situa-
tion and their teammates and Coach Wright fell away. Each was mapping 
a path to the basket, figuring out how they were going to be the hero with 
the game-tying hoop. Each imagined how their SportsCenter highlight 
would look that night. Decisions, decisions: a face-up three, or an explo-
sive layup with an and-one free throw?

The possession ended emphatically, 35 seconds after it began. The 
Wildcats simply lost track of the clock. All the team could manage was 
an awkward Reggie Redding jumper with the shot timer running out. It 
was stuffed by Omar Samhan. The hand-on-rubber thud of the blocked 
shot was felt all the way back in northern California. It registered on the 
Richter scale in Moon Township, Pennsylvania. For Villanova, a team 
with 27 wins and a recent Final Four appearance, the cost of selfishness 
and hubris was elimination.

Villanova senior guard Scottie Reynolds single-handedly clinched 
that 2009 Final Four berth, with a late layup in an Elite Eight game 
against Pitt in Boston. After shooting 2-for-11 against Saint Mary’s, he 
cried in the Dunkin’ Donuts Center tunnel, just like the Robert Morris 
band and cheerleaders had. Two days earlier, the No. 15 seed Colonials 
and their fans waited for an inevitable Villanova run that never came 
until overtime began. On Saturday, the Gaels absorbed the 9-1 spurt 
the Wildcats threw at them, a run that tied the score at 53. But Saint 
Mary’s outscored Villanova 18-9 down the stretch. One basketball school 
avenged another. 
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“There’s no shame in losing,” Reynolds quietly blurted at the press 
conference. His college career was over. 

On the other side of the arena, there was no crying whatsoever. Omar 
Samhan’s college career was definitely not over, not quite yet. “Did that 
really happen?” he yelled after bounding off the court. “We won? For real?”

The boxscore confirmed it: Saint Mary’s 75, Villanova 68. When a 
reporter asked Sahman if it was the best win in school history, he leaned 
into the NCAA logo microphone and waited one comedian’s beat before 
responding. “You’re supposed to be like diplomatic with questions like 
this,” he said. “So... No. 1, best win ever. Quote it. Omar Samhan said ‘best 
win ever.’ It was. It was.”

The Beast scored 32 points and shot 13-for-16 from the floor, but this 
was also a game for the guards. Dellavedova and McConnell stayed out 
on the floor for all 40 minutes. They easily outclassed Reynolds and the 
Villanova backcourt, with 29 combined points and perimeter defense 
that kept the Wildcats to 36 percent shooting. And because Providence 
was the far eastern Thursday-Saturday venue, it was the early Satur-
day broadcast on CBS – the only NCAA Tournament game on TV that 
afternoon. Everybody in the country got to see Saint Mary’s. “Samhan” 
became a trending topic on Twitter. America had a new March underdog 
hero, another to join the long line that included Jermaine Wallace, Val-
paraiso’s Bryce Drew, and Harold “The Show” Arceneaux of Weber State.

And the media finally found its feature-story hook. Here was a larger-
than-life quote machine who had his nickname tattooed to the inside of 
his lower lip. After spending most of his four years at Saint Mary’s as 
an somber and overweight angry guy, The Beast was enjoying his last 
NCAA Tournament more than anybody else ever could. 

The next stop was Houston, culmination point of the South region. 
And thanks to an anecdote that would become one of the classic portrait 
miniatures of the 2010 NCAA Tournament, everyone in America knew 
that Samhan’s mother would be meeting him there in Texas.

“I think my mom is like one of the Australians, she doesn’t under-
stand how big this is,” he explained. “She said, ‘I’ll meet you next week 
in Houston.’ She’s like, yeah, just win two games, I’ll book the ticket. So 
my mom’s had a flight to Houston since Selection Sunday. Me, I’m glad 
we’ll be there too. She was going either way.”

The press room, now nearing a standing room only situation, exploded 
in laughter. “That’s where we get our confidence from,” Samhan said, 
smiling broadly. “My mom.”



[        ]4
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THE UGLY GAME 

As the lights became brighter, as the National Championship became 
closer, the game itself was farther away. 

The second weekend of the NCAA Tournament bore little resem-
blance to the first. In 2010, three of the four regional venues were foot-
ball stadiums. Two of those, at Houston and St. Louis, were the homes 
of NFL teams. The subregional rounds, a bracket-wide shearing exercise 
that eliminated 48 of the remaining 64 teams, were held at basketball and 
hockey arenas. By the Sweet Sixteen, those atmospheres were compara-
tively quaint and cozy. 

The concept of playing basketball in an outsized stadium dated back 
over four decades. On January 20, 1968, the Astrodome was the site of 
yet another “game of the century,” this one between UCLA and the Uni-
versity of Houston. Both the Bruins and Cougars were undefeated at the 
time, one-two in the Associated Press writers’ poll. The Cougars, under 
head coach Guy Lewis, were the home team, but the actual court was 
trucked in all the way from the Los Angeles Sports Arena. There were a 
total of 52,693 paid fans at the game, and millions watched at home on 
syndicated television. It was a historic college basketball event. Houston 
beat John Wooden’s squad, 71-69, cutting off the Bruins’ 47-game win 
streak and decisively avenging a 25-point loss in the 1967 NCAA national 
semifinals.

The success of that game inspired the NCAA to hold the 1971 semifi-
nals and final there at the Eighth Wonder of the World in Houston. The 
crowd of 31,765 at the final between Villanova and UCLA was by far 
the largest to ever witness a National Championship game. But even the 
mighty Bruins, who won their seventh title, couldn’t fill the Astrodome 
that time. 

Eleven years would pass, a blur of bracket expansion and a subdivi-
sion split and Bird-Magic ‘79, before the NCAA dared to go big again. It 
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was the 1982 National Championship game at the Louisiana Superdome. 
When Michael Jordan hit the game-winning shot against Georgetown, 
64,151 people saw it fall in person. The iconic photographs of that shot 
feature a crowd backdrop that stretches up 27 stories tall. Free of context, 
anybody would recognize that those snapshots captured an Important 
Sports Moment.

It is charming and quaint in retrospect: the following final four was 
held on the University of New Mexico’s campus, in front of just 17,000 
fans. When the 1996 final weekend played out at the Meadowlands in 
East Rutherford, New Jersey – as close to New York City as the NCAA 
would get without actually being in New York City – that was the last 
Final Four in a basketball arena. The next year, it was at the Hoosier 
Dome in Indianapolis.

It was just another example of what an annual uppercase Important 
Sports Moment the Final Four had become. People paid hundreds of 
dollars each to watch basketball on a 30-yard wood court laid over a 
hundred-yard field. From any of the numerous nosebleed sections, the 
players were barely an inch tall. In the new century, the NCAA sold all 
of its publicly available tickets via a lottery system. The drawing required 
applicants to file a refundable deposit, one year in advance, equal to the 
full ticket prices. With thrilling upsets like No. 9 Northern Iowa over No. 
1 Kansas, it was impossible to predict who would be in the Final Four 
from one week to the next. But every March, tens of thousands of fans 
blindly sent in their deposit checks for the next year’s Final Four ticket 
lottery. They hoped that they, and their favorite teams, would get lucky.

The massive size of the Final Four spilled over to the four regionals. 
The Sweet Sixteen and Elite Eight games went from NBA-sized to NFL-
sized. They were held in stadiums like the Georgia Dome in Atlanta, 
Detroit’s Ford Field, and the new retractable-roof stadium in Glendale, 
Arizona. Starting in 2006, one of the regional venues was always the site 
of the following year’s Final Four. Even though all three of the aforemen-
tioned buildings had put on Super Bowls before, NCAA regional host-
ing duties provided necessary dress rehearsals. They were opportunities 
to work out the logistics and execution of America’s largest multi-day, 
multi-game, single-site sporting event. 

Houston’s Reliant Stadium hosted Super Bowl XXXVIII in 2004, two 
years after the building opened. Rising up out of the flat concrete south-
ern edge of Space City, it resembled a gleaming white UFO. In 2010, the 
former Harris County Domed Stadium still sat still alongside it, dwarfed 
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in sad miniature, appearing much like a moldy apple pie on a day-old 
bakery shelf. The slow deterioration of the Eighth Wonder was a big 
reason why the Houston Oilers became the Tennessee Titans, and why 
Reliant Stadium was a key component in a successful NFL expansion bid 
by the new Houston Texans. No professional sporting events were held 
at the Astrodome after 2004, and the city’s famous annual rodeo moved 
across the street in 2003. 

The place where Houston’s “game of the century” was played, the 
launching point of college basketball’s gonzo stadium era, was con-
demned, turned over to a small city of feral cats.

Of the four teams assigned to Houston, Saint Mary’s was randomly 
selected as the first team to practice on the Reliant Stadium court. At 12 
noon Central time on March 25, the day before the Gaels’ Sweet Sixteen 
matchup with Baylor, they emerged from the long black-curtained tunnel 
wearing their dark blue shooting shirts. To a man, they looked upward, 
and their jaws dropped. 

Three decks of grey seats, 71,000 places to sit. The luxury boxes and 
club seats alone, two staggered rings around the perimeter, held the 
entire seating capacity of McKeon Pavilion. Twice. High above was the 
first retractable roof in the NFL, an intensely complex latticework of steel 
girders and wires. The Saint Mary’s players were greeted by two giant 
animated S-M-C logos, spinning and flipping on massive high-definition 
scoreboards on each end of the field. 

The city managed to Texas-size college basketball in 1968, but Hous-
ton helped pioneer another stadium advance too. When Reliant hosted 
the 2008 South regional rounds, it took part in an experimental NCAA 
pilot program that tested a new floor and seating setup. In an attempt to 
aid visibility and make football stadium games look better on television, 
the court was raised several feet off the floor. The team benches were 
moved below the court, with a ladder for upward and downward mobil-
ity. Only the head coach could stand on court level during the games. 
Behind the baselines were the students, bands and cheerleaders, sections 
that were 20 yards deep, two on each end. 

The new seating scheme exponentially increased the chance that 
one’s expensive floor tickets would provide a view of the back of fellow 
spectator’s head. But the NCAA adopted it for all foreseeable Final Fours. 
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Detroit was the other regional in the 2008 pilot program – it was on a 
raised court where Davidson lost to Kansas – and Ford Field was the host 
for the 2009 Final Four. The South regional in 2010 was Houston’s dress 
rehearsal weekend. The round, blue 2011 Final Four logo, full of stars 
and planets and vaguely reminiscent of NASA’s famous wordmark, was 
already available on merchandise. T-shirts and polos were available from 
vendors on the concourses. 

The Saint Mary’s players ascended to the raised court and began their 
practice session. It was loosely organized, only a few drills. Most of the 
allotted hour was spent gawking at the strange surroundings and getting 
used to the shooting sightlines. 

Above all, the Gaels were enjoying each other’s company, a team play-
ing meaningful basketball long after it was supposed to lose. They took 
team pictures at center court as digital souvenirs. Matthew Dellavedova, 
the 6-foot-4 Australian freshman, did his best Omar Samhan impression. 
He stretched his arms out wide and lifted his legs demonstratively as he 
walked. Rawwwr, I’m a Beast! His teammates doubled over in laughter. 

Randy Bennett ran closed practices for most of the year, but this time 
there was a sizable audience. The NCAA opened Final Four team prac-
tices to the public, with no admission charge, in the mid-2000s. The prac-
tice was later extended to the super-sized regionals, so there were already 
over 2,000 people in the stands when the Gaels arrived. Many of them 
were just in from Providence, members of the traveling party of stu-
dents and alumni who were following the unlikely No. 10 seed run across 
America. Samhan’s mother was there. As the practice wound down, a 
few in the front row called out for No. 50. “Omar, Omar, over here!”

The 6-foot-11 Samhan complied, jumping down off the court and 
bounding into the crowd. Just like he had at Dunkin’ Donuts Center, he 
began embracing everybody he could find. There was a small group of 
working press in the vicinity, too. As soon as the Gaels’ star center was 
near, the scribes flipped open their notebooks and clicked on their tape 
recorders. He didn’t hug any of them, but he made sure to gave them all 
something to write about. “It’s all about the G,” he proclaimed. “It ain’t 
about me, and no, I’m not talking about Gonzaga. Gaels G, baby. Team 
effort. We’re going to come out and play hard tomorrow, and make all 
these beautiful people who followed us here to Texas real proud.”

It only took a few minutes before somebody came over to police the 
spontaneous media meet-up. It was David Worlock, the Associate Direc-
tor of the Division I Men’s Basketball Championship and the NCAA’s 
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primary press liaison. “Alright, break it up, guys,” he said, trying hard 
to stifle a smile. “Your friend Omar will be available at the press confer-
ence.”

Twenty minutes later, from a raised, blue-curtained dais in a 200-seat 
interview room, Samhan had plenty more to say. “We’re definitely the 
underdog and we don’t get a lot of respect,” he said. “People think we 
should be scared for some reason, because we don’t play in gyms this 
size, because we don’t have McDonald’s All-Americans on our team. I 
don’t even think I’m saying anything crazy here by saying that we don’t 
need McDonald’s All-Americans to win. We don’t need a huge gym to 
win. We’re 11 guys who work hard and play hard together. That’s what I 
want everybody to know, that we are America’s Team.”

It turned out that the centerpiece of America’s Team had a soft spot 
for America’s country music sweetheart. It was pointed out that one of 
the three people who Samhan followed on Twitter was Taylor Swift, 
a 20-year-old singer with long curly blonde hair who’d had a string of 
crossover hits like “Love Story” and “Today Was a Fairytale.” 

“Are those cameras on?” he said, leaning into the microphone. “I love 
you, Taylor. You should call me. I’m a huge Taylor Swift fan. I listen to 
her before games. People think it’s weird. But there is so much emotion 
and excitement before these games, it just kind of slows me down. I’m 
just like a time bomb waiting to go off. So she keeps me mellow. I feel 
like she’s singing to me sometimes.”

Other members of the team and their fans were listening to a slick, 
skittering new uptempo hip-hop track called “It’s All About the G,” by Bay 
Area rapper Mistah FAB. Sample lyrics included: “When I say Saint, y’all 
say Mary’s... Saint (Mary’s!), Saint (Mary’s!),” and “G-A-E-L-S, oh yes! That’s 
Gaels! (Go, go!) Go Gaels! (Go, go!)” 

The song was released over the internet just days before the Sweet 
Sixteen game. Gordon “G-Time” Hayward beat Mistah FAB to market 
by nearly a week, so “It’s All About the G” was only the second entry in 
the exciting new sub-genre of mid-major basketball rap. It was, however, 
recorded in a professional studio.

The thousands of Baylor fans who made the 164-mile trip from Waco 
to Houston tended to prefer classic rock. This was evidenced by their 
pregame tailgate in the Reliant Stadium parking lot, which was heavy on 
Led Zeppelin and Lynyrd Skynyrd. Baylor was a Big 12 football school, 
and not a very good one, but Reliant was a football stadium, it was the 
heart of Texas, and the weather was nice. Enjoying the sun and grilling 
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steaks, the Baylor fans were still getting used to having a good basketball 
team, and entitlement hadn’t crept in yet. The South’s No. 3 seed Bears 
beat Sam Houston State and Old Dominion to advance to the Sweet Six-
teen, but those were the school’s first pair of NCAA Tournament wins 
since 1950. 

Early in the 2000s, the Baylor men’s basketball program became a 
national embarrassment and shamed the entire sport. In 2003, incoming 
transfer Patrick Dennehy was found murdered in a gravel pit near Waco. 
The story took a shock turn when it was revealed that the murderer was 
a former Bear named Carlton Dotson. David Bliss, Baylor’s head coach 
at the time, was paying $7,000 of Dennehy’s annual tuition. After the 
homicide, Bliss told his players to lie and say that Dennehy had been 
paying his Baylor bills with profits from drug dealing. The payments 
represented just one of many NCAA violations unearthed in the after-
math of the murder. Bliss was banished from taking any college job until 
at least 2015. 

It took Scott Drew, son of longtime Valparaiso head coach Homer, 
six years to rebuild the program from scratch with aggressive recruiting. 
In 2009-10, the Bears finished third in the Big 12 behind Kansas and 
Kansas State, with 25 overall wins. Baylor even came within six points 
of beating the Jayhawks at Allen Fieldhouse during the regular season. 

But wins 26 and 27 were just as close, perhaps unnecessarily so. The 
Bears needed two late runs to pull out victories over the small-conference 
champions of the Southland and CAA, the No. 15 and No. 11 seeds. 
Both opposing coaches, Bob Marlin and Blaine Taylor, left those games 
haunted, full of regrets about missed opportunities. 

Saint Mary’s was ready to take full advantage of their shot. 
“We fooled Baylor, most of the country too,” said Samhan before the 

game. “They think we win because we have this great inside post player. 
It’s not that, it’s 100 percent the shooting. It’s the threes. I didn’t score 
during the last six minutes of the Villanova game. But all the headlines 
were all, ‘Omar won.’ ‘Omar key to St. Mary’s win.’ But it was those guys 
knocking down fadeaway bank shots from 50 feet. We have such great 
shooters, I’m actually excited for them to zone us.”

The first shot, from beyond the top of the key, was Dellavedova’s. It 
was a hard line-drive thud that crashed against the front of the rim, rat-
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tling CBS’ ambient microphone, registering a sound not unlike a sledge-
hammer hitting an aluminum mailbox. 

Inside the spacious stadium, there was hardly any sound at all. 
Behind that basket was a deep end zone cheering pit, four sections wide, 
all yellow and green for the Baylor locals. But the audio was out of sync 
with the picture. There were people jumping up and down and cheering, 
but the noise they were generating seemed too soft to match their visible 
enthusiasm. Any sound not broadcast over the speaker system simply 
dissipated in a sonic vacuum. There was just a strange, dull roar that 
peaked slightly after each made basket.

Reliant felt different with 45,000 people in it. From court level, the 
distant fans looked just as tiny as the players appeared to them. But the 
visible panic in the eyes of the Australian players for Saint Mary’s was 
evident – either up close, on the giant stadium screens, or on high defini-
tion television. They weren’t afraid of the situation or the atmosphere, 
they just didn’t have any frame of reference for the experience. They 
weren’t prepared for how big the second weekend of the NCAA Tourna-
ment really was. 

Instead of executing any sort of “Beautiful Game,” which required 
perfect flowing synchronization, the players’ minds were occupied, dom-
inated by their relationship to the architecture. The court, and everything 
on it, was swallowed up by this massive stadium shell. There are no 
drills to practice for the feeling of being that small on such a big stage, 
to emulate the loneliness of a first-time bullfighter in Mexico City’s Plaza 
de Toros. 

Baylor relished the opportunity to play bull. Tweety Carter and Lace-
Darius Dunn, the Bears’ guard tandem, each hit an early three-pointer. 
Baylor owned the paint, too. When Samhan was caught out on the front 
side of the Saint Mary’s zone defense, Baylor’s 7-foot center Josh Lomers 
peeled off a pick and delivered a hearty dunk. It was 11-5. And just as 
suddenly, it was 16-5. When Mickey McConnell, the best three-point 
shooter in the country, airballed an attempt that nearly cleared the back-
board, it was 21-9. But then Ben Allen, the Gaels’ 6-foot-11 Australian 
international-style center, converted a weak foul line jumper. It took 12 
minutes, but Saint Mary’s was finally into double figures.

Samhan, who had muscled his way to 61 points across two games 
before 11,000 in Providence, was reduced to the size of a tiny insect in the 
warped perspective of Reliant Stadium. He looked lost and little, flailing 
down the baseline for flubbed layups and blown dunks. He missed seven 
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of his first eight shots, and he attracted two early foul calls too. Once 
again, Randy Bennett left him in the game. It didn’t matter. As Baylor 
continued to maneuver around the Saint Mary’s pylon zone, the scoreline 
changed from 29-11 to 36-12 to 46-17. And then, mercifully, there was an 
extended 20-minute break for halftime.

Saint Mary’s was the only West Coast Conference team left standing. 
West No. 8 Gonzaga went out against No. 1 Syracuse in the Round of 
32, by 22 points. That game wasn’t close, but the Gaels were caught in 
something much worse: a waking nightmare. They were representing the 
league with the kind of performance that recalled the 50-point loss to the 
Zags in the 2001 WCC tourney. This was the kind of laid egg that called 
into question every accomplishment that came before it. 

Was Villanova really that bad? Was Richmond overrated? And how 
bad did this make Gonzaga look? Could Mark Few’s team have done 
a better job in this situation, against a team like Baylor? Saint Mary’s 
looked out of sorts and out of league. The Gaels were in the Sweet Six-
teen, but it looked like the NCAA had accidentally moved a No. 16 seed 
into the wrong spot. No Basketball Guys would be diagramming plays.

The second half unfurled slowly and sadly, the outcome long since 
decided. Baylor flirted with tripling the score, going up 52-17 on consecu-
tive layups by Lomers and Dunn. Coach Drew didn’t break the Baylor 
rotation until there were six minutes left, when it was 68-38. For him, a 
30-point lead was sufficient evidence of an impending win, and he went 
deep into his bench. Then, late in the game, in the quiet of the cavernous 
stadium, a single voice rang out from the Saint Mary’s baseline.

“Go Gaels, go, go!”
Oh, to be a cheerleader, to never ever give up hope, no matter how 

impossible the challenge or dire the straits. Even when the good guys are 
down by 30 points, six minutes away from season-ending elimination, a 
good cheerleader will never let her team down. 

Oh, to be a mascot, jumping up and down in a giant foam costume 
with a ridiculous giant chin. Even when the game is virtually over, a 
school’s spirit symbol quietly yet ardently roots for every tiny moral vic-
tory, oblivious to the harsh and cold big picture shown in lights on the 
scoreboard. On nights like this, the mask is there to hide the tears. 

And oh, to be a band member, full of pep to the very end, playing 
“Vehicle” with all the same verve as ever. On a night like March 26, 2010 
in Houston, those were the performances that showed that pride was 
still possible.
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Saint Mary’s outscored Baylor 32-26 in the second half. The final 
score was 72-49. There were high-fives and back slaps as the Gael seniors 
took their bows during the last few time outs, but their coach was too 
dejected afterwards to accept any hosannas for small victories. “We 
stunk tonight,” Bennett said softly. “Maybe it was the stage, maybe the 
whole deal affected us, because we didn’t compete the way we needed to 
in that first half. At the end of that half... well, I mean, everything in the 
first half, we just didn’t handle it very well.”

There was never any NIT or CBI for losers at the NCAA Tournament. 
The last loss really was the final one of the season. For seniors, especially 
in smaller leagues like the West Coast Conference, it was the end of a 
journey. For most, it was the end of basketball. “There was a lot of emo-
tion in the locker room,” said Ben Allen. “Most of us were crying and 
hugging each other. You just don’t want to go out like that. I was talking 
to Omar on the bench at the end of the game. I was like, ‘This is how we 
went out, brother. We’re still WCC champions and we got to the Sweet 
Sixteen.’ But it’s an ugly way to go.”

Even Omar Samhan was finally out of words. “Ups and downs,” he 
sighed. “Today was a down. But we only had six downs and 28 ups, so 
I’ll take it any time. No regrets.”

Power-conference teams and their coaches are defined by who they 
lose to, not by who they beat. Tubby Smith, for example, was rebuilding 
at the University of Minnesota instead of enjoying life as an emeritus 
at the University of Kentucky. He led the Wildcats to the 1998 National 
Championship, with Mike Sutton on the bench beside him. But within 
four years, he was “Ten-Loss Tubby,” explaining away drops to schools 
like Western Kentucky and Dayton. He won 75 percent of his games in 
Lexington, but he resigned under pressure in 2007. 

The next hire had it much worse. Billy Gillispie was a workaholic 
who, like Donnie Tyndall down the road at Morehead State, was wedded 
to basketball more so than to his wife. His marriage lasted eight years 
before its unavoidable dissolution. 

Though Gillispie had quickly turned around the Texas A&M and 
UTEP programs, his UK legacy was cemented after his second game. 
As in, he was stuck ankle-deep in a sidewalk. Gillispie’s Little Blue team 
lost to Gardner-Webb of the Atlantic Sun Conference, at home. Kentucky 
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fans didn’t care how hard he worked, and had no patience to watch his 
recruits mature and gel as a team. After two seasons and 40 wins, after 27 
losses – which included drops at home to San Diego and VMI – Gillispie 
was fired once Kentucky missed out on the 2009 NCAA Tournament. 
The game will hurt you, indeed.

That summer, the school lured John Calipari away from the Univer-
sity of Memphis with a $4 million annual salary. Calipari was less of a 
coach than a corporation. The two-time NABC and Naismith national 
coach of the year was a successful self-help book author, drawing from 
his experience of leading two teams to the Final Four. As per the NCAA, 
however, he had never been there. His 1996 University of Massachusetts 
team was forced to vacate its appearance after it was found that one of the 
players, Marcus Camby, accepted money from an agent while at school. 
More recently, Memphis’ 2008 run to the National Championship game 
was nullified due to academic fraud. The NCAA ruled that Derrick Rose, 
a freshman star of that team, had somebody else fill out his SAT for him.

Calipari was never directly implicated in either imbroglio, but his star 
players had an odd habit of disappearing. After Rose’s freshman season, 
he was the No. 1 pick in the 2008 NBA Draft, becoming the league’s best 
rookie with the Chicago Bulls. In 2009, midsize scorer Tyreke Evans 
left after one year, selected by the Sacramento Kings with a fourth pick. 
Dajuan Wagner and Shawne Williams were other Memphis players who 
decided to forego their final three years of college eligibility. In 2005, 
NBA commissioner David Stern announced that players had to be one 
year removed from high school in order to qualify for entry in the pro 
league’s annual draft. Since top players couldn’t skip college anymore, 
spending five months with Coach Cal and his wide-open dribble-drive 
motion offense became a popular option. 

Soon after Kentucky hired Calipari, the new head coach delivered 
signed Letters of Intent from three of America’s top high school seniors: 
6-foot-11 DeMarcus Cousins, combo guard Eric Bledsoe, and the top pros-
pect in the entire nation, John Wall. It was an instant all-star team, one 
that was destined to be disbanded a year later. 

But most students, fans and boosters didn’t care. They just wanted 
to see a team wearing blue and white Kentucky jerseys beating all com-
ers, because that hadn’t happened in a long time. Winning was more 
important than where the players came from, or how long they stayed. 
Kentucky won the first Southern Intercollegiate Basketball Tournament 
in 1921, took seven NCAA National Championships, and was closing in 
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on 2,000 wins and 100 NCAA Tournament victories. It was somewhat 
ironic that a program of such permanence could ever accept and embrace 
an influx of Hessians.

The 2009-10 Cornell squad, on the other hand, was three years in the 
making. Jeff Foote, Louis Dale and Ryan Wittman came into the second 
weekend as the obverse opposites of Cousins, Wall and Bledsoe. They 
were seniors on a team that had spent the previous two NCAA Tourna-
ments finding out that they weren’t quite good enough yet. The Big Red, 
at No. 12 the lowest remaining seed in the Big Dance, were not only 
defined by who they beat (blowouts of Temple and Wisconsin on the way 
to the Sweet Sixteen), but also who they almost beat (Kansas). 

Steve Donahue, the 44-year-old and gently graying head coach of 
Cornell, was fully aware of the contrast between the two programs. 
“I’m enough of a fan of college basketball to understand why this is so 
intriguing to everybody,” he said. “I get that. I don’t know if our guys 
really understand it, though. They just believe that they’re a good enough 
basketball team to play with anybody in the country. But when you have 
three or four first round NBA picks, and you have an Ivy League school 
with players who have obviously different professional goals afterwards, 
there’s a little different feeling about approaching the game.”

Every player in Kentucky’s starting five would be a millionaire by the 
time the summer was over. Foote and Wittman were graduating with 
agriculture degrees, and Dale was finishing up at Cornell’s trans-disci-
plinary School of Human Ecology. If any of the outgoing seniors wanted 
to keep playing basketball, they’d toil a few years overseas, but either way 
they’d eventually end up with real jobs, just like the thousands of Cornell 
grads who came out to see them play in the Sweet Sixteen. 

After capturing the country’s attention after a season without televi-
sion, Cornell was rewarded with an accidental and virtual home game. 
The Carrier Dome in Syracuse was a hour’s drive north from Ithaca on 
Interstate 81, close to Cornell’s campus and the 13-bedroom “Dog Pound” 
where all the Big Red players lived. 

The Dome was a 30-year-old football stadium, but there were no 
raised courts, ladders, or flat grandstands. It had long been hosting hoops 
with a basketball configuration that cut the gridiron in half, reducing the 
overall seating capacity from 50,000 to 35,000. Camera angles from each 
of the baselines, especially low TV shots of players shooting free throws, 
would show full upper deck sections next to banks of empty seats off to 
the side. The arrangement lacked the magnificence and appeal of a clas-
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sic fieldhouse, but nobody wanted an obstructed seat with a tall set of 
temporary bleachers blocking their view.

The second East region semifinal, No. 1 Kentucky versus No. 12 
Cornell, began at 10 p.m. local time on Thursday, March 25. Most of 
the crowd filed in late as West Virginia disposed of the University of 
Washington. The TV pictures were stirring: a few islands of Big Blue 
surrounded by a crimson sea of Big Red. Only 4,400 people fit inside 
Newman Arena on campus, and tickets were nearly impossible to find all 
season. So many among the lawyers, engineers, doctors, laborers, leaders 
and human ecologists in attendance were seeing the team for the first 
time, and for the final time as well. 

The introductory scene was nearly identical to that of the Temple 
game. For the benefit of Kentucky, the fans at the Carrier Dome, and 
the nation watching at home, each of the three Big Red stars told the 
audience a little bit about themselves. Foote backed down Cousins in the 
lane, did a little shake-and-bake post move, and tapped home a layup for 
the game’s first score. Wittman stroked a long three-pointer, his favorite 
thing to do on the basketball court. Dale cut through the lane and deliv-
ered a soft turnaround jumper. After five minutes of clock time elapsed, 
Cornell led 10-2.

The Calipari-era Wildcats, more than unappreciative of good literary 
character development, set about taking ownership with sheer athleti-
cism. When Cornell attempted to move the ball around the perimeter on 
offense, Wall and Bledsoe chipped and slapped the ball away. Run-backs 
resulted in easy layups and dunks. Cousins sealed the paint, containing 
Foote. 

Kentucky answered the Big Red’s opening burst with 12 consecutive 
points, and took the lead. By the halftime break, the Carrier Dome was 
quiet and the Wildcats were up by a full double, 32-16. Half of those 
points were off turnovers. Only the three Cornell principal players were 
on the scoreboard: Foote, Wittman and Dale.

The Big Red had one final run in them. There are a lot of sports 
clichés about playing for pride and a love of the game. But the Cornell 
players, and anybody who participated in Ivy League sports, received 
no rewards for their effort beyond the simple chance to play. With no 
athletic scholarships, they didn’t even receive a free education out of the 
deal. Everybody was a walk-on, from the top scorer to the 15th man, and 
with no medical redshirts, every injury shortened a career. If there was 
any motivation at all for a team like this to advance in a national single-
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elimination event, it was true and actual school pride. Every win kept the 
team together for one more day. 

The Wildcats stopped scoring and slacked in the second half, saving 
their energy for West Virginia and the Elite Eight. Cornell filled the scor-
ing vacuum. With offensive rebounds and increased intensity, the Big 
Red cobbled together a string of three-pointers and third-chance layups 
to build a 13-2 run. Dale drilled a long shot over a flopping Cousins, 
who’d somehow found himself caught out on the perimeter. With five 
minutes to go in regulation, the score was 40-34. Despite making just 
a third of their shots, Cornell was three possessions away from a third 
consecutive upset, one that would rival and potentially eclipse Northern 
Iowa’s win over Kansas.

But love of the game, devotion to team and school, never guaranteed 
victory. Heart and desire are intangibles that only deliver players to the 
opening tipoff... what happens during games is left to circumstance, fate, 
wit and raw skill. The future NBA stars of Kentucky were fueled by a 
more primal human desire than love. They refused to lose because they 
rejected the idea of embarrassment. They would not be Gardner-Webbed 
in front of millions of viewers on a national stage. 

After scoring eight points in the first 15 minutes of the second half, 
the Wildcats scored 22 in the final five. When Wall scored on a highlight-
reel alley-oop in the final minute, there were few still there at the Carrier 
Dome to see it live. Donahue had already brought his seniors out of the 
game, and most of the Cornell fans had said their goodbyes long before 
the 62-45 scoreline was finalized. The hour was late, and there was work 
to do on Friday. It was midnight in upstate New York, both literally and 
figuratively.

“What this group accomplished is almost surreal, everything that’s 
gone on the last two weeks,” said Donahue after the game. “I know it 
sounds corny, but in my opinion, they love each other more than any 
other team in this Tournament. That’s why we were good. That sounds 
crazy, but that’s why. When we got to that point and we cut it to six, I 
really thought we had it. I thought this was our game.

 “These guys are going to kick themselves, but this has been unbeliev-
able. I appreciate it, and I understand. They will soon.”
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Public address announcers all over the Missouri Valley Conference 
couldn’t handle the pronunciation for two years (FAYR-ak-MAN-ish, Fahr-
awk-men-EESH), but everybody in the country suddenly had it exactly 
right. Two days after Northern Iowa’s upset win, Ali Farokhmanesh was 
on the cover of Sports Illustrated, his fists clenched and in mid-scream, 
with the headline “Divine Madness.” The subtitle heralded the wild 2010 
bracket as “the perfect Tournament.” 

The Panther senior was sitting in a class lecture in Cedar Falls that 
Tuesday morning, when he learned about the SI cover via a text message 
from a friend. Farokhmanesh spent a lot of his time on Tuesday after-
noon and Wednesday morning clarifying in countless national inter-
views that the picture was taken after the buzzer, and not following his 
three-point dagger. He would never show up any opponent like that, 
especially not the Kansas Jayhawks.

There was a pep rally in Cedar Falls, and thousands showed up to cel-
ebrate the Panthers’ Sweet Sixteen achievement. On campus, the univer-
sity signed head coach Ben Jacobson to a contract extension that would 
keep him at the school until 2020, and raised his salary from $289,000 
to $450,000. There were annual $25,000 raises to help keep any outside 
enticements to a minimum. Cedar Falls, way up at the very top of the 
Missouri Valley Conference, was a happy and content basketball town, 
ready for the future. 

Though the road to the Sweet Sixteen was completely unfamiliar to a 
school like Northern Iowa, the trip itself was a familiar one. The Midwest 
region’s semifinals and final were in St. Louis, home of Missouri Valley 
Conference headquarters and Arch Madness. The Panthers owned the 
town for two seasons running, with their 2009 and 2010 autobid-clinch-
ing tourney titles. But the NCAA Tournament was too far big to fit in the 
Scottrade Center, the NHL arena where the MVC’s annual tournament 
was held. The curtains and tarps were set up in the downtown Edward 
Jones Dome, where the NFL’s Rams played.

Northern Iowa’s third-round opponent was Michigan State, the 
Big Ten Goliath. The Spartans once ended the National Championship 
dreams of another Valley school, Indiana State, in the most-watched 
college basketball game in history. The hero of that 1979 team, Earvin 
“Magic” Johnson, was in attendance for the Spartans’ 2010 Sweet Sixteen 
matchup with UNI. It was March 26, the exact 31-year anniversary of that 
75-64 battle in Salt Lake City, the game that incontrovertibly changed 
the game. 
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Before Bird-Magic, it was just a basketball tournament. After, there 
were 65 teams and office pools and Sweet Sixteen games in football 
stadiums. And there he was, the man himself, standing in a MSU sup-
porter section wearing an white and green logo T-shirt. In those 31 years, 
the oversized point guard won five NBA titles and three MVP awards, 
participated in 12 NBA All-Star Games, built inner-city businesses, and 
survived HIV. He was the kind of Hall of Famer the Hall of Fame should 
be named after.

The Michigan State program continued to excel in those three decades-
plus. Johnson’s old coach Jud Heathcote retired in 1995, and assistant 
Tom Izzo was promoted. What followed was an age of consistent excel-
lence unmatched in modern college basketball. The Spartans won the 
National Championship in 2000, and were runners-up to North Carolina 
in 2009. In 2010, MSU was one of only two teams to have taken part 
in the Sweet Sixteen for three consecutive years (Xavier was the other). 

Between 1998 and 2010, the Spartans made the NCAA Tournament 
every season. And while there, they usually served as executioners for 
darling upstarts: Princeton in 1998, Gonzaga and Temple in 2001, then 
Vermont in 2005. The 2010 version, despite returning most of the 2009 
Final Two roster, was not quite as fearsome as most Michigan State teams 
of recent vintage. Izzo had lost Goran Suton, a 6-foot-10 force, to gradua-
tion. The remainders were long, wiry and mid-sized, and had to rely on 
hustle, undersized physical play, and Izzo’s mind to win games. A three-
game losing streak in February, and a Big Ten quarterfinal exit against 
Minnesota, landed them at the No. 5 seed position in the Midwest region. 

In Michigan State’s 70-67 first round win over No. 12 New Mexico 
State, a controversial late-game lane violation against NMSU swung the 
momentum. Early in the second round against Maryland, the Spartans 
lost their leading scorer for the rest of the season. Junior guard Kalin 
Lucas sustained a Achilles’ tendon tear. But with a buzzer-beater by 
backup guard Korie Lucious, Michigan State pulled out an emotional 
85-83 win. 

The Northern Iowa Panthers and their traveling fans were full of con-
fidence. Michigan State was just another top-name team to take down. 
The No. 9 seed Panthers had already taken out the region’s No. 1, so No. 
5 was naturally less of a challenge. In among the UNI faithful were Ali 
Farokhmanesh’s parents, Mashala Farokhmanesh and Cindy Frederick. 
They had already made the journey to St. Louis once that season. The 
previous summer, both resigned from their volleyball coaching jobs at 
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the University of Iowa, so that they could tag along to watch their only 
son play every game of his senior season. They both had jobs lined up at 
Division III Luther College in Decorah, Iowa in the fall. But for now, they 
were in the stadium stands at the EJ Dome, wearing matching purple 
T-shirts that read “Ali Kaboom” in yellow block print. 

Next to them was a group with a different difficult-to-pronounce sur-
name, the Koch (pronounced COOK) family. Brian and Donna were there 
to see their two sons on the team, senior Adam and freshman Jake. And 
there was little Madeline Koch, with her lucky hand-drawn sign that she 
had brought down to Oklahoma City the previous weekend. The sign 
read, “My big brothers rock!” in yellow and purple lettering, with Adam’s 
No. 34 and Jake’s No. 20 prominently displayed. And there was a big 
panther paw print: one big circle, three little ones.

Northern Iowa got out to an early lead with three quick baskets – a 
soft layup, a hard dunk and a face-up jumper – all by biggest brother 
Adam Koch. He was a 6-foot-9 forward with a sensible flat-top haircut 
and, unlike most of his teammates, no tattoos. Koch was nothing less 
than the Missouri Valley Conference player of the year in 2010, and won 
a statue that featured the three-dimensional likeness of Larry Bird. 

Adam Koch hashed together his award-winning campaign as quietly 
as anybody could. The MVP trophy certainly didn’t come as a result of 
self-promotion or Samhan-style swagger. He was known to give such 
plain-vanilla sound bites in interviews, journalists had problems fitting 
them into stories. The quotes sounded too much like straight sportswrit-
ing, and that was their department. “Jake’s a little bit more outgoing, if 
you will,” Jacobson said. “Adam has really grown into that. I can tell you 
this, they have been really good for each other. Adam has had a tremen-
dous impact on Jake’s work ethic in terms of getting in the weight room, 
getting extra shots up. I think Adam’s had an impact on what it takes for 
Jake to be really good. Jake’s outgoing, he’s fun to be around, his team-
mates love him, and that’s been good for Adam.”

Adam was the 18th leading scorer in the conference at nearly 12 
points per game, and 14th on the MVC’s rebounding chart. He wasn’t 
even the top scorer or rebounder on his own team. But the astute Valley 
voters were more appreciative of subtleties like defense, floor burns and 
leadership. Stats were secondary.

Early in the Michigan State game, Adam Koch was a one-man show. 
He had the hot hand. Three minutes into the game, he was already half-
way to his average, and Michigan State hadn’t even scored yet. When the 
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Spartans wiped out those four minutes of work with two quick threes, 
Adam answered with a three-pointer of his own. At the first media time 
out, Northern Iowa was up 12-8, and the MVC POY had ten of those 
Panther points.

But Jacobson had a strategy. He knew that his team couldn’t match the 
athleticism of Michigan State for 40 minutes, and so he tried to counter 
that quickness with fresh legs. It was a gamble, and UNI was a team 
that didn’t get a lot of bench points. But every game tape of the Spartans 
showed that this was a well-conditioned club that would be strong at the 
end. The Panthers would need to have sufficient energy to survive the 
closing minutes.

So Northern Iowa subbed in and out, four at a time. Younger brother 
Jake and the second unit would come out on the floor to spell Adam and 
the starters. Jake flashed a three-point stroke late in the first half, but the 
backups’ primary job was to wear the Spartans down with defense. For 
the first 20 minutes, it worked perfectly. Northern Iowa held a 29-22 lead 
at halftime.

But that margin only lasted four more minutes. Out of the locker room, 
Michigan State synchronized a well-timed burst of team energy and 
scored on six straight possessions. Meanwhile, Northern Iowa was reel-
ing, and completely lost any semblance of offensive flow. Farokhmanesh 
only made one of his famous three-pointers. As for 7-foot manimal Jor-
dan Eglseder, the team’s leading scorer and rebounder as well as the con-
queror of Cole Aldrich, a race up and down the floor wasn’t designed or 
intended for players like him. He spent a lot of time on the bench. Adam 
Koch, his minutes already limited, took a third foul early in the second 
half. And later, a fourth.

The Panthers went four minutes without scoring a basket. Michigan 
State pulled ahead. Sophomore Johnny Moran, the worst three-point 
shooter in the Panther backcourt, drilled a long jumper at the 10:22 mark 
to pull UNI back within a point at 43-42. At the time, that seemed to be 
the extent of the shot’s significance. It was only in replay retrospect, on 
a tape that Jacobson still hadn’t watched four months later, that it was 
correctly identified for what it was. It was the final field goal of Northern 
Iowa’s season.

But both teams had stopped scoring. The game was a series of dashes 
up and down the floor, one empty possession after another. With two 
minutes to go, a spot in the Elite Eight for Northern Iowa was still just 
two points away. With his team down 53-51, Adam Koch came to the 
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line after being fouled on a failed drive. He was an 84 percent free throw 
shooter during his MVP season, but he was small and engulfed by the 
giant dome and the charged moment. The first shot fell short, and so did 
the second one. 

On the other end, Korie Lucious, the Spartans’ hero of the Maryland 
game, hit a spinning corkscrew layup to extend Michigan State’s lead to 
four. There were 95 seconds left.

Out of a time out, Adam Koch drove into the lane again. He received 
neither hoop nor harm when Spartan sophomore Delvon Roe swatted his 
shot aside. Only 54 seconds remained. At 32 seconds, Chris Allen cleaned 
up a missed jumper by Lucious with a tip-in. As Jacobson predicted, 
Michigan State had plenty of energy remaining at the end, but his own 
team was surrendering to inevitability. The Spartans led by six, and the 
game was virtually over. 

In just a minute and a half, the Panthers went from half a chance to 
none at all. The moment was gone. “We just didn’t want it to end, that’s 
the biggest thing,” said Farokhmanesh afterwards. “We enjoyed playing 
with each other so much that, yeah, we just didn’t want this to end. Later 
on we’ll probably think and look back on it, but right now it’s just too 
hard. We never wanted this to end.”

With nine seconds to go, with the score 59-52 in favor of Michigan 
State, the last shot was Farokhmanesh’s. It was a hard line-drive thud 
that crashed against the front of the rim, rattling CBS’ ambient micro-
phone, registering a sound not unlike a thick metal door slamming shut. 





[        ]3
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BRICK WALLS 

For resource-challenged schools in the smaller Division I confer-
ences, the third game of the NCAA Tournament was a brick wall. The 
first four Sweet Sixteen teams out of the MCC-turned-Horizon League 
couldn’t break through and take the next step. The 2006 third-round 
game between George Mason and Wichita State, the “Mid-Major Super 
Bowl,” occurred only because so many smaller schools flooded the sec-
ond weekend that year. At some point they had to play each other, and 
Wichita lost. Since Indiana State’s national runner-up season in 1979, no 
Missouri Valley Conference had found a way past that barrier. It was 
eight up and eight down. Northern Iowa was just the latest historical 
footnote.

The George Mason Final Four team helped prove that the wall was 
not impenetrable, that exceptions were possible and that there was no 
general rule. Davidson and Stephen Curry smashed through against Wis-
consin in 2008. Much earlier, in 2002, No. 10 seed Kent State pushed past 
No. 3 Pittsburgh and into the Elite Eight. Gonzaga made it to the ultimate 
octet in 1999, before banging up against the bitter bricks of the Sweet Six-
teen the following year. Most plucky overachievers ended up like Saint 
Mary’s and Cornell, two wins and out. In a six-round NCAA Tournament, 
the first and second times were all too often the charm. Not the third.

Butler slammed into the wall twice, in 2003 against Oklahoma and in 
2007 versus eventual National Champion Florida. Both the Sooners and 
Gators were No. 1 seeds in their regions. In 2010, so were the Syracuse 
Orange, the Sweet Sixteen opponents for Brad Stevens and his Bulldogs. 

No. 1 seeds are never accidental. They are the best four teams in col-
lege basketball in any given season, and there are always reasons why 
the NCAA selection committee sees them as such. In Syracuse’s case, 
they were the top seed in the West region because they won their first 
13 games of the year, and lost only four times in the Big East on the way 
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to the regular season championship (Louisville twice, Pittsburgh and 
Georgetown). They scored 80 points per game, all while playing in the 
toughest conference in Division I. The Big East ended up with eight total 
bids, more than any other league.

The Bulldogs came in with the nation’s longest win streak at 22. They 
had 30 overall victories, just as many as Syracuse had. But there was a 
certain currency exchange to that. The Horizon League didn’t come close 
to generating a team worthy of a second NCAA bid. And Butler was in the 
Sweet Sixteen by the grace of a late-game, last-possession steal against 
Murray State of the Ohio Valley Conference. The Orange, on the other 
hand, had a much easier time during the first weekend. They flattened 
Vermont by 23, then embarrassed Mark Few’s Zags by 22. What they 
were going to do to Butler was anybody’s guess.

The West region’s semifinals and final were held in Salt Lake City. 
The designated venue was the arena formerly known as the Delta Center, 
temporarily renamed the Salt Lake Ice Center (during the 2002 Winter 
Olympic Games), and more recently recast as a 19,000-seat billboard for 
a local energy company. It was too new to have hosted the Indiana State-
Michigan State National Championship game of 1979, which occurred 
across town, at the University of Utah’s modest Huntsman Center. 

But it was a real basketball arena, the only one among the four 
regional sites, and it was in the middle of a real basketball town. Salt 
Lake City was the home of the former New Orleans Jazz, a team that 
didn’t change its name after the westward move. It didn’t matter that the 
only jazz in Utah was the smooth, contemporary variety played on KBZN 
97.9 “The Breeze.” Salt Lake City, the promised city in the promised land 
of the Mormon faith, was high in the mountains and free from earthly 
distractions. In that rarefied air, with spic n’ span streets and no public 
alcohol sales, where “having a drink” often meant decaffeinated coffee, 
people could contemplate the game of ball and hoop with fresh minds 
and clear heads.

One state over, in the filthy cradle of sin that was the state of Nevada, 
Vegas bookmakers made Syracuse eight-point favorites.

Butler had three major on-court challenges to deal with, imposing 
stats and legacy differential notwithstanding. For one, Syracuse head 
coach Jim Boeheim had a deep professional knowledge of Butler’s main 
scoring twosome, having recommended Gordon Hayward and Shelvin 
Mack for the American Under-19 team the previous summer. (“I just 
want to point out that I recognized how good they were and made sure 
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they were on the team,” he said.) So he was able to provide his Syra-
cuse players a much more detailed scouting report than, “Likes to shoot 
threes.” 

And then there were reasons two and three, namely the zone defense 
that Boeheim steadfastly clung to during his coaching career. The zone, 
at its most elemental, protects areas of the court instead of challenging 
individual offensive players. A good 2-3 can be like the looming fortifica-
tions of a castle. The outer parapet is set up to prevent three-point archers 
from hitting the spires with their arrows, while the two strong-armed 
gate guards prevent battering rams from achieving proximity. Butler 
played a lot of teams with zone defenses, especially in the Horizon. The 
University of Illinois-Chicago and their ageless coach Jimmy Collins, in 
particular, played a lot of 2-3. 

But the Flames were no Orange. “I think one of the things that makes 
[Syracuse’s zone] unique is how committed they are to it,” head coach 
Brad Stevens said. “They really play it hard and well. Every time we take 
the floor, we’re just trying to figure out what’s going to work best for us 
with our personnel versus the defense we’re playing.”

Early on in the game, the key personnel were the two American U-19 
gold medalists who Boeheim knew so well. Mack knocked down an early 
three-pointer. Hayward, who had celebrated his 20th birthday two days 
earlier, put one down as well, prompting CBS broadcaster Gus Johnson 
to exclaim, “The baby-faced assassin is alive and strokin’!” 

The early burst resulted in a quick 10-1 Butler lead. Mack slipped past 
the outer edge of the zone for a series of three sneaky jump shots, and the 
Bulldogs had the Orange back on their heels, 23-14.

On the other end of the floor, Butler’s hard man-to-man defense was 
forcing sloppy play. There were steals and run-backs and layups. Syra-
cuse, more concerned with stops than slap-aways, only coerced two early 
cough-ups from the Bulldogs. It didn’t matter how many rebounds Syra-
cuse had, because Butler wasn’t going to win the game under the basket 
anyway. To win, they needed as many extra shots over the Orange zone 
as possible, to keep their own turnovers low and force Syracuse blunders 
on the other end. If everything worked correctly, the Bulldogs wouldn’t 
need to shoot for a high percentage. Hitting a third of their shots would 
be good enough.

Hybrid defense fads came and went. There was never a perfect defen-
sive scheme. If there were such a thing, true parity in college basketball 
might exist, underdogs from the Horizon League would regularly over-
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come Big East champions, and small-conference teams would achieve the 
Elite Eight every year. As it was, aggressive man-to-man defense had its 
rewards, but it also carried sizable risks. 

Namely, personal fouls. Hayward, a 6-foot-9 player who spent more 
time hanging around the three-point arc than near the basket, picked up 
his second foul midway through the first half. Matt Howard was sport-
ing a wispy growth on his upper lip, but his “Trash Stache” offered no 
protection against foul trouble. He soon took his customary early seat 
on the bench.

Avery Jukes, the Bulldogs’ 6-foot-8, 215-pound former Alabama trans-
fer, would likely have been a small forward had he played for a Big East 
team. In this game, he had to hold down the center position. All the hard 
work Butler put into the first half, the meticulous construction of a 35-25 
advantage, was reversed in just seven minutes. Syracuse scored eight 
straight points and slashed together a quick 15-4 run. The eruption was 
punctuated by a Wesley Johnson mega-dunk off an inbounds play under 
the basket. The lob came in high from out of bounds; Johnson elevated 
into the thin air and smashed the ball down through the rim. Butler 
didn’t have any players who could do that.

Howard was having yet another tough game. At one point, he stood 
near the paint waiting for a post entry pass. As it came towards him, a 
hand appeared from on high and slapped the ball away from him. It was 
Johnson, who’d come up behind Howard, reached around his head, and 
poked away the rock, Three Stooges-style. For a split-second, Howard 
stood with his arms out, baffled as to why the ball wasn’t in his hands. 
Then he took a fourth foul, near the end of the long Syracuse scoring tear. 
For the second straight game, Butler had to go small.

The differences in size and talent between the Syracuse Orange and 
the Murray State Racers were too extensive to properly document in para-
graph form. Syracuse’s long-armed zone sealed off the perimeter, and 
Butler’s three-point shots fell less and less frequently. The undersized 
Bulldogs valiantly penetrated the defense on bruising drives, trying hard 
to get into the lane to uncork layups and draw fouls, but found conver-
sion rates to be quite low. Withstanding Syracuse’s dunks and an ever-
mounting rebound deficit, Howard came back into the game, just one 
foul away from disqualification. With an soaring airborne leap that was 
equal parts ballet dancer and cartoon whale, the man with the Trash 
Stache delivered a two-handed layup. Butler had the lead back, but it was 
a precarious advantage. It was 54-53, with 2:33 left in regulation time.
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Then, in the open court, Ronald Nored stripped Syracuse senior for-
ward Andy Rautins. Hayward dove on the floor to save the loose ball 
from rolling out of bounds, which would have given the Orange another 
chance. Instead, Butler retained possession, and proceeded to set up a 
careful halfcourt play. The ball went around the perimeter, Mack to Hay-
ward to Nored on the right wing, back to Mack again. No. 1 in black fired 
the ball to the low block, where Howard stood. Howard found himself 
accosted by two Syracuse heavyweights. 

In that moment, if Matt Howard were a more graceful player with 
more body control, he may not have seen the open man. Instead, he 
twisted his body awkwardly from side to side as he thrashed and flailed. 
When he turned to his right, he saw Willie Veasley in the deep left cor-
ner, right where baseline met sideline. 

Howard let the pass fly, and the ball nestled into Veasley’s hands. The 
senior guard who had been so key early in the season, who picked up the 
outside shooting whenever the underclassmen faltered, cocked his wrists 
and released a three-point shot over the Syracuse 2-3 zone.

The ball caromed off the back of the rim and went straight upwards, 
kicking high off the very tip-top of the backboard. Then gravity caught 
up, as it always does. As the ball fell back to earth, slightly accelerating on 
its reentry into the atmosphere, it fell straight through the net. 

Veasley recounted the moment later. “I was already headed down the 
court because I figured it was going to go over the top and that I missed,” 
he said. “I looked back, it came back down and went through. Just pure 
excitement. Just relief that we found that shot. I think it gave us a little 
cushion. We couldn’t relax, though. We just had to start to defend again.”

There was 1:46 remaining, and Butler was up 58-54. It might have 
been different in a football stadium, with different air pressure and 
shooting backgrounds and acoustics, but this was basketball in a basket-
ball arena. And it sounded just like a real gym too, with a capacity crowd 
of 19,000 standing and yelling. The Butler fans were jumping for joy, 
the Syracuse fans were screaming in agony, and the unaffiliated specta-
tors had swung all the way over to the Bulldogs’ side. All that electricity 
coursing through the thin air of Utah might have intensified the Butler 
defense on the Orange’s next possession, and possibly even contributed 
to Rautins’ miss on a long three-point attempt. 

With Butler back on offense, Mack missed a jump shot. As three Syra-
cuse forwards leapt for a short rebound, Veasley ran in from behind and 
vaulted himself high into the air. He tapped the ball back toward the 
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hoop. It bounced on the rim three times, in an invisible triangle, one, two, 
three. And just as the public address announcer intoned, “One minute, one 
minute remaining,” it fell through. Butler was ahead, 60-54. The game, for 
all intents and purposes, was over.

For the first time in Butler history, for the first time in Horizon League 
history, their men’s basketball representatives were among the last eight 
teams standing at the NCAA Tournament. It didn’t happen with single 
salvos... this was no Ali Farokhmanesh experience. Butler cleared out a 
top seed with two stunning shots in quick succession. Veasley delivered 
those five game-clinching points, and in that winning instant, what he 
did felt like magic. 

But magic is the failure to see logic in a snapshot moment, the loss of 
context and the big picture, the capitulation to an easy answer. “Meant 
to be” is an unwillingness to study a matrix of tiny binaries in which 
just one single zero irrevocably alters the picture. Maybe only Michael 
Jordan, who shook off the flu to have the game of his life at that very 
Delta Center once, knew for sure what basketball magic was. Butler’s 
success was the product of a system and a formula, as pure and basic as 
the pick-and-rolls by Karl Malone and John Stockton that were repeatedly 
stamped into that Salt Lake City court. Butler was low rebounds, low 
turnovers, high defense and low shooting. “I wasn’t thinking about us as 
a team of destiny,” said Stevens when asked about Veasley’s two shots. “I 
was thinking back to what I was told when I was little, that eventually 
the law of averages will kick in. We missed so many shots in that game.”

Besides, anybody looking for magic simply had to wait until the sec-
ond game of the semifinal doubleheader.

Xavier was caught in an endless Catch-22 loop. The Musketeers were 
trying to shed the “mid-major” label while constantly insisting that they 
weren’t mid-major – thereby repeating the term and perpetuating the 
idea that they were, in fact, mid-major.

Kansas State had a much stiffer challenge in its quest for respect: try-
ing to convince people outside the state that yes, there was really another 
Big 12 school in the land of endless sunflowers. The long shadow of Phog 
Allen Fieldhouse extended 80 miles west, from Lawrence to Manhattan. 
To most people, K-State was “K-What?”

But after Northern Iowa eliminated the Jayhawks in the second 



O N E  B E A U T I F U L  S E A S O N   4 6 7

round, K-State was the only Big 12 team from the state of Kansas that 
was still alive. Frank Martin was a former Northeastern and Cincinnati 
assistant who moved to Manhattan in 2006. He ascended to his first 
Division I head post the following summer, when Bob Huggins left for 
West Virginia. He immediately did what Huggins couldn’t: move the 
Wildcats into the NCAA Tournament for the first time since the Big 8 
became the Big 12. This third Martin team was the No. 2 seed in the 
West region, with 28 wins against seven losses on the season. Three 
of those were drops against Kansas in Big 12 play, but it was how far a 
team got in March that really mattered. On the way to the Sweet Sixteen, 
Kansas State dumped Sun Belt champion North Texas, and then put out 
upset-minded BYU, denying the No. 7 Cougars a virtual home game in 
Salt Lake City.

Martin’s teams had personality. They were big, fast, athletic and mean. 
The Wildcats were the closest thing to a football team that remained 
in the nation’s premier college basketball event, with guards built like 
wide receivers and linebackers up front. Their coach looked like he’d 
be right at home on the gridiron sidelines with a Motorola headset and 
a team-issue windbreaker, yelling at his charges to rush the passer. The 
son of Cuban immigrants, Martin and his fiery character was a sharp 
contrast to the style of most modern basketball coaches, those polished, 
soft-speaking gentlemen who were always professorial except when put-
ting on histrionic acts for officials. With his bullet-shaped head, spiked 
hair and dark eyes, Martin always looked like he was angry at somebody 
or something.

As far as the Xavier Musketeers were concerned, they knew they were 
40 minutes away from not only the Elite Eight, but the chance for blood 
revenge against Butler. The happy Bulldogs were clearing the court after 
their upset of Syracuse. Just then, the designated road team for the sec-
ond game came out of the tunnels in their blue warmups. Xavier knew 
full well what it was like on the other side of the brick wall, having 
reached the Elite Eight in 2004 and 2008. This time, they wanted to go 
farther than that.

The No. 6 team in the region cleared out Pitt in the Round of 32, and 
was facing down yet another revenge rematch. The Muskies and Wild-
cats were familiar with each other, having met just nine days before the 
infamous clock game at Hinkle Fieldhouse. Out in Manhattan, K-State 
crushed Xavier by a 71-56 score. It was one of those games that was not 
quite as close as the scoreboard indicated. The potent sophomore guard 
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combo of Indiana ex-pats Jordan Crawford and Terrell Holloway tried 
and failed to take over the game. Together, they combined for 21 points 
on abysmal 7-for-22 shooting, and Xavier shot just 29 percent overall. “It 
was our first true road test of the season and we certainly didn’t pass it,” 
head coach Chris Mack said. “But I thought it made our kids and our team 
a lot stronger and a lot better.”

So Mack knew exactly how big and mean the Wildcats were. K-State’s 
combo guards matched up well with his own. There was Puerto Rican 
senior Denis Clemente, a two-year transfer from the University of Miami, 
and Chicagolander Jacob Pullen, a junior who specialized in the three-
ball. Pullen hit seven threes against Brigham Young on his way to 34 
points. In that same 84-72 win, Clemente had 19 points. During the sea-
son, the rest of the Big 12 had found out that stopping one tended to 
ignite the other. “I’m not sure what backcourt’s numbers are better than 
ours,” Pullen challenged reporters. “Y’all got any ideas?”

The Musketeers had a notion. They opened the game with one of 
their signature showtime plays. It was a 30-foot looping lob from junior 
forward Dante’ Jackson in to a waiting Crawford, who slammed the ball 
home. Most of the time, this was shock and awe, death from above. In 
this case, all it did was shoot blood into Frank Martin’s eyes. As he barked 
commands like a drill sergeant, his players marked up 17 straight points, 
a relentless run full of jarring dunks and third-chance layups. At the 
second media time out, it was 19-4. Just as they had in the first meeting, 
Kansas State was breaking the game open early.

In the Xavier huddle, there were three choices. One, curl up and die. 
Two, mix it up down low against a rotation full of chiseled 6-foot-10 speci-
mens. Or three, take it outside. Jackson, a 40 percent three-point shooter, 
banged one home from long distance. Holloway converted a moon shot 
at the 8:35 mark, and it was 21-15. Three minutes later, it was Holloway 
again, and the K-State lead was down to six. 

If the confidence of the Xavier guards had been shattered early on, 
reassembly proved easy. Crawford scored on a pro-hop layup in the lane, 
changing hands with artistic flair as he challenged the K-State bigs on a 
daredevil dash. Xavier put up 20 points in seven minutes, the same kind 
of scoring burst that the Wildcats had managed at the game’s start. It was 
the kind of statement where the overhead scoreboard did all the talking. 

Displeasure was displayed. Wally Judge, a 6-foot-9 K-State fresh-
man, fouled Holloway hard on another attempted drive with 48 seconds 
remaining in the first half. The Xavier guard was visibly shaken up on 
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the play, and struggled through his free throws. It was Judge’s third per-
sonal foul, but Martin had plenty of big men to rotate. The point was 
clear: come into the lane, and be prepared to play pigskin. Kansas State 
had been playing football since 1896 and was the 2003 Big 12 champion 
in the sport. Xavier didn’t have a football team.

Holloway’s one of two put X back in the lead, 32-31. And he had 20 
minutes, the length of the extended halftime, to catch his breath. Coach 
Martin spent his halftime yelling at the players who had squandered 
a 15-point lead in 11 minutes.”You cannot play that way at this time 
of year!” he screamed. “Selfish and silly.” That was the only part of the 
speech that Martin let the CBS television cameras into the locker room 
for. There’s a colloquialism for coaches who shout during locker room 
speeches. It’s said that they “peel the paint on the walls.” Frank Martin 
warped drywall. 

The inspired Wildcats charged back onto the floor, and built a six-
point cushion with a pair of three-pointers, one each by Pullen and Cle-
mente. But Xavier was the wrong team to play HORSE with. Jackson 
answered with another downtowner. Backup guard Brad Redford, the 
pride of Frankenmuth, Michigan, came off the bench and hit two more. 
With the lanes clogged up with twisted bodies on both ends, Kansas 
State edged out in front of the distance shooting contest. There were six 
minutes between the Sweet Sixteen and the Elite Eight.

The intensity increased. It wasn’t the desperation of the weak and 
greedy, or a clash between two entitled basketball powers. These were 
two underdogs in their own contexts, playing for pride and program 
identity. They were playing against the audience as much as they were 
playing each other... the opposing team was just an obstacle in the way of 
their quests for respect. (Can a “mid-major” do this? Well, can Kansas do 
this?) It was this triangulation that pushed the game beyond the walls of 
the former Delta Center, past the boundaries of the city and the bracket, 
and lifted it up towards basketball transcendence.

Clemente split between two defenders, threading a pick like a needle 
on his way to an easy layup. Crawford grabbed a ball that was down by 
his feet, then jumped straight up into the air for two Xavier points. Cle-
mente responded with a deep three-pointer that, despite a glancing Hol-
loway blow across his forearm, went in. And one. This game was better 
suited to ink and paint than high-definition TV pixels. This was graphic 
novel basketball, full of ironman feats of strength and resolve.

Jackson nailed a three from as deep in the left corner as was geo-
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graphically possible. So did Crawford. “After you make a couple of those 
shots, you do kind of think that it’s meant to be,” Crawford said after-
wards. “When Danté hit the step-back three in the corner, I really thought 
it was meant to be.”

The arena staff did not agree. With K-State up 64-61, the scoreboard 
displayed a message that the Elite Eight game on Saturday between Kan-
sas State and Butler would begin at 2 p.m. local time. Xavier fans booed. 
This game was far from decided. The lead seesawed back and forth, nei-
ther team gaining a clear advantage, until there were 23 seconds left in 
regulation time. Pullen rolled off a pick and hit a three-pointer that put 
Kansas State up 70-67. It was as beautiful as any pick-and-roll that the 
building’s two former Hall of Fame tenants ever ran. 

Xavier chose to attack the basket instead of attempting to tie the score 
with a three. Holloway drove into the very core of the K-State defense, 
a blue jersey swarmed and consumed by white and royal purple. Hollo-
way’s shot lipped off the right side of the rim, but Jason Love rose up to 
tap it back. It was 70-69, and there were 15 seconds left.

Jason Love was the only senior on the Musketeer roster, so he had 
the most to lose. No other player in Xavier history was a part of as many 
wins as he was, 109 in total. He embodied everything Xavier wanted the 
world to see it as: tough, city, resilient, hard-boiled and working class. He 
grew up in Philadelphia as part of a single-parent household. His father 
Wendell raised him and his two brothers alone, and worked as a sanita-
tion worker to keep the family together. 

Jason was 6-foot-9 and 280 pounds when he enrolled at Xavier out 
of Abington Friends in Philly, but he was a strong and engraved 265 as 
a senior. Love took a back seat to the high-scoring guards when it came 
to publicity, but as he went, so went the Musketeers. When he struggled 
with consistency in the early part of the season, Xavier usually lost. He 
was invisible in the first Kansas State game, scoring five points and grab-
bing four rebounds in 31 minutes. 

But in that moment, Love saved Xavier’s season. It was the swinging 
difference between a one-point deficit and a five-point hill. If K-State had 
grabbed the rebound off the Holloway miss, there would have been no 
other choice but to foul, and hope for errant free throws on the other end. 

Xavier did foul on the inbound, sending Pullen to the line. He made 
both shots, and Kansas State led 72-69. There were ten seconds left. The 
Musketeers was in the exact same position they had forced on Pitt four 
days beforehand. Xavier was 94 feet away from the basket, three points 
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down.
Holloway dribbled up the right sideline. Clemente, under specific 

instructions from Martin, was to foul him before he got a shot off. The 
next K-State foul would be the team’s tenth, and that would mean two 
free throws. The game would be all but over, because Xavier needed 
three. So Clemente grabbed Holloway with both arms in a bear hug, so 
brusquely that he strained the stitching of the white No. 52 on Holloway’s 
jersey. But the official, running up the sideline behind the play, six steps 
off, whistle in mouth, somehow didn’t see it. 

Xavier’s late-game karma gift card still had a small remaining bal-
ance.

As Holloway slipped behind a high screen, he let fly a long, off-bal-
ance shot. It wouldn’t have gone in, foul or no foul. Chris Merriewether, 
a K-State senior guard, grabbed Holloway on the way by, in the act of 
shooting. This infraction, the ref saw. It was a three-shot foul.

Holloway was an 85 percent foul shooter. The other 15 percent weren’t 
coming into play, not at this moment nor in this game. He made the first 
two. Martin took a break from berating the refs for blowing the call, and 
used a time out to draw up a make-or-miss play. His secondary concern 
was to freeze Holloway’s nerves, but that part didn’t work. The third 
shot went in. “At that point I wasn’t nervous,” said Holloway later. “I’m 
nervous before I come into a game, but at that point I wasn’t nervous. I 
know my team needed me to make those shots, and that’s what I did.”

It was 72-72. Martin’s huddle play call panned out as well as any 
plan to ice Holloway. Pullen’s three-point attempt as time expired, from 
the “Farokhmanesh spot” on the right wing, fell short. It was overtime. 
Another five minutes was added to the game clock.

Off the tip, Holloway and Crawford reprised Xavier’s opening salvo, 
with Holloway throwing the 30-foot alley lob. K-State pounded away on 
the inside, feeding Curtis Kelly, a 6-foot-8 UConn transfer who hailed 
from the Bronx. Holloway nailed a three-pointer that rattled on the inside 
of the rim like a cobra’s tail, and Xavier spent the overtime period trying 
to trade two threes for three twos. 

The market favored the Wildcats. Pullen scored on a diagonal drive 
with 32 seconds left to put Kansas State ahead, 86-84. The shot clock 
clicked off, once again.

Xavier wanted the lead back so they could dictate terms of Kan-
sas State’s next possession. Holloway popped a long three. It fell wide, 
and there were 18 ticks remaining. Merriewether was a 73 percent foul 
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shooter, but he’d only attempted 21 all season. He missed the first one. 
With help from a locked-arms line on the Wildcats bench, the second 
shot slid through the rim.

Once again, Xavier was facing a 4th and 30, with no option to kick. 
Holloway stayed far beyond the arc this time. He dribbled closer to test 
the defense, then backed off. No K-State players were rushing at Hollo-
way to sack him for the two-shot foul that would virtually end the game. 
But Love delivered a hard, filthy pick that any sanitation worker would 
appreciate. With time running out, with the season once again on the 
line, Holloway released from 35 feet out on the right wing. It wasn’t an 
NBA three-pointer, it was from the red, white and blue ribbon which 
showed how much the NCAA supported American troops.

It chunked through the net without even cooling the rim with a 
breeze.

As one, the 19,000 fans in the building all leapt to their feet. The 
Butler and Syracuse fans who had stayed for the second game jumped 
up. Even a few of the K-State fans did. This was not only athletic excel-
lence, men performing in a superior manner within the rules and guide-
lines of a game, there were now impossibilities of physics and geometry 
involved. It was 87-87, and double overtime was coming up. 

Coach Mack, in his full business suit, took a hit from a water bottle, 
splashing it on his face and wiping his brow. On the other sideline, Mar-
tin’s forehead was glistening with sweat. On the court, the 46th min-
ute began with a call and response. Crawford banged down a foul line 
jumper. Kelly dunked off a fumbled rebound by Love. Crawford wasn’t 
6-foot-8 like K-State’s New York native was, but he answered with a hang-
time leaner in the post anyway. Pullen nailed a pair of threes, and Xavier 
manufactured a trio of twos. 

But on the Xavier side, the weariness was evident. The Musketeer 
guards were losing their distance-shooting range. Near the end, the 
Xavier players wandered listlessly towards the bench for a time out. “We 
walked into the huddle and Coach said, ‘Right now is not the time to 
be tired,’” said Crawford after the game. “But fatigue caught up to us on 
defense. We broke down defensively.”

When Pullen stroked a pair of free throws, it was 99-96. There were 
24.2 seconds left in double overtime, and the shot clock was off. For the 
third time that night, Xavier was in the same quandary. The Musketeers 
were 94 feet away from either five more minutes or the end of their 
season. It was basketball “Groundhog Day.” But the energy reserves were 
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dwindling. 
This time, Xavier blinked. It was Jackson who took the shot, and it 

fell short. Love ended up as the one who had to commit the final foul, 
and he grabbed Clemente on the inbound pass. The Musketeers’ Elite 
Eight hopes were down to a desperate hope for two missed shots and 
one last chance for a fourth replay. But the Puerto Rican export hit both 
free throws. Xavier was down five points with 11.6 seconds left, and the 
die was finally cast.

Kansas State 101, Xavier 96, in double overtime, a game that lasted 
nearly three hours. During the 50 minutes of game action, there were 
13 ties and 17 lead changes. A Tournament full of classic games had its 
crown jewel. 

The two head coaches met at the scorer’s table. Mack and Martin 
shook hands in the customary and congratulatory fashion, Martin even 
smiled a little bit. His team, after all, won the game.

Everybody on the Xavier side had eligibility remaining, except for the 
senior who scored 11 points and collected a game-high 15 rebounds. “I 
was definitely disappointed,” said Jason Love. “Definitely wanted to come 
out on the winning end. You saw our team’s fight. We’ve been fighting 
all year. So many people doubted us, said we weren’t going to do this 
or that. But we just kept battling. We had such a successful season and 
everything we did – the Sweet Sixteen, winning 25 games – we set those 
goals at the beginning of the year, and we accomplished all that despite 
everybody doubting us. I couldn’t ask for a better group to go out with 
than these guys.”

In real life, storylines write themselves, although they rarely fit into 
neat and satisfying narratives. All too often, life meanders along from 
one event of questionable significance to another. A key function of sport 
is to add a surface coating of meaningful structure over human events, 
a soft quilt of orderly games and seasons atop the chaos and tumult of 
everyday existence. 

By the 2010 Elite Eight round, all college basketball fans were aware 
of two things: where Butler was from, and where the Final Four was 
scheduled to be held. They knew that one of the two teams in the West 
region final would be two games away from the National Championship, 
and that both of those games would take place at Lucas Oil Stadium in 
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downtown Indianapolis. As Butler progressed through the bracket, beat-
ing UTEP and Murray State and later Syracuse, it was easier and easier 
to connect two dots that were just six miles apart.

“I think it’s certainly something that’s been talked about a lot. It’s 
never been mentioned in our locker room, though,” said Brad Stevens 
upon the team’s arrival in Salt Lake City. “It’s kind of funny. I’ve never 
once heard our guys utter the phrase Final Four. And my office is right 
next to the locker room. It’s probably talked about a lot more outside than 
it is within our team. Certainly it’s a question we’ve had to answer. At 
least we’re still sitting up here with a chance to answer it.” 

People, especially people who write, like to shoehorn real-life narra-
tives into known templates, so as to more easily collect and commodify 
them. Cinematic similes are always popular. There was that movie that 
was filmed in Hinkle Fieldhouse in the winter of 1985, the one about the 
little underdog team from Indiana that knocked off powerful favorites 
on the way to the championship. The parallels were self-evident. 

“I can definitely remember the last time I watched ‘Hoosiers,’” said 
sophomore guard Ronald Nored. “At our annual Brad Stevens Butler Bas-
ketball Camp, we have a movie room. For some reason, every week, four 
weeks straight, every day for every week, kids want to watch ‘Hoosiers.’ 
It’s the most annoying thing I’ve ever experienced in my life. I saw ‘Hoo-
siers’ in July... so you do the math, I saw it 16 times.”

At the opening press conference, a reporter asked Stevens if he was 
ready to leave the ‘Hoosiers’ image behind.

“Did you say a loser’s image?” Stevens shot back.
No, no, the movie with Gene Hackman and the ladder and the mea-

suring tape. “Phew. I was like, boy, that was direct,” Stevens said, smiling 
and exhaling. “You know what, we don’t really think about that. If people 
want to think that about our team, then that’s okay.”

Most people thought Butler would lose against Kansas State, even 
though the Wildcats were the region’s No. 2 seed. The Bulldogs had 
already taken out the West’s No. 1. But for some, it was wiser to question 
Syracuse and its league than to recognize Butler’s accomplishments. 

The Orange were just the latest team from the “Big Least” to lose to a 
small-conference squad, like Georgetown and Villanova and Pitt before 
them. Of the eight Big East representatives that reached the Tournament, 
only one – West Virginia – was in the Elite Eight. The other six bracket 
survivors were known names from other major conferences: Duke, Bay-
lor, Michigan State, Tennessee, Kentucky and Kansas State. Butler was 
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the outlier, the first-time team from the little one-bid conference.
The bookies in Vegas had K-State as four point favorites, and the line 

was edging farther out as game time approached. Some were giving the 
points and expecting a ferocious blowout, based on Butler’s severe size 
and athleticism deficits. The Bulldogs had a 6-foot-9 wild man with a 
weird mustache who got into foul trouble all the time, and Kansas State 
rotated muscular, quick, athletic bigs in and out of ballgames. Sure, But-
ler offered great defense, but Jacob Pullen and Denis Clemente were an 
unstoppable pair, as evidenced by their slow and steady pulverization of 
Xavier’s guard corps. The conventional wisdom was that K-State had all 
the important advantages, and that they’d use every one.

Butler athletic director Barry Collier, the man who initially hired 
Brad Stevens, consulted a different sort of wisdom. Before heading to the 
arena for the 2 p.m. Saturday tipoff, he ordered a rice bowl at a Chinese 
restaurant in Salt Lake City. He opened his fortune cookie. The slip of 
paper inside read, “If you are assertive, you will win the game.”

Veasley, the hero of the Syracuse win, opened Butler’s scoresheet with 
a three-pointer. It was 3-0, but two scoreless minutes had passed. As 
those empty possessions played out, a key plot line of the game was being 
established. Quick, athletic, mean Kansas State was just as slow as Butler 
was. It wasn’t an optical illusion, and the Bulldogs hadn’t become Big 12 
fast overnight. K-State was having a lot of trouble getting the ball up the 
floor. During breaks in play, they were grabbing their shorts, mouths 
hanging open, gasping.

Salt Lake City is 4,300 feet above sea level, nestled into the Wasatch 
and Oquirrh ranges. Athletes from out of town usually try to arrive as 
early as possible before their competitions, in order to fully accustom 
their bodies to the high altitude and thin air. Few have any frame of 
reference for playing an emotionally charged elimination game in those 
conditions, much less another one two days later. 

The Kansas State players were simply exhausted. Before the second 
media time out, the Wildcats had only managed four points on a pair of 
Curtis Kelly layups. Butler, a team that hadn’t needed double overtime 
to advance to the Elite Eight, was already in double figures. There was a 
Gordon Hayward runner, a Matt Howard layup, and a three-pointer from 
Floridian guard Shawn Vanzant. 

It was a stunning and unforeseen development. The Xavier Muske-
teers had laid down the life of their 2009-10 season for the benefit of 
their old MCC colleagues. It was a completely unintentional gift from one 
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basketball school to another.

Brad Stevens was faced with his recurring problem. Six minutes 
into the game, Howard was called for an awkward charging foul while 
attempting a layup. He was quickly summoned to the bench. Stevens 
called Avery Jukes’ No. 24. 

But this was no time to go small or skinny. Both Kelly and Wally 
Judge, wide and muscular men each, were in the game for K-State at the 
time. Judge toppled three Butler guards like bowling pins on the way 
to a layup. On the other end, a Hayward jump shot attempt was rudely 
stuffed by Kelly. 

So into the game came Andrew Smith. 
In March 2009, as a high school senior, Smith was playing in a sec-

tional finals game in front of 600 people. Back then, he was a 6-foot-11 
star for Covenant Christian High in Indianapolis. He averaged 23 points 
and led the entire state of Indiana with 17 rebounds per game. In March 
2010, he was a 6-foot-11 Butler project who wasn’t on Kansas State’s 
scouting report. 

He had only played 100 collegiate minutes in his first season. Eleven 
of those were in extended garbage time during a 72-49 blowout of Wis-
consin-Green Bay. The only thing most casual Butler fans knew about 
Smith was that he wore the same No. 44 as “Hink” the Bulldog. In 2009-
10, Hink had almost as many minutes in halftime mascot battles as 
Smith had in regulation games. 

But Andrew Smith was checking into the most important game in 
school history, with a Final Four berth in the balance.

The freshman had the freshest legs in the building. He set a hard pick 
for Shelvin Mack to shoot over, a successful three-pointer that put Butler 
back up by five points. On the next possession, Smith got his own shot. 
Mack fed him in the post for an easy two. The young big man had a steal 
on a slap-away, then tapped an offensive rebound to Hayward, who con-
verted a layup. When Smith went to the foul line, his eyes were as big as 
golf balls, his chest heaving. He may have had this dream many times, 
the one about playing in the NCAA Tournament, but this was all too real.

As the first half drew to a close, Butler was leading 23-14, thanks to 
an unknown hero. Andrew Smith had successfully spelled the foul-prone 
Howard, changing the complexion of the game in the process. 
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The Kansas State offense, meanwhile, was in a deep malaise. The 
Wildcats scored 20 points in the first 20 minutes, their worst half of bas-
ketball that entire season. In the final ten minutes of the Xavier game, 
comparatively, they’d scored 29 points. The guard combo was out of 
gas and ineffective, playing against both the hard Butler man-to-man 
defense and the shadowy ghosts of Xavier. By halftime, Pullen hadn’t 
scored yet. All Clemente had done was deliver a slow-motion breakaway 
layup at the end of the half. Any and all production had come from the 
big men, and Smith was bravely holding them in check.

Clemente nailed a three-pointer as soon as play resumed in the sec-
ond half. Butler, however, was hardly keen on squandering a hard-earned 
seven-point lead. As they had so many times during the season, the gold 
medal partnership of Hayward and Mack tag-teamed for a pair of their 
own threes, pushing the margin to 37-28. 

Frustration was replacing fight on the K-State sideline. Butler’s defense 
wore down what remained of the Wildcats’ resolve. Martin and his play-
ers challenged and argued every foul. Then, frustration was replaced by 
anger. On one sequence, Mack fed a galumphing Howard in the open 
court. Luis Colon, K-State’s 6-foot-10 senior backup center, slammed 
Howard into the basket stanchion. As Howard’s head hit the floor, the 
sound was not unlike an egg cracking against the edge of a skillet. How-
ard stood right up, shook his head to clear the double vision, and two pos-
sessions later, he tipped the ball home to give his team a ten-point lead. 

The high altitude, both of Utah and the Elite Eight, began to make an 
impact on Butler. Kansas State was playing poorly, but the Bulldogs were 
tightening too. Deep into the second half, Butler had as many turnovers 
as field goals. 

Sensing an opportunity to take advantage of slapdash play, Martin 
ordered a full-court press. The Wildcats summoned up all their remain-
ing energies to mount a swarming defense and attempt to cut the lead 
down. Hayward tried a crossover move to shift past Clemente, but as he 
changed hands, the Kansas State guard picked up the dribble. Hayward’s 
forward momentum sent him crashing into Clemente’s chest for a foul, 
and it was a costly one at that.

In a one-and-one shooting situation, Clemente missed the first free 
throw. The ball was live, and after an offensive rebound by 6-foot-5 for-
ward Dominique Sutton, Clemente retained possession. He dribbled 
deep into the corner and hoisted a three-point shot. It ripped through 
the net, and Kansas State had the lead back. The Wildcats were ahead 
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52-51 with five minutes remaining. The No. 2 seed had scratched together 
a 13-2 run to take the lead in just three minutes, and it was KSU’s first 
advantage of the game.

Hayward atoned for his error immediately. Butler ran a play that often 
resulted in a quick three points: Mack from the deep right corner, behind 
a screen by Howard. This time, the shot bounced off the rim and out. 
But No. 20 in black rushed into the lane and tangled with three K-State 
linebackers. Hayward grabbed the rebound, and was clipped by a thick 
flying arm as he attempted to rise up for a shot. “This kid is tough!” Gus 
Johnson exclaimed on the CBS broadcast, before making what is believed 
to be the first on-air reference to malt liquor in NCAA Tournament his-
tory. “Don’t let the smooth taste fool you!” 

King Cobra was not available in Salt Lake City, but smooth foul shots 
were in long supply. After two from Hayward, Butler had the lead back 
at 53-52. Two possessions later, Hayward ran a careening sprint pattern 
into the lane, scoring on a front door layup before he crashed under the 
basket. Just as he had against Murray State, the Bulldogs’ skeletal 6-foot-9 
leading scorer was burning the floorboards as much as he was scorching 
the nets.

Like a marathon runner with a kilometer’s worth of strength left for 
the last mile, Kansas State was done for. The shoulders of the big men 
slumped, their hands dangled. All Martin could do was kneel with his 
elbow up on the scorer’s table, shaking his head. Pullen’s legs were metal 
and robotic, and his attempt to retake the lead, a 25-foot distance shot, 
fell three feet short. Rodney McGruder, a Wildcat backup guard, grabbed 
the offensive rebound, but Ronald Nored snatched the ball away and ran 
it back for a layup.

Nored was feeling the effects of the altitude as well. His primary 
job in every game was to keep the other team’s best guard from scoring 
points. He gave up his body so that his team could win. His shins were 
constantly sore and bruised, and there was a gruesome bump that would 
require surgery later. 

In this game, Nored drew the assignment of holding down Pullen, 
who’d tallied 34 points against BYU and 28 versus Xavier. No. 5 in black 
was never more than a couple inches away from Pullen during the game, 
and he kept the Wildcats’ leading scorer from tallying a single point in 
the first half. Pullen finished with 14 points on woeful 4-for-13 shooting. 
But Nored was making mistakes on offense. He had six of Butler’s turn-
overs, and was nullifying his own sacrificial defensive efforts by aiding 
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and abetting Kansas State’s.
Ronald Nored was actually Ronald Nored, Jr. Growing up in the Bir-

mingham suburb of Homewood, he was the son of a preacher. The Rev. 
Ronald E. Nored, Sr. ministered to a community on the city’s west side, a 
former steel mill district called Sandy Bottom. When the plants suddenly 
closed in the late 1960s, the area sustained decades of slow decay. The 
families left behind squatted in old uninhabitable homes. Sandy Bottom 
was infested with destitution, violence and drugs for two decades. Rev. 
Nored helped revitalize the area with improved housing, and attracted an 
influx of new business. Rebuilding Sandy Bottom was a lifelong mission, 
but his life was cut short in 2003. At 43, he died of inoperable pancreatic 
cancer.

Ronald, Jr. was 13 when his dad passed away. Through high school, 
inspired by his father’s memory, he committed himself to becoming the 
best person he could be in all respects, academically as well as athleti-
cally. His test scores at Homewood High were just as impressive as his 
15.3 points and 5.2 assists per game. Harvard offered him an academic 
scholarship. But he wanted to play at a basketball school, not walk on 
in the Ivy League. Nored committed to Western Kentucky, but when 
head coach Darrin Horn left for South Carolina and the SEC in 2008, 
he backed out of his commitment. One of the first calls he made was to 
Butler. Brad Stevens drove from Indiana to Alabama to talk to him about 
joining the team.

Two years later in 2010, in the third week of March, Nored walked 
into Stevens’ office at Hinkle Fieldhouse. He was looking for a book rec-
ommendation. Nored wanted something to read during the team’s flight 
to San Jose for the NCAA Tournament. Stevens let him borrow “The Last 
Lecture” by Randy Pausch, a computer science professor at Carnegie Mel-
lon University in Pittsburgh. Before passing away from pancreatic cancer 
in 2008, Pausch collected his thoughts about life and human motivation 
in a monologue. “The Last Lecture” was accessed over six million times 
on his website, before its eventual transcription and publication. 

Before the Kansas State game, Nored, the team’s vocal leader, shared 
a passage from the book with his teammates. 

“Brick walls are there for a reason,” he quoted. “The brick walls are 
not there to keep us out. The brick walls are there to give us a chance to 
show how badly we want something. Because the brick walls are there 
to stop the people who don’t want it badly enough. They’re there to stop 
the other people.”
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The two points that clinched Butler’s Final Four berth were indica-
tive of the kind of team basketball that got them there. Willie Veasley, 
the quiet senior, drove the lane and missed a layup. Shelvin Mack, the 
young guard who supplied basketball stardust whenever it was needed, 
leapt out of bounds, tipping the ball back towards his teammates. Matt 
Howard, the eccentric power forward who had spent nearly the entire 
season in foul trouble, took possession out on the perimeter. That was 
a place where he shouldn’t have been, but Howard was due for another 
serendipitous accident. He saw the streaking Hayward coming down the 
center of the court, and sent a pillow-soft pass his way. The team’s leading 
scorer, the Bulldogs’ baby-faced assassin, rolled the ball through the hoop 
for two points. There was less than a minute left, and Butler led 60-54.

The two points that locked the Bulldogs’ Final Four berth in a her-
metic box exemplified the team’s defense. Ronald Nored stripped the 
ball from Luis Clemente. It was a clean, white-glove, no-dust steal, which 
Nored ran back, all alone, for another easy layup. The score was Butler 
63, Kansas State 56. The game was over. 

The K-State players collapsed to the floor, stunned, broken and done 
in. The Bulldogs celebrated at center court. They appeared surprised 
when a representative from the NCAA brought them a large brown card-
board box. It was full of baseball caps. They looked at the crowns for 
a second in dumb disbelief – they read “Champions” in big dark blue 
letters. Upon further inspection, “West region” was printed in smaller 
lettering above. Then there were the 3XL T-shirts that fit loosely over 
jerseys, rapidly printed for the occasion. Butler was the first entry in the 
2010 NCAA Final Four, and the players had the clothing to prove it. 

Brad Stevens walked to the scorer’s table, as tight-lipped and unemo-
tional as if his team had just beaten Green Bay in early January. He shook 
Frank Martin’s hand, then wheeled right and joined the fray. In his full 
tailored suit and championship ballcap, with his light blue tie flying, 
he performed an airborne back-bump with freshman backup forward 
Emerson Kampen.

“We’re going home!” the traveling Butler fans chanted as the players 
and coaches cut down the nets. “We’re going home!”

All across the United States, 58 seasons had ended in losses at the 
far-flung, antiseptic venues of the NCAA Tournament. Each one of those 
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58 teams went back home, under terms quite separate from their own. 
Some didn’t have far to go, like Cornell and its return to Ithaca over a 
short stretch of I-81, after losing to Kentucky at the Carrier Dome. Others 
had longer trips in silent airplane cabins to contemplate what could have 
been, like Xavier from Salt Lake City and Murray State from San Jose. 
But that was the rule of single-elimination, neutral court play: win or go 
home. In the extended metaphor of a Big Dance, everybody wanted to 
stay out all night. Going home meant the end of the party.

But for the Bulldogs and their fans, it was win and go home. They 
were going back to Indianapolis, each and every one of them. And their 
next game would be played in a very strange place, behind the tallest 
brick wall of them all.





PART FOUR
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THE WAY

I threw back the blinds. Behind a south-facing window at the Crowne 
Plaza Indianapolis Airport was a sky as black as the darkness behind 
closed eyelids. Along the foreshortened skyline, the jutting skyscrapers 
sputtered and twinkled, eagerly anticipating a dawn that would match 
their light. And just off to the side, the red beam atop the giant brick barn 
blinked slowly, a beacon to bring them all home.

The Bulldogs arrived back at 510 West 49th Street at 3:00 a.m. on 
Monday, March 29. The team bus from the airport slowly pulled up to 
Hinkle Fieldhouse, the architectural grandfather of Lucas Oil Stadium. 
The marching band and cheerleaders were up front, making it a real Indi-
ana basketball homecoming parade. There were thousands of students 
and fans there, lined up ten deep in the parking lot. Butler students and 
alumni might have been taking a wait-and-see attitude during the team’s 
December struggles, but now they were getting up in the middle of the 
night to catch a glimpse.

There would be an entire week for the feeling to sink in, for the city to 
come to grips with this team and its accomplishments. The season began 
in mid-November with a No. 11 national ranking, based on sportswriter 
hunches and returning starters. The first win came in that fieldhouse 
against Davidson – the team that had been one shot away from San 
Antonio in 2008, the last small-conference program to come that close 
to the Final Four. The freshest Butler victory, against another group of 
Wildcats from Kansas State, launched the Bulldogs past the Elite Eight 
hurdle that had kept Davidson out. 

In between, there was early season adversity, with losses to Minnesota 
and Clemson and Georgetown. The pollsters and sportswriters turned on 
Butler, calling them overrated. The Bulldogs’ signature win was also their 
most controversial: the “clock game” against Xavier. There was a long 
winning streak in the echo chamber of the Horizon League, where it was 
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impossible to tell if the Bulldogs were men among boys, or boys among 
toddlers. The first hint of potential excellence came in the BracketBusters 
against Siena, where Brad Stevens’ team pummeled another elite small-
conference program by 17 points. The second sign came when Butler 
survived a conference tournament gauntlet, something they did not do 
in 2003, 2007 or 2009.

Nothing had come easy at the 2010 NCAA Tournament. There was 
one hot half from Shelvin Mack against UTEP, one Gordon Hayward 
steal against Murray State, one pair of physics-defying shots from Wil-
lie Veasley against Syracuse, and one dog-tired K-State team. Together, 
they added up to the Final Four, a deep streak glued together by run-
smothering defense. Butler allowed 59, 52, 59 and 56 points against the 
Nos. 12, 13, 1 and 2 seeds in the West region.

It was easily the best ten-day stretch in school history. A run like 
that was something that the other hundreds of teams in minor Divi-
sion I leagues, like the Colonial Athletic Association and Missouri Valley 
Conference, couldn’t and didn’t manage. It was beyond the horizons of 
even the most optimistic small-conference dreamers. Butler was a private 
liberal arts school of 4,500 students that played non-scholarship football, 
but its basketball team defeated a line of opponents with far superior 
financial resources. Butler’s overall athletic budget was $11 million. Syra-
cuse, on the other hand, spent $52 million on sports in 2009. Kansas 
State’s athletic expenditures were $47 million. 

Butler budgeted $1.7 million for its men’s basketball program. That 
figure was 142nd among 344 reporting D-I institutions, right between 
the Georgetown-killers at Ohio University and the West Coast Confer-
ence’s Santa Clara Broncos. The two schools the Bulldogs eliminated in 
the NCAA Tournament’s second weekend, Syracuse and K-State, spent 
$7.7 million and $4.6 million on hoops, respectively. 

Butler’s national semifinal opponent would be Michigan State. The 
Spartans, conquerors of Northern Iowa in the Sweet Sixteen, represented 
yet another athletic Supermonster. MSU spent nearly $61 million on 
varsity sports, and over $9 million on men’s basketball. They got their 
money’s worth. Under the increasingly legendary Tom Izzo, the Spartans 
reached six Final Fours in 12 years.

Power-conference universities spent millions of dollars on sports for 
very specific reasons: to win lots of games, and to collect championships. 
Otherwise, what was the point? Nobody invests to lose. Meanwhile, 
Butler’s budgetary peer schools like Ohio and Santa Clara, their men’s 
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basketball seasons over, were on to spring sports like baseball, golf and 
tennis. Why weren’t they in the Final Four? The Bulldogs overachieved 
far beyond their means, and they must have had something that other 
small schools didn’t. Maybe they had a secret.

Before Jim Larranaga became the head men’s basketball coach at 
George Mason in 1997, he roamed the sidelines at Bowling Green. It was 
his first Division I job, after he put in 12 years as an assistant at Davidson 
and Virginia. His first three seasons at Anderson Arena, “The House That 
Roared,” amounted to meek peeps. The team fought hard to maintain a 
winning record in the Mid-American Conference. In the regular seasons 
of 1990 and 1991, the Falcons rose to challenge Ball State and Eastern 
Michigan, the MAC powers at the time, but came up short in March 
both times and accepted NIT bids. Then, Bowling Green fell back into 
mediocrity.

Larranaga was a bright young X-and-O coach who was working on 
developing a full-court “scramble” defense. But something was missing. 
He couldn’t get his teams over the hump to compete for league champi-
onships. It was a constant struggle to win more than half his games. Lar-
ranaga was afraid of becoming another middling mid-major coach who 
never made it to the Big Dance, just another of the hundreds who came 
into every season hoping to do well enough to keep their jobs. Those 
were the coaches who slowly faded away, who traded business suits for 
sweatsuits and became Basketball Guys. 

Bowling Green had a home-and-home scheduling agreement with 
Wisconsin-Green Bay. The first game in the short series was at Anderson 
Arena in December 1993. The visitors won by three points. The Decem-
ber 1994 return game in Wisconsin was a similar result: a 69-62 Phoenix 
victory. Coach Larranaga was impressed by Green Bay. Their coach, Dick 
Bennett, built the program into a perennial contender. The Phoenix won 
the Mid-Continent in 1993-94 and, as a No. 12 seed, upset California in 
the first round of the NCAA Tournament. 

That summer, the school was part of the Midwestern Collegiate 
Conference’s massive poach job, but the Phoenix easily settled into the 
proto-Horizon League. In March 1995, Green Bay beat La Salle, North-
ern Illinois and Wright State in the conference tournament, then came 
within a point of a 14/3 upset of Purdue. 
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With their home-and-home series over, Larranaga asked Bennett for a 
friendly summer meeting. He wanted to come up to Green Bay and find 
out why the Phoenix played so well as a team. When Bennett accepted, 
the Bowling Green head coach asked if he could bring along a friend.

Barry Collier was in charge of a men’s basketball program that was in 
even worse shape than Bowling Green’s. Since Tony Hinkle’s mandated 
retirement in 1970, Butler basketball had slipped into sad obscurity and 
oblivion. Seven years of George Theofanis, a clean-cut fellow with thick 
rimmed glasses, produced only two winning seasons. Joe Sexson took 
over in 1977, and he led the Bulldogs from independent status to the new 
MCC. With forgotten warriors like Tony Warren, Lynn Mitchem and 
Chad Tucker, Butler spent the “Me Decade” giving away wins, and closed 
the 1981-82 season with 13 straight losses. Before Sexson was finally fired 
in 1989, his last four Butler teams failed to advance past the first round 
of the conference tournament.

Collier was a Butler graduate, and finished his playing career there 
as a senior captain and letterman on Theofanis’ last team. On his Senior 
Day at Hinkle Fieldhouse, the Bulldogs beat DePauw University – the 
future alma mater of Brad Stevens, who was still five months away from 
being born – by a 92-52 score. It was Butler’s biggest win of the year, but 
a single victory wasn’t going to save Theofanis’ job after a 12-15 record. 
Collier began his own climb up the coaching ladder that autumn, at the 
Rose Hulman Institute. He later took assistant gigs at Idaho, Oregon and 
Stanford before he came back home for the first time in 1989.

The reunion could have been happier. In Collier’s initial season as 
Butler head coach, the Bulldogs were the worst team in the conference. 
After a 12-game mid-season losing streak, Butler was put out in the MCC 
first round again, this time by a resounding 86-61 score. It was Xavier 
and good old Pete “Bag-O-Donuts” Gillen, getting geared up for the Mus-
keteers’ long run to the Sweet Sixteen.

Things didn’t, and couldn’t, get worse than that. But Collier found 
himself on the same treadmill Larranaga was on. Butler hadn’t been to 
the NCAA Tournament in three decades. There was a winning season, 
then a losing season, freshmen would come, seniors would leave, and 
there was no consistency. The best Butler could do was make the NIT. So 
Collier joined Larranaga on that summer trip to Wisconsin, to find out 
what Dick Bennett’s secret was.

The three coaches met in Chicago, and travelled together by plane to 
Green Bay. Larranaga brought along a thick looseleaf binder full of plays 
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and diagrams, expecting a long discussion about championship basket-
ball strategies. The Phoenix head coach wasn’t interested in paperwork. 

“Our meeting with Coach Bennett had less to do with X’s and O’s 
and more to do with philosophy,” Larranaga wrote in a column, which 
appeared on the opinion-editorial page of the Washington Post during 
Butler’s Final Four week. “Not just basketball philosophy, but a philoso-
phy about life and a coach’s responsibility to his players. Coach Bennett 
shared with us his philosophy of ‘humility, passion, unity, servanthood 
and thankfulness.’”

Five simple words, a small enough collection to fit on a napkin, post-it 
note, or bumper sticker. Behind each was a fully-fledged value. Humil-
ity: The sober acceptance of one’s own strengths and weaknesses, the 
knowledge of the self as both a special entity and a small thing in a big 
universe – finite against the infinite. It was the strangest and most out of 
place of the five, especially in a sports world manufactured by ESPN, full 
of basketball players stuffing stat sheets, giving themselves nicknames 
and dreaming of SportsCenter highlights. 

Passion: An eager and sustained drive to compete and excel, despite 
the day-to-day fluctuations of mood. A single word made flesh. Unity: The 
idea that a whole is greater than the sum of parts, that team interests and 
goals supersede one’s own individual desires. Servanthood: The dutiful 
responsibility to give of oneself without want or need for reward, the 
concept of leading others by sacrificing for them. Thankfulness: Graceful 
gratitude for every experience, each high win, low loss and hard practice. 
The pleasure of realizing that each occurrence is a teaching opportunity, 
a lesson that can be applied to a future challenge.

“After the meeting, Coach Collier went back to Indianapolis and built 
his program into a winner,” Larranaga wrote. “He won so often that other 
schools started calling him and asking him to take over their programs.”

Collier repackaged Bennett’s five concepts as the Butler Way. He 
added supplemental quotes from Tony Hinkle to create an aura of last-
ing legacy, a bridgework to link the modern era with the glory days, all 
without acknowledging the fetid river of mediocrity that ran through 
the 1970s and 1980s. The Bulldogs reached the 1997 NCAA Tournament, 
and the 1998 one too. Beforehand, Butler’s only appearance before the 
Collier era had been Hinkle’s 1962 regional third-place team. 

Then, Collier finally accepted one of those calls from other schools. 
He left for the University of Nebraska in 2000, but not before he’d hired 
a new basketball operations director: a young former Eli Lilly marketing 
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representative. Before his departure for Lincoln, he also groomed assis-
tants Thad Matta and Todd Lickliter. Matta lasted one year before he was 
hired elsewhere. The Butler Way infected Xavier. 

Lickliter took the Bulldogs to the 2003 and 2007 Sweet Sixteen 
rounds, and then the University of Iowa lured him to the Big Ten with a 
$1.2 million annual salary. By then, Collier had come home for a second 
time, as Butler’s athletic director. One year after he came back to India-
napolis, he promoted Stevens to head coach.

While at Nebraska, Collier found that Bennett’s five principles didn’t 
work quite as well in the Big 12. There just wasn’t quite as much humil-
ity or servanthood to be found there. In six years, his Cornhusker teams 
won 89 games, lost 91, and reached the NIT twice. Lickliter had an even 
rougher time at Iowa. His three squads went a combined 38-57, and never 
finished higher than eighth in the 11-team Big Ten. On March 15, 2010, 
the day after Selection Sunday, Iowa fired Lickliter three seasons into his 
seven-year contract.

It wasn’t impossible to instill high-minded ideals in the Big Ten, not by 
any means. Matta jumped from Xavier to Ohio State, and took the Buck-
eyes to the 2007 Final Four. Shortly after the summit meeting in Green 
Bay, Bennett’s ongoing success led to a job at the University of Wisconsin. 
The Badgers had only reached the NCAA Tournament three times in 
program history, but in six years in Madison, Bennett took Wisconsin to 
three Big Dances, including a Final Four in 2000. He laid the groundwork 
for a new era of excellence that extended deep into the decade. Bennett 
took two years off due to exhaustion, resurfaced at Washington State, 
then retired for good in 2006.

As for Larranaga, his story turned out well. He led Bowling Green to 
a 22-10 record in 1996-97, finishing in first place for the first time in his 
11 seasons there. He left for George Mason, and took his 2006 team all 
the way to the Final Four in Indianapolis. 

“So can Butler defeat Michigan State? The answer is yes,” he opined in 
the Post. “Coach Stevens and his players not only have a winning team, 
but a well-established winning philosophy that gives them a chance 
against anyone.”

And nobody knew better than Larranaga, the one who set off the 
chain of seismic small-school basketball events in the first place.
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The NCAA really knew how to throw cold water on a party. On Thurs-
day, April 1, the governing body held its annual state of college basketball 
presentation, and used the opportunity to unveil a detailed plan that 
would expand the Tournament to 96 teams. 

The whispers had been mounting all season. The NCAA had the 
option of opting out of its 11-year, $6 billion carriage contract with CBS 
in August 2010, and was very eager to do so. On February 1, Sports Busi-
ness Journal unearthed a “request for proposal” the NCAA had circulated 
to potential bidders, based on a larger bracket. For the most part, any 
news beyond that RFP consisted of snippets of insider gossip sewed to 
unsourced statements and anonymous quotes, which all became a major 
distraction for fans. A blog called Sports By Brooks quoted an ESPN 
employee as saying that a 96-team bracket for 2011 was a “done deal.”

But at a press conference on April Fool’s Day, the plan looked very 
official and very much not like a joke. NCAA vice president Greg Sha-
heen outlined the way a 96-team Tournament would work, in the same 
three-week timeframe as the existing event. He even displayed a modi-
fied bracket. 

The bottom 64 teams would play the first Thursday and Friday. On 
Saturday and Sunday, the 32 winners of those games would feed into a 
Round of 64 against 32 bye teams. The winner of each of the four 16/17 
games would face No. 1 seeds, 9/24 winners would take on No. 8 seeds, 
and so on. The Round of 32 would be played the following Tuesday and 
Wednesday. After a quick turnaround, the Sweet Sixteen and Elite Eight 
would be staged that weekend. It would be 11 straight days of wall-to-
wall elimination games, and a lot of team travel. The Final Four would 
still have its lead-up week for rest, media hype, and of course, press con-
ferences.

The media backlash was instantaneous. “Essentially, this is what we 
learned from NCAA head honchos here Thursday afternoon,” wrote 
ESPN.com columnist Dana O’Neil. “They don’t care about fans. They 
don’t care about the regular season. They don’t care about conference 
tournaments... What do they care about? Cash.”

In the moment, it was difficult to see the big picture, or to understand 
the NCAA’s side of the matter. Outraged columnists and bloggers across 
America deposited their takes on the NCAA. Greedy. Corrupt. No respect 
for the game or its history. John Feinstein, Washington Post writer and 
honorary Patriot League ambassador for life, grilled Shaheen. Players 
on Sweet Sixteen teams would miss a full week of school under the new 
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scheme. Shaheen had no comment. But he knew something Feinstein 
didn’t. 

Shaheen knew that Plan 96 was an invitation to a bidding war, and 
nothing more than that.

Of course it was all about cash. The NCAA was hoping to tear up 
an existing multi-billion dollar contract after eight years, in hopes of a 
bigger and longer-term one. The memos that surfaced in February indi-
cated that the governing body was specifically looking for a 14-year deal. 
On the surface, there was little to separate this behavior from that of 
an opportunistic free agent athlete, playing pro franchises against each 
other. But instead of the Cavaliers, Knicks and Heat, these service bidders 
were CBS, ESPN and Fox.

On the surface, this was the most anti-Butler scenario imaginable. 
The city of Indianapolis was rallying behind a team that reached the 
Final Four by virtue of virtues, not funds. Plan 96 looked like an omi-
nous warning that the Bulldogs would be the last of their kind. Schools 
from small conferences would have a much harder time reaching the 
Final Four in the future. In a seven-round Tournament, most automatic 
qualifiers would face the uphill challenge of winning five games in 11 
days at three different venues to reach the Final Four, instead of four in 
11 at two. With no fewer than 65 at-large bids, automatic berths wouldn’t 
mean very much at all.

The automatic, mandatory-attendance bid had long outlived its pur-
pose anyway. It was a weapon designed to take down the National Invi-
tation Tournament in the 1950s. Now that the NIT was under NCAA 
control, it was a useless appendage, an analog function in a digital era. 
It was useful when there were as many open spots as conferences, but 
everything changed in the late 1970s. Bracket expansion and the Bird-
Magic game made the NCAA Tournament big. The football-fueled subdi-
vision split made the NCAA huge. It created new basketball conferences, 
so many that the organization capped automatic qualifiers at 30 in 1985. 
The reality was that the NCAA Tournament never owed any conference 
any automatic anything. When the NCAA took over control of the Big 
Dance in 1940, after all, it was as a small invitation-only soiree.

But as the 1980s went on, the NCAA lost control of big-time football. 
Without a viable playoff option to crown a true national champion, the 
governing body watched from the sidelines as the biggest five leagues 
and the six top bowl games took matters into their own hands. The Bowl 
Coalition became the Bowl Alliance, and eventually the Bowl Champi-
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onship Series. Among the 23 sports across two genders, played by 1,281 
NCAA schools across three stratified divisions, Division I men’s basket-
ball became the only viable, consistent profit center to maintain a bloat-
ing organization that kept getting bigger every year. 

The modern NCAA Tournament had become the 31-year-old goose 
that laid golden eggs. The non-profit NCAA had to make sure that those 
eggs stayed as jumbo-sized and shiny as possible. Fencing and field 
hockey championships, after all, were never going to pay for themselves.

By floating the idea of a super-sized Tournament to attract a larger 
contract, the NCAA was responding to market forces in a proactive and 
forward-looking way. The television contracts for major professional ball 
sports were due to expire in the middle part of the 2010s. With a new 
and bigger deal, the NCAA could lock in a guaranteed long-term con-
tract, instead of being lost in the shuffle of all the ten-digit negotiations 
to come. And in a wider American economic downturn, there was also a 
deeper, creeping undercurrent of fear.

What if the economy didn’t bounce back, and the NFL and MLB and 
NBA contracts ended up smaller than they were in the 2000s? Negoti-
ating in opt-out year 2010, and not in expiration year 2013, was sound 
business and good timing. With a new contract, the health of the Big 
Dance, the NCAA, and all the more obscure student-athlete champion-
ships could be assured well into the next decade. How CBS, ESPN or Fox 
came up with the advertising dollars to support a 14-year, multi-zillion 
dollar contract would be their problem. 

Plan 96 wasn’t a presentation for the benefit of media and fans, it was 
a targeted message for potential television bidders. It was a signal that 
the NCAA was open for serious business. But it was a message delivered 
with typical bureaucratic clumsiness, like an e-mail that was mistakenly 
sent “reply to all.” All the journalists and fans got to read it, and they all 
had their allergic reactions. From a public relations standpoint, the tim-
ing couldn’t have been worse. Gigantism ended up overshadowing what 
should have been a weekend full of college basketball celebration.

But not everybody hated Plan 96. At a National Association of Bas-
ketball Coaches meeting on Friday, the gathering concluded that it was a 
fantastic idea, which would help coaches in their negotiations with their 
athletic directors. 

More teams in the Tournament meant more job security and longer 
tenures for card-carrying NABC members. With an expanded field, there 
would be less of a chance that coaches would end up on the treadmill of 
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mediocrity: a winning season, then a losing season, freshmen coming, 
seniors leaving, no consistency. Any teams that made the NIT in the past 
would make the NCAA Tournament in the future. Fewer coaches would 
fall away and become Basketball Guys. Anyone not in favor of this? 

Only one man rose in opposition. It was Bob McKillop of Davidson, 
whose team came one shot away from the 2008 Final Four. He stood up 
for the integrity of the Beautiful Game.

On Wednesday, there was a pep rally at Monument Circle downtown. 
The sky above was blue, the concrete below was grey, and Butler fans 
streamed into the plaza to celebrate their team’s return home. The players 
didn’t attend, because it was high noon and they were in class. But the 
pep band played “Devil With a Blue Dress,” and the cheerleaders danced 
and waved pom-poms.

There was a dais for speakers. But Butler Blue II, the 60-pound, six-
year-old English Bulldog who acted as the team’s live mascot, was the 
guest of honor. He was attended by his ever-present assistant, Michael 
Kaltenmark, the school’s annual giving director. In his navy blue sweater 
with a giant white “B” on the front, Blue II was a mainstay at Hinkle 
Fieldhouse. Before home games, he would grab an oversized bone from 
the student section, then run out on the floor. It was traditional and man-
datory for each member of Butler’s starting five to run over to Blue II’s 
spot on the floor and scratch behind his ears. If he woofed, that meant 
extra good luck. His sixth birthday had been March 27, the very same 
day that Butler beat Kansas State to earn a spot in the Final Four, so he 
was a very lucky dog indeed.

Blue II couldn’t talk, but he blogged. In the spirit of Esquire maga-
zine’s regular “What I’ve Learned” column, he reflected on his first six 
years. The average lifespan for his breed was nine years, so he was enter-
ing dog autumn, contemplating his own mortality. 

“Living is running across the basketball court to grab my bone from 
the Dawg Pound,” Blue II and Kaltenmark typed. “Living is destroying a 
basketball in a matter of seconds. Living is riding in my tail wagon. Liv-
ing is devouring ice cream. Living is being loved and loving right back.”

Everybody loved Blue II. He posed for photographs, enjoying the 
sunny day, panting rhythmically and closing his eyes appreciatively as 
kids scratched the thick folds of his forehead. Each person in attendance 
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got a picture poster, courtesy of the Horizon League. It read in bold type, 
“Good Dawgs Always Come Home.”

Indianapolis mayor Greg Ballard officially declared March 31, 2010 
Butler Bulldog Day in the city. “Butler represents the best,” he declared 
to a cheering crowd. “They do it right. They do it with teamwork. With 
camaraderie and working together. That’s how we do things in India-
napolis.”

Barry Collier was up next. In a sharp grey suit with a dark blue tie 
emblazoned with one big Butler Bulldog logo, the university’s athletic 
director told the story of his rice bowl fortune cookie before the K-State 
game. The final speaker was the most storied Butler player ever, Bobby 
Plump, a 1958 graduate and a member of the school’s All-Century team. 

“I don’t think we changed our mascot to Butler Underdogs,” he said, 
well tired of being asked by out of towners about his days at Milan High 
and that Gene Hackman movie. “We’re Bulldogs, and we’ve got bite!”

On Wednesday, city workers were still weed-whacking sidewalks and 
touching up paint on fences, preparing for the onslaught. The downtown 
grid, still relatively lazy and quiet on Thursday, exploded in team colors 
on Friday. It was a slow-motion floor storming of citywide proportions. 
There was Michigan State green and Duke cobalt and the yellow of West 
Virginia. But most of all, there was Butler blue.

Anybody caught without a team shirt could duck into the nearest offi-
cial Final Four merchandise store. There was one on every block. Many 
were temporary shops in unused storefronts, “for rent” signs in window 
corners that acted as small reminders of the economic downturn. Those 
spaces would be empty again after the long weekend was over. For now, 
there were folding tables piled high with T-shirts, sweatshirts, ballcaps, 
mini-hoops, posters, beer steins, and all manner of other souvenirs. 

It was amazing how quickly the factories leapt into action after the 
Elite Eight. Two days after Butler beat Kansas State, there were boxes 
and boxes of perfectly stitched blue, silver and white Final Four caps for 
sale on the streets of Indianapolis. Thousands upon thousands of logo 
impressions brought home the realization that yes, Butler really was in 
the Final Four. 

There was even a team cornhole set. One could play this quintessen-
tial Midwestern beanbag toss game, a favorite summer pastime of Indi-
ana residents, with a target made up to look like a gridiron with “Butler 
Bulldogs” in the end zone. Unlike the other three remaining schools, 
Butler played football at the non-scholarship level. The cornhole set was 
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most likely the first-ever mass-marketed $30 souvenir related to the Pio-
neer Football League. 

By Friday, the streets were alive and loud. There was a saxophonist 
at every corner, playing for spare change. There was an opportunistic 
panhandler with a boom box playing “One Shining Moment,” the unof-
ficial television anthem of college basketball, on repeat. Men with sand-
wich boards shilled for ticket brokers, handing out flyers with website 
addresses. Ticket lottery or no, there were still good seats available.

There was Bracket Town, the fan experience sponsored by NCAA 
Corporate Champions Coca-Cola and AT&T. It was held at the Indiana 
Convention Center, the only surviving part of the massive complex that 
hosted the 2006 Final Four. The dome, where George Mason lost to Flor-
ida in the national semifinals, was demolished in 2008, by way of 800 
explosive charges implanted in its concrete walls. It was now Bracket 
Town. Kids could shoot hoop on a court, or fire large balls into oversize 
baskets, or lob small plush balls into small baskets. It was, as the signs 
around the city stated, an interactive basketball experience for the whole 
family. 

Plump’s Last Shot, the Butler star’s namesake restaurant in the Broad 
Ripple district, saw its crowds increase exponentially as the week went 
on. But the official Butler fan headquarters was the downtown Big Horn 
Brewery. Months in advance, the NCAA picked four local restaurants to 
act as meeting and gathering points for supporters of each Final Four 
team. Four years earlier, the Big Horn was George Mason’s designated 
base.

In 2006, the place was alive with spirit and creativity. The waitresses 
gave out green glow sticks and green glowing necklaces. They turned 
the lights down and played a censored version of the Purple Ribbon All-
Stars’ “Kryptonite (I’m On It)” over and over. There were free pins that 
read, “David 4, Goliath 0,” heavily discounting the fact that GMU’s third 
victory was against the Wichita State Shockers of the Valley. The Big 
Horn was the place where Mason alumni and proud Washington-area 
ex-pats could come and toast the Patriots with a pint of green “Kryptonite 
Ale.” It became a friendly home for all fans of basketball underdogs. 

In 2010, the mood at the Big Horn was far more subdued. It was not a 
happy basketball party. There were three Butler banners on the wall. The 
cigar-store Indian out front had a Bulldogs T-shirt on, and the only thing 
on the menu that was Butler-related was a beer called “Hinkle Light.”

I asked the lady behind the bar if Hinkle Light was blue. She was 
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surprisingly surly. “You can’t dye beer blue,” she snapped.
Final Four restaurant assignments were subject to their own secret 

selection committee process. The pairing of the Big Horn Brewery and 
Butler had generated more discussion than the Bulldogs’ No. 5 seed in 
the West region. An internet rumor spread across Butler fan message 
boards: the owners of the Big Horn had publicly preferred to host Syra-
cuse, because the big-money Orange would have brought in more busi-
ness than a bunch of Indianapolis locals. 

Whether that was actually said or not, it was clear that the establish-
ment wanted to put as little effort into being Butler’s fan headquarters as 
possible. So most fans of the Bulldogs boycotted the Big Horn, and hung 
out in Broad Ripple at Plump’s instead. 

Wherever it is each year, the Final Four is the biggest little city in 
sports. Everybody in the college basketball world is in one place during 
that weekend, and everybody seems to know each other. Every few steps 
on the street, there’s a head coach, an assistant coach, a sportswriter, 
charity operative, apparel company representative or a sports informa-
tion director. It’s a basketball neighborhood that could never last more 
than four days, because people need their space. It has to be enjoyed 
while it lasts.

In addition to the NABC coaches’ convention, there were black-tie 
banquets every night. There were charity fundraisers and rubber-chicken 
dinners for well-meaning foundations. A lot of organizations had hard-
ware to give out, and the number of award ceremonies was impossible 
to track. 

The Naismith player and coach of the year were named, and so was 
the recipient of the Adolph Rupp trophy. There were player of the year 
awards given out by the Associated Press, Sporting News, and the U.S. 
Basketball Writers Association. The USBWA had its annual breakfast 
bash at the Columbia Club, and gave out the Oscar Robertson player of 
the year award, its best-coach trophy named for Henry Iba, and a Good 
Guy award too. 

In Indianapolis, the Basketball Hall of Fame chose its 2010 inductees 
for enshrinement at Springfield, a stellar class that included Karl Malone, 
Scottie Pippen, the late Dennis Johnson, and the 1960 and 1992 U.S. 
Olympic teams. The announcement came Friday, and there would be an 
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on-court presentation at halftime of the National Championship game. 
So if one was in the right place at the right time, there was the possibility 
of meeting a Hall of Famer.

The two major centers of activity were the pair of major facing down-
town hotels, the Westin and the Hyatt. The Westin was the place where 
the bracket was born, where the selection committee had toiled over 
stacks of paper and computers three long weeks earlier. At the Final Four, 
it was where NCAA operatives, conference commissioners and athletic 
directors chatted amicably in the cramped and ornate lobby, beneath a 
giant blue canvas sign printed in white lettering, “The Road Ends Here.” 
Everything about Final Four weekend had a sense of closure and finality, 
right down to the name itself.

Across the street, the Hyatt had a much more open, less businesslike 
feeling. The wide interior courtyard of the hotel was where the head 
coaches and assistants mingled with colleagues and supporters. Tom 
Crean, the man entrusted with rebuilding the University of Indiana’s 
legacy, posed for pictures. There was Creighton’s Dana Altman in a but-
tery brown leather coat with a “Jays” logo, signing an autograph for a fan. 
Coaching staffs traveled in packs, wearing matching polo shirts with 
embroidered school logos. There were the Akron assistants from the 
MAC, and the Morgan State folks from the MEAC. 

They’d enjoyed decent seasons, but there was a sense of fatalism and 
inevitable ends in other corners. There had been 13 coaching changes 
between Selection Sunday and the Final Four. Fran McCaffery, the coach 
who’d led Siena to three straight NCAA Tournaments, accepted the Iowa 
job. Coaches like Todd Lickliter, the man McCaffery replaced as Hawk-
eyes head coach, were fired. It was all part of the annual spring churn in 
college basketball, people coming and people leaving.

“I was riding the elevator yesterday,” said Tony Ingle, head coach 
Kennesaw State team. His team ended Lipscomb’s season in an Atlantic 
Sun 8/1 upset. “I swear this is true. I saw Donnie Jones, you know, the 
Marshall coach? He just got hired by Central Florida. He looked like the 
happiest guy in the world. He got out of the elevator, and a few floors 
later Kirk Speraw got in. He was the saddest sight on God’s green earth.”

Despite having Michael Jordan’s son on the roster, Speraw finished 
the 2009-10 season at UCF with a 15-17 overall record, 6-10 in Conference 
USA. After the season, the university decided not to tender him a new 
contract. He was in Indianapolis to do some professional networking.

“One elevator ride,” Ingle said, shaking his head. “The agony and the 
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ecstasy. Not in that order, though.”
There would be ten more hirings and firings in the week immediately 

following the National Championship game, but many of those decisions 
would be made right there, in the conference rooms and hotel suites of 
downtown Indianapolis. The public announcements would be delayed 
in deference, so as not to upstage the weekend’s games.

The NCAA certainly hadn’t waited. Every conversation on streets and 
in hotel lobbies, all banquet-table chatter, each dinner discussion eventu-
ally came back to the looming changes to the March bracket. Everybody 
had an opinion about Plan 96, because it was impossible not to have a 
take. The very fabric of the Tournament was about to be altered.

“Why can’t we put eight teams in the final location?” wondered Doug 
Elgin over lunch at the Shula’s Steak House, the football-themed res-
taurant on the second floor of the Westin. “Division II does it that way. 
Three games in five days over a long weekend. They could easily fit seven 
rounds in three weeks if the last three rounds were in one place. I guess 
I don’t understand why four is so sacred.” 

The term “final four,” with a little “f,” first appeared in an official 
NCAA basketball annual in 1975. Ed Chay of the Cleveland Plain-Dealer 
used it in a licensed column. In 1978, two capital letters were added. Six 
years later, the NCAA trademarked it. 

The NCAA Tournament used a lot of borrowed terminology. “Elite 
Eight” was jointly owned by college sports’ main governing body and 
the Illinois High School Association, which had long used the term for 
its prep tournament. The IHSA also birthed the immortal word couplet 
“March Madness” in 1939. Tournament official Henry Porter wrote a rap-
turous ode to elimination basketball for an in-house magazine. It read in 
part, “A little March madness may complement and contribute to sanity 
and help keep society on an even keel.” Brent Musberger happened to let 
the term slip in a 1982 Tournament broadcast on CBS. Six years later, the 
NCAA held a joint trademark. 

There were others, too. Despite its eternal connection to teenage girls, 
“Sweet Sixteen” as a basketball phrase was what Kentuckians called their 
high school tournament as far back as 1918. Eventually, the NCAA edged 
in and took ownership of “Sweet Sixteen” in all college sports contexts. 
If anybody ever came up with a catchy slogan for the Round of 32, the 
NCAA would likely trademark that intellectual property as well. As of 
2010, it hadn’t happened yet.
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To escape the NCAA’s rigid protectionism, one had to go under-
ground. Friday after nightfall, the last calendar changeover before But-
ler’s national semifinal against Michigan State, there was a secret illegal 
merchandise sale taking place just blocks from Hinkle Fieldhouse.

Creative and enterprising Butler students printed up three high-qual-
ity silkscreen T-shirt designs. There was a Jordanesque silhouette of “Air 
Gordon.” A Shelvin Mack-inspired design read “Smack” in big letters on 
the front. The third option celebrated Matt Howard’s famous mustache, 
which already had two separate Facebook fan pages. The shirt sale was 
set up very carefully. All business was transacted online, through a pur-
chase link guarded by a password. The code passed from student to stu-
dent via e-mail, private Facebook message and direct tweet. 

The secret, subversive physical pickup took place under the cover of 
darkness. Sarah Black, a sports editor for the Butler Collegian, volun-
teered the front lawn of the house that she rented with several of her 
friends. 

No cash was exchanged on the premises. Under a blue handmade 
banner that read, “Dawgs Is Hawt! Too Big Yo,” the scene was lit by the 
headlights of the shirt designers’ van. For four hours, hundreds of But-
ler students filed onto the lawn to pick up their T-shirts. Sarah and her 
roommate Amy Rensink helped retrieve shirt orders, and offered cans 
of Red Bull to people waiting in line. The young women made sure to 
inform everybody that they could not wear the shirts to the game. Don’t 
wear it tomorrow, they repeated over and over. The NCAA had rules about 
merchandise bearing names and likenesses of college players, and the 
players could get in trouble. Or so they had been told.

The warnings were lost on most of the people in line. Many of the 
people picking up shirts were either in between parties, on the way home 
from one, all in various states of inebriation. Some were soaking drunk. 
“Dawgs with a W, Dawgs with a W,” one girl in line rapped, summoning 
the spirit of B-Rizzle and G-Time. “Gawd with a W... oh my gawd, I’m 
dying with a W...”

Even though the basketball team was one win away from a berth in 
the National Championship game, it was a typical Friday night in college. 
There was a stereo system set up on the lawn, blasting techno and hip-
hop mixes carefully chosen and curated by Sarah and Amy. Fraternity 
brothers in backwards baseball caps held gallon jugs of cheap vodka. 
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Inside the house, there was a girl who had passed out in a pool of her own 
vomit, wearing only a thong, mumbling “water is delicious.”

At around 11:30 p.m., the event attracted the attention of the India-
napolis police. Sarah and Amy had to run out to the street and explain 
to a cop in a squad car that there was no alcohol being served on the 
premises, that there was no cash being exchanged, and no actual com-
merce being executed. This was just your average late night Final Four 
T-shirt pickup.

By midnight, there were two police cars hovering a block away, just 
keeping an eye on things. But there were no arrests made. The two 
designers got tired of waiting around for stragglers. They boxed up the 
remaining shirts, and their van sped away in the north Indianapolis 
night. The early hours of Final Four gameday ticked away. A Hummer 
limo passed by, full of whooping drunk Dawgs.

“You might think you know the basketball team,” Sarah said. “But 
there are a lot of things you don’t understand about Butler. That there 
was the drunk limo. The drunk limo takes you to Pepper’s on Thursday. 
The drunk bus goes to Qdoba. Then there’s the chicken limo. Trust me, 
there’s a logic to all of this.”

Butler was a series of systems, just like any private institution of 
higher learning. It was a tight-knit community of 4,000 undergraduates, 
and everybody seemed to know everybody else. Everybody knew who 
was having sex with whom. Almost everyone had been in a class with a 
member of the basketball team, at least once, and Gordon Hayward and 
Matt Howard were the guys in the next seat over, lab partners, as well as 
basketball heroes. 

There were clubs and cliques, just like at any school. There were the 
elites. Recent Butler students included the heir to the Gatorade empire 
and one of the younger members of the Little Debbie snack food family. 
Some students had parents who could afford the annual tuition, and oth-
ers were on need-related or academic scholarships. There was an invisible 
divide between them, just like the arbitrary division lines that serve to 
differentiate groups of people in small spaces.

“This team has changed everything here,” Sarah said. “They’ve 
brought this whole campus together. The frat boys love this team, and 
the theater geeks love them too. Students paying $40,000 a year love 
them, and so do the ones on scholarship. These guys are just so adorable, 
nobody can help it.”



5 0 2  [ 2 ]  T H E  W A Y

College is a beautiful, intensely irrational world. It’s a place where 
one can still survive today on tomorrow’s money. It’s a safe sphere where 
one can still get away with altering reality in order to make life feel less 
complicated.

From a college basketball student supporter’s perspective, everyone 
is either a hero or a villain. Basketball is played in an arena of unreason-
able idealism, where a Butler Way can be intransigent and true, where 
everything is in black and white. Later on, the twenties and thirties will 
present overwhelming grayscale and compromise. In college, everything 
points to the momentary success and failure of right now. College is 
about living and playing like there’s no tomorrow. There is a tomorrow, 
but it will have to take care of itself.

A college existence is only sustainable for a short time. Many wish 
they could live at university forever, and some try to do so by becoming 
professors or administrators, coaches or commissioners or even basket-
ball writers. Everybody who leaves seems to want to return to that sim-
pler place. College is a bridge that takes a half-decade to cross, but those 
who do pass over tend to spend the rest of their days trying to get back, 
back to that sacred arc between adolescence and adulthood. 

College basketball is a way back into that world. A game represents 
two hours outside the time-space continuum, a temporary return to 
school. The cheerleaders are still young and pretty, with bows in their 
hair. The players are still the same age as they always were, running up 
and down the floor, with the names of their universities in proud letters 
across the fronts of their shirts. The fight songs don’t change, and never 
will, because traditions must persevere.

Outsiders can never stay for long in that happy time warp. With just 
a matter of hours remaining in the 2009-10 season, the curtains were 
slowly closing.





[        ]1
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THE FORMUL A

Up close, it was a surreal structure. Lucas Oil Stadium appeared to 
have been rendered digitally, Photoshopped directly into downtown Indi-
anapolis. Its tall, flat surfaces of impossibly smooth brickface were straight 
out of a three-dimensional CAD drawing, a simulation come to life. 

Its surroundings were undeniably real. Directly across from the giant 
red box, on its south side, was a trash-strewn empty lot, hemmed in 
by rusty fence and barbed wire. There were dusty and semi-abandoned 
buildings that served obsolete industrial niches: welding machine ser-
vices, steel fittings, and crematory supplies. Across the street from a VIP 
parking lot, an unmarked brick two-story was in the middle stages of 
scrapping decay, covered with green growths that crept upwards towards 
the roof. It was the satellite office for a failing wine distributor. 

Directly in the stadium’s shadow was a ramshackle urban neighbor-
hood called Babe Denny, one of the oldest in the city. In the 1830s, it was 
home to German and Irish immigrants who helped build the railroad 
tracks. In 2010, along streets with badly pocked asphalt, cars without 
tires sat up on blocks. 

In the side yard of a dirty white house, an overgrown lawn thick 
with weeds, boys in blue Peyton Manning replica shirts played with war 
toys. I was repeatedly shot with a plastic machine gun until I gave in 
and play-acted death. Nearby, the cars whooshed past on Interstate 70, 
the highway built in the post-war years that bisected the neighborhood. 
I-70 stretched beyond both vanishing points, off to Maryland or Utah in 
either direction. Few in Babe Denny had dreams that extended beyond 
the city limits.

There was no urban renewal here, no economic impact. In two years, 
Lucas Oil Stadium and its games had done nothing to rebuild or re-
inspire this district. This was just Monopoly come to life, and somebody 
plunked a big red hotel on Missouri Street. 
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But that was a side of Indianapolis that most Final Four visitors didn’t 
have to see. The city and the NCAA wanted to make sure of that. On Fri-
day, South Capitol Avenue was completely shut down to automotive traf-
fic, creating a straight five-block walkway that linked the major venues 
of the Final Four: the Hyatt and Westin to the north, Bracket Town in the 
middle, and Lucas Oil Stadium at the southern end. Few visitors had to 
leave the area for any reason. One block in either direction were plenty 
of places to eat and drink – including the boycotted Big Horn – as well 
as less-connected hotels where fans and journalists stayed. There were 
shopping malls for wives and girlfriends who’d had enough basketball. 

On Friday, April 2, from noon to 4 p.m., the four remaining Division 
I teams held free open practices. Butler went first. Thousands of people 
lined up outside the gates at 11 a.m. and filled the massive lower bowl to 
watch the hometown team get used to the shooting sightlines at a very 
unfamiliar building. It was also an opportunity for spectators to get used 
to the atmosphere. 

Inside Lucas Oil Stadium, there were familiar black tarps over non-
sanctioned advertisements. Light blue, orange and white oversize banners 
displayed the pulse-quickening yet ominous “Road Ends Here” slogan. 
Four giant pennants with the team logos of Butler, Michigan State, Duke 
and West Virginia hung in the high corners. Lucas Oil Stadium was the 
kind of big that made everything appear as in dollhouse miniature, even 
the special custom-painted Final Four court at its deep heart. 

It was Hinkle Fieldhouse writ extra-large, the biggest of the three gen-
erational Circle City stadiums. (Conseco Fieldhouse, two blocks off the 
Capitol Avenue corridor, was scheduled to host a game between the Indi-
ana Pacers and Houston Rockets on the middle Sunday.) With 70,000 
seats in its raised-court basketball configuration, it could hold almost 
seven times as many people as Butler’s gym could. The Bulldogs’ total 
home attendance for the 2009-10 season, 15 home games, was 90,394.

Nearly 40,000 were on hand to watch the Bulldogs shoot around. 
There was a standing ovation when the overhead scoreboard showed a 
montage of Butler’s wins over UTEP, Murray State, Syracuse and Kansas 
State. Then, another standing ovation when the team ran out on the floor. 
With help from the merchandise stands, Butler suddenly had a whole lot 
of new, proud alumni. 

There was more to the Butler phenomenon than bandwagoning, or 
grandstand posing, or taking the side of the underdog in the fight. Some-
where among all the “Hoosiers” references and “Butler did it” puns, the 
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fascinating backstories of these players and coaches were getting out to 
a wider audience. That the team had reached the Final Four, despite tall 
odds, was as important to the story as the celluloid, paper or pixels neces-
sary for modern dramatic storytelling. A plot like this was not possible 
without winning. If Milan High hadn’t successfully milked the shot clock 
against Oscar Robertson and Crispus Attucks at the semi-state Indiana 
quarterfinals in 1954, there would have been no “Hoosiers.” So it was 
with Butler – had they fallen short in any of the four previous games, 
they’d have many fewer interested parties.

But there have always been teams that win. Every season naturally 
produces champions. What endeared the Bulldogs to legions of new fans, 
ones who hadn’t been around for the early games against Davidson or 
Valparaiso, was who they were. Head coach Brad Stevens spent the prac-
tice session clapping and shouting encouragement to his players. He was 
an inspiration to any 9-to-5 man who imagined leaving a desk job and 
taking a flyer on a risky dream. His girlfriend-turned-wife Tracy had 
been brave and crazy enough to support the decision and stand by him. 
Forget actresses and supermodels. Finding someone like that to marry 
was the ultimate grown-up male fantasy. 

There was Shelvin Mack, practicing his three-point shooting from 
each angle. He was the one who had gone to great lengths to save his 
high school coach’s job, who had become as adept at shooting the ball as 
he was at setting up shots for others. Mack was the one who pulled the 
UTEP game out of the fire with his hot second-half shooting, who was 
pictured in mid-primal scream or mid-fist pump on newspaper front 
pages. He had developed into the team’s 6-foot tall emotional center. 

Ronald Nored, number 5, the deep thinker and preacher’s son, was 
Butler’s servant leader. He always slipped into the middle of the huddle 
before each tipoff and delivered the pregame speech. He was the one who 
played giant-killing defense on bad shins for little statistical recognition, 
who helped keep Butler’s offensive margin for error as high as possible. 
He was rewarded with the opportunity to seal the Elite Eight win against 
Kansas State with two key steals and run-backs. 

Testing his midrange jumper against the dark shooting background 
was Willie Veasley, the Bulldogs’ only senior starter. He was Butler’s most 
humble and quiet player, but still ended up as the most accomplished 
in program history. He played for four consecutive NCAA Tournament 
teams, was a part of 116 total wins, and never wavered in his commit-
ment to the team. The man in the No. 21 jersey was basketball spackle, 
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doing whatever the other guards weren’t able to do on any given night. 
If Mack’s three-pointers were falling short, Veasley would hit some. If 
Nored needed rest, Veasley would pick up his defense. He had his spot-
light moment too, those two key improbable baskets at the end of the 
Syracuse win in the Sweet Sixteen round.

Matt Howard, number 54, was working on his layups. He was even 
stepping out for some threes, just for the hell of it. His mustache was fill-
ing in, but he was still no Tom Selleck. The junior center had spent most 
of the season as an ongoing victim of Rule 10, fouling out nine times 
and attracting four whistles in 11 games. He had so often forced Stevens’ 
hand with Butler’s thin bench. But just as the coach never berated him, 
Howard never showed frustration or dismay when he was sent off. He 
tried to learn as much from the experience as he could, and kept on, hop-
ing that the next time would be better. 

There was leading scorer and baby-faced assassin Gordon Hayward, 
the rap Nostradamus who predicted the whole thing. His status as both 
a basketball star and recording artist grew with each successive round. 
The lyrics “Get a few dubs, we’ll be in the Final Four... Push it to the limit, 
we want more” were eerily prescient for something recorded into a laptop 
microphone before Selection Sunday. In addition to the Air Gordon gear 
popping up on campus, there were shirts with the number 20 and “Too 
Big Yo” as the nameplate. Hayward’s 22 points and nine rebounds in the 
Kansas State game were, well, too big.

Hayward inspired a series of spinoffs. While in Salt Lake City, the 
Butler cheerleaders recorded a series of YouTube raps at their hotel. One, 
called “Deuces On The Inside, Treys On The Outside,” featured the line, 
“All you haters, makin’ all those dumb bets/Pick against the Dawgs, no 
way they’re getting upset.” “We Dancin’” by R-Dizzle 757 (not related to 
B-Rizzle) name-checked the entire Butler starting five and went like this:

We’re Elite, you can’t deny the facts.
Championship treats, we bringin’ rings back.
The team’s back, baby that’s whassup.
Let’s go to Hinkle and let’s hang another banner up.

Basketball was invented in the American Northeast, and refined and 
perfected in Indiana. Another East Coast concept born a century later, 
hip-hop, did not follow the same linear geographical progression.

But that this basketball team was able to inspire art and music was 
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special. Three weeks before, it was just a very good group of players in 
an overlooked conference. But now, there were Butler Bulldog T-shirts, 
in both mass-produced and underground designs. Butler was beloved, a 
team that made perfect sense to American sports fans who loved cheer-
ing for underdogs, and it made perfect sense to people who didn’t follow 
sports at all. The Bulldog bandwagon was big enough for anyone who 
ever cried at the end of “Hoosiers,” each person who felt out of place in a 
world dominated by cash and greed, anybody who insisted on clinging 
to ideals and dreams after and beyond the safe world of college. 

Butler never asked for it, but the name became a shorthand talisman. 
The Final Four run was a motivational example for anybody who’d ever 
felt passed over, but was still too proud to accept a low peg. It was hand-
made bootstrap success in an age of machines. Butler was encourage-
ment for the powerless, balm for anybody who stopped believing that 
small things couldn’t overcome big things. This was a team that repre-
sented the economically disenfranchised and the terminally outdated. It 
was a team for the disappearing middle class, and for flyover country, 
and for the Babe Denny neighborhood. They were all Butler Bulldogs.

Once the team had used up their allotted hour on the court, the team 
gathered on the center logo, an orange stylized Indianapolis skyline, for 
a circular huddle. The players bowed their heads and joined their right 
hands. As one, 40,000 people rose to their feet for a third, prolonged 
standing ovation. Brad Stevens took the microphone and addressed the 
crowd. “I know some of you aren’t rooting for Butler,” he said. “But maybe 
we can convert you.”

Many of those in attendance left Lucas Oil Stadium after Butler com-
pleted with their practice session. There weren’t that many folks left to 
convert.

At the post-Y2K Final Four, the game of basketball was as distant as 
it could ever possibly be. More than half of the 70,000 seats in Lucas Oil 
Stadium were farther away from the court than the last row in any nor-
mal basketball arena. There was also a staggering amount of distracting 
static between viewer and action.

In the long hour before game time on Saturday, ticketed spectators 
were bombarded with commercial messages. Not from the in-arena 
signage, still covered in tarpaulins. Instead, there were giant signs in 
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the concourses that advertised the products and services of the NCAA’s 
Corporate Partners: Enterprise, The Hartford, State Farm, Hershey’s, LG 
and Lowe’s. Corporate Partners were the Division II of the NCAA’s elite 
advertising program, each paying annual duties in the high seven figures 
to attach their brand names to the Big Dance. Most of the ads had generic 
stock photos of basketball players in them, and the messages all streaked 
together in an ineffectual blur. A life insurance purchase or eating a choc-
olate bar could somehow replicate the experience of seeing your favorite 
college team win the National Championship. Renting a car or talking 
on the phone could feel like hitting a game-winning three-pointer at the 
Final Four. As much as those ridiculous messages were repeated, they 
actually started to make sense after a while.

Coca-Cola and AT&T had access and control beyond the concourses. 
They were able to set up shop in the seating bowl. Those two companies 
paid eight figures, over $10 million a year, for the Corporate Champion 
designation. General Motors, which had lapsed into bankruptcy and gov-
ernment receivership, had recently left the Champion program in a sud-
den, massive shift of organizational priorities. 

On the overhead scoreboard, between word jumbles (“ARRYL IRDB”) 
and NCAA championship trivia questions, there were short video spots 
about how “Coke Zero Madness” was revolutionizing the college basket-
ball fan experience. Music videos by up-and-coming alternative-rock 
acts with major-label recording contracts played on the screens. There 
were moving pictures of pretty boys with haircuts and electric guitars, 
presented with jarring chop-cuts of college basketball highlights. These 
songs were available for download via AT&T’s mobile network.

AT&T invited fans with its branded cell phones to text their favorite 
Final Four memories to a five-digit shortcode. But their network was 
saturated in the 70,000-seat stadium. The official wireless provider to 
the NCAA Final Four couldn’t provide reliable service in the place where 
the NCAA Final Four was being held. The screens of thousands of Apple 
iPhones blinked, “Searching...”

Corporate Champions and Partners, after all, were not under any obli-
gation whatsoever to provide good products. The NCAA didn’t care that 
fans in Lucas Oil Stadium couldn’t make phone calls or tweet. AT&T had 
simply bought expensive ad space. For millions of dollars, the NCAA 
provided each client with a clean, scrubbed venue with no competing 
messages. The black tarps made sure of that. But this wasn’t really a 
function of greed or excess. College sports’ non-profit governing body 
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was simply maximizing revenue, and providing whatever value it could 
to the corporate customers it was directly accountable to. Failure to do 
so might have led the NCAA down the same path as any of those other 
bloated organizations, the ones that collapsed under the weight of their 
own expenses while client bases dissipated. The NCAA certainly didn’t 
want to end up like GM.

As 6:07 p.m. Eastern Time approached, all the empty blue seats in 
each of the three decks of Lucas Oil Stadium were replaced by tens of 
thousands of tiny dot faces. Butler, by far the least corporate program left 
in the NCAA Tournament, took the floor for warmups. All the Michigan 
State fans in the flat endline student section stood up to boo the Bulldogs, 
blocking the view of thousands of fans in the corners. But those ticket 
holders didn’t stand up for a better look, because they didn’t have to.

They simply sat back, looked straight up and ahead, and watched the 
proceedings on a 53-foot HD Jumbotron in the far upper corner. This 
completed the total inversion of reality. There were bodies filling the 
seats at Lucas Oil Stadium, but many spectators were having nearly the 
same experience as the folks at home or at sports bars. 

Many of those poor souls had deposited $260 per ticket one year in 
advance, sweated out a ticket lottery in July 2009, just to sit in the stands 
and watch the game on television in March 2010. They could buy a sou-
venir lanyard with a pin attached that read, “I Was There.” 

Each of those 70,000 had their own journey stories about how they 
came from wherever they’d been to the Final Four in Indianapolis. As 
far as CBS was concerned, they were colorful microbes in the digital 
background, part of a crowd that relayed the message to home viewers 
that this was an Important Sports Moment. It was a sports reality TV 
show. The four student sections, 30 deep yards each, two behind each 
endline, were bursting with boisterous youth – Duke blue, Mountain-
eer gold, Spartan green and Bulldog navy. Cameras on cranes swooped 
above and around, capturing crowd shots. Each section was wrapped in 
a canvas loop bearing each school’s name, giving off the unfortunate 
appearance of sheep pens.

CBS lead announcer Jim Nantz read the starting lineups. But not 
before the TV screens at Lucas Oil Stadium and around the country 
showed a slick, splashy video clip, filmed on a darkened soundstage with 
a chain-link fence and whirling spotlights. All five Butler starters awk-
wardly read through a scripted introduction. Somebody at CBS had writ-
ten it for them.
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MACK: We’re smart.
HAYWARD: Baby-faced. [laughter from others] C’mon, man.
NORED: We won 24 straight.
VEASLEY: We’re underestimated.
HOWARD: Unknown.
ALL, in unison: Until now. We’re home.
HAYWARD: And we’ve come to win.
ALL, in unison: We are... Butler.

After the Michigan State Spartans eliminated Ali Farokhmanesh, Jor-
dan Eglseder and the rest of the Northern Iowa Panthers in the Sweet 
Sixteen, they slipped past Tennessee in the Elite Eight. The Volunteers, 
dispatchers of upstart Ohio in the Round of 32, didn’t go down without 
a Big Orange fight. Michigan State won 70-69 on a free throw by senior 
forward Raymar Morgan, which came with two seconds left in the game. 

Everything about Michigan State’s 2010 Final Four run, the school’s 
sixth in 12 years, was that dramatic and that close. Junior guard Kalin 
Lucas, the team’s leading scorer, was out with the Achilles tendon injury 
that he sustained in the Round of 32 against Maryland. He sat on the 
sunken bench with his crutches, in a green and grey sweatsuit with “F4” 
on the chest. Lucas wasn’t the only hobbled Spartan. Power forward Del-
von Roe had been battling a torn meniscus in his right knee for weeks. 
During Big Ten season, he was able to ride an exercise cycle instead of sit-
ting on the bench. At the NCAA Tournament, such edges and advantages 
were strictly forbidden, and his knee tended to lock up at inopportune 
times.

Michigan State, surprise survivors of the Midwest region, held a No. 
5 seed, just like the West champion Bulldogs. The relatively low seed and 
the injury situation didn’t diminish the hearty bravado of the Spartan 
fans. The Final Four was a birthright in the Tom Izzo era. In a cramped 
bathroom line behind Section 109, a student in a green foam high-comb 
hat had a proposition. “Any butlers here?” he called out. “I’m looking for 
a butler. What’s the going salary for a butler these days? Or do you guys 
just work for tips?” His friends, plied by $9 beers, guffawed.

On the court, the Spartans established the upper hand immediately. 
Korie Lucious, the backup guard who had stepped into a starting role 
after Lucas’ injury, put Michigan State up 6-0 with a pair of long threes. 
Gordon Hayward liked shooting contest challenges, and the game was 
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tied at six points apiece, three minutes in.
Matt Howard took his first foul. With his arms out wide on defense, 

his black jersey brushed against a Spartan. Matt Howard had to have 
been the unluckiest marked man in the 2010 NCAA Tournament. He 
absorbed a second foul at the 14:16 mark, on a more conventional arm-
swinging infraction. 

Once again, Brad Stevens would have to improvise. The Butler head 
coach rotated Avery Jukes and freshman Elite Eight hero Andrew Smith, 
just to plug the middle against leaks. But Michigan State was pulling 
ahead, doubling the score at 14-7. Butler’s season was once again in dan-
ger of slipping away down the drain.

Ronald Nored and Willie Veasley did their best to limit Lucious and 
the rest of Michigan State’s guards. They hassled and bumped the small-
est Spartans on every defensive possession. Hayward and Mack did what 
they could to keep the Bulldogs in the game on offense. In a hard-fought 
first half, No. 20 and No. 1 were the only two sources of field goals. Five 
scoreless minutes passed between a straight-arrow Mack three from the 
key top and a Hayward bullet from the right wing, which rattled around 
in the rim like a Pick 3 lottery ball. 

With 38 seconds remaining before halftime, Mack hit a triple from 
the same spot as Hayward’s. That superhoop drew the score even. Aside 
from three free throws from other Bulldogs, Mack and Hayward had 25 
of Butler’s 28 points. It was only by the lack of grace of the Dawg defense 
that the game was tied up at halftime. Michigan State was stuck at 28 for 
the final three minutes of the half. 

Points continued to be difficult to come by for both sides. Lucious 
nailed a three as play recommenced, but the Bulldogs, playing in only 
their second football stadium game in program history, were sinking 
deeper into offensive quicksand. In order to keep it close, they had to 
drive the lane and draw fouls. Butler took advantage of a four-minute 
scoreless drought by MSU to build a small lead. Five minutes in, Howard 
converted an awkward yet effective under-and-across layup, and Butler 
was ahead 38-33. On the next possession, like clockwork, he took a third 
personal foul.

By then, there were larger concerns than foul trouble. Early in the 
second half, it was apparent that something was wrong with Mack. He 
took himself out of the game. The first reports that flashed around Lucas 
Oil Stadium’s press rows and three-layer seating bowl were that he had 
muscle spasms. It turned out that the muscles were in his stomach. On 
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Thursday, he’d apparently had a bad meal. He’d fought it off, but a physi-
cal chain reaction led to dehydration. Even though it was the national 
semifinal game, he left the court and went back to the locker room. “If I 
wasn’t be able to go 100 percent,” he explained later. “Then I didn’t want 
to short-change my teammates.”

Mack’s fellow Bulldogs were stuck in a pitched ground assault, a game 
that more closely resembled football in a rainstorm than championship 
basketball. Both teams went long minutes without scoring as the level of 
physical play increased. With just under ten minutes left in regulation 
time, an inadvertent flying elbow by 6-foot-6 Spartan Draymond Green 
struck Matt Howard’s head. No. 54 in black fell to the floor. It was the 
second straight game in which Howard sustained a hard cranial blow. He 
was groggy, blinking, trying to shake the buzz out of his head. 

It was later revealed that the hit triggered a slight concussion. But 
Howard was still able to make his two foul shots before heading to the 
bench. Butler led, 46-41.

The Bulldogs was able to maintain that lead during a long, slogging 
stretch of eight straight missed shots. Three fails came on one possession, 
when Willie Veasley missed three consecutive layups off two offensive 
rebounds. Butler could not convert a single field goal between 12:18 of 
the second half and 3:18, a stretch reminiscent of the offensive blackout 
that ended Northern Iowa’s season in St. Louis. 

But unlike the doomed Panthers, Butler was getting just as many 
stops as Michigan State was. “We’ve gone through stretches like that 
before,” said Hayward. “It seems like we can’t throw it in the ocean and 
we’re standing on the beach. For us, as long as we guard, we feel like we 
can still stay in the game.”

Oh, they guarded. In the eight minutes between 10:55 and 2:23, the 
Spartans were only able to manage one Raymar Morgan layup and a 
single Draymond Green free throw.

Some called this national semifinal game difficult to watch. Some 
called it ugly. There’s no reason to understate... most viewers did. But the 
sport of basketball was never about getting to 100 points before the other 
team. It wasn’t designed as an easy or clean game judged on style, or an 
exercise in subjective physical aesthetics like figure skating or ski jump-
ing. At the sport’s most basic level, there have always been three precepts 
to a victory: score as much as possible, keep the other team from tallying 
points, and do whatever it takes, within the rules, to make sure there’s a 
positive balance at the end of the game. 
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For the Bulldogs, it meant guarding like hell, downplaying the 
rebound battle, and maximizing turnover differential. They didn’t have 
to make a lot of shots if all of those things happened. It was Butler’s for-
mula for winning ugly. Against Michigan State, Brad Stevens’ team only 
turned the ball over eight times, half as many turnovers as the Spartans 
offense committed. MSU ended up winning the rebound battle by four. 
Most teams, even a Michigan State club without long-gone 6-foot-10 Bos-
nian Goran Suton, were bigger than Butler and were able to own the glass 
with ease. Whenever the Bulldogs out-hustled opponents on the boards, 
it usually meant a blowout. But this time, it was going to take guts to win.

Given the option of elimination, or the chance to play for the National 
Championship, the Bulldogs turned themselves inside out. They had to. 
Butler was without their best shooter, playing in a thoroughly alien envi-
ronment just six miles from home. They exposed all the guts, entrails, 
intestines and internal organs they had. If they hadn’t, that would have 
been ugly.

With 1:36 remaining, Nored drove into the lane, bodies collapsing 
and falling around him. He kicked a pass out to Hayward in the left 
corner. (“Stay back and I’ll hit the J...”) But G-Time’s three-point attempt 
missed. Backup guard Shawn Vanzant fell out of bounds for the floor-
burn rebound and tipped it back to Hayward, who was on a straight-
ahead march towards the basket. He caught the ball on the run and laid 
it in for two points. (“Straight to the rim, I’m just too high...”) Butler had a 
four-point lead at 50-46.

“Shawn came out of nowhere,” Hayward said afterwards. “Just flew 
in there. Was able to save it right to me. It was just an excellent play, an 
excellent hustle play. Coach talks about it all the time, there are going to 
be plays in the game that are going to get you the win. I think that right 
there was definitely one play that Coach might be showing forever on 
video clips.”

But the win, and a spot in the National Championship game, were 
nowhere near clinched. On three free throws, Michigan State chipped 
the lead down to one. Nored, who was once again wearing out opposing 
guards on defense, attempted a jump shot at 32 seconds, attempting to 
extend the lead back to three. It was no good. 

Michigan State’s Draymond Green retrieved the rebound, and Tom 
Izzo called time out to draw up a winning play. With the shot clock off, 
the Spartans carefully planned their attack. It would be Green for the 
win. He backed down Hayward from the right corner into the lane, and 
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tried to turn and shoot a leaner at the eight second interval. 
It didn’t even hit the rim. From out of a thick tangle, Nored reached 

up high to grab the rebound. As he fell to the floor, Green lunged to slap 
him. It was Green’s fifth foul, and he was out of the game. 

Nored toed the line. Sweat dripped down his face, and his eyes bulged. 
Ronald Nored was easily Butler’s worst free throw shooter at 62 percent, 
and he was 3-of-12 during the 2010 NCAA Tournament. “I’ve been prac-
ticing all week, practicing for the last few weeks to knock ‘em in,” he said 
later. “I’ve been so terrible... I just thought if I focused, if I did my routine 
and took a deep breath, I’d knock them in. My teammates believed in me. 
My coach believed in me. That’s all it was.”

Nored knocked both in. With six seconds left, Butler led 52-49.
And then, Michigan State was up against the official recurring coach’s 

quandary of the Big Dance. Three-point deficit, seconds to go. Brad Ste-
vens had defensive options. Let the offense shoot a low-percentage three-
pointer, or foul and force two shots? 

Butler chose to foul. Vanzant wrapped up Korie Lucious in the back-
court with two seconds to go, sending him to the line. Lucious had deliv-
ered MSU’s game-winner against Maryland, and the Butler defense got to 
him before he could be a Terrell Holloway-style hero and force overtime. 

Lucious made the first free throw to cut the Butler advantage to 52-50. 
Then he intentionally missed the second, bouncing the ball off the back 
of the rim. He hoped that a teammate would retrieve the carom. So did 
thousands of Spartan fans, all holding fists close to their faces, the official 
recurring involuntary hand gesture of the NCAA Tournament.

Instead, the ball fell directly into Hayward’s hands. The buzzer, faint 
and bleating in the vast football stadium, signaled the end. The bench 
players in black walked out onto the floor, their arms raised in victory 
V’s. The hundreds of Butler students in their sheep pen exploded in joy, 
jumping up and down in their cramped quarters. Tens of thousands of 
Bulldog fans, old and new, celebrated the win. Their team was going to 
play on the 2009-10 college basketball season’s final night, and was one 
win away from winning it all.

The most staggering game statistic was Butler’s shooting. The Bull-
dogs only made 15 of 49 shots, a 30.6 percent average. A total of 595 
teams had won games on neutral courts that season. Only two shot worse 
than Butler did on this particular night. (Those two took place all the way 
back in November: Duke vs. UConn at the Preseason NIT in New York, 
and Boston University against Indiana at the exempt Puerto Rico Tip-



Off.) But this was the Final Four, and this was unprecedented.
Out in the main concourse, stunned and shocked Michigan State stu-

dents queued up at the official NCAA ticket exchange, trying to unload 
their Monday tickets at face value before heading back to Lansing. People 
in Butler Bulldog T-shirts cheered and whooped, slapping high fives and 
hugging strangers in other Butler Bulldog T-shirts, not taking time to 
ask how long they’d been fans. Outside, Indianapolis policemen arrested 
several Spartan supporters who tried to dump their tickets by non-sanc-
tioned, more profitable methods.

Just beyond the VIP parking lot, one block from Lucas Oil Stadium 
on Missouri Street, there was the quiet of an empty night. The sidewalks 
were soft, smooth, recently poured concrete. Two more blocks, and the 
surface underfoot was cracked and bruised. Street asphalt went from jet 
black to weathered gun-metal grey, full of lengthwise cracks and blast-
work potholes. Streetlights drooped and flickered.

Deep in the Babe Denny neighborhood, there were three men on the 
half-lit porch of a dilapidated house with peeling pale red paint. They 
were sitting in broken lawn chairs, holding cans in koozies. “Hey buddy,” 
one of them called out. “Who won?”

“Butler,” I said.
“Good for them,” came the reply. The men toasted the Bulldogs by 

lifting their beer cans. “Go Butler,” they said.



[        ]0
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THE END 

“One Shining Moment,” by Emmy Award-winning songwriter David 
Barrett, became one of the more curious traditions of college basket-
ball. Beginning in 1987, CBS played the song over a montage of NCAA 
Tournament highlights after every National Championship game, once 
the final commentary, interviews and credits were complete. The rise to 
iconic prominence of “One Shining Moment” paralleled the NCAA Tour-
nament’s ascendency from annual sporting sidebar to major television 
event. And, like most legends of the modernized game, its provenance 
points directly back to 1979.

Barrett was a former multi-sport athlete whose basketball career 
ended at Albion College (Division III) following an ankle injury. He was 
one of the 20 million people who watched that Indiana State-Michigan 
State title game. In several interviews, he claimed to have been inspired 
to write the song after watching Larry Bird play. As one version of events 
goes, “One Shining Moment” sat in a notebook for years on end, as Bar-
rett sank into a deep philosophical depression. He spent the early 1980s 
writing angular jazz and reading Nietzsche. In 1986, Armen Keteyian, 
a Sports Illustrated writer who specialized in investigative stories about 
college sports corruption, befriended Barrett. They were both Michigan-
ders, and they had played high school basketball against each other. One 
day, Barrett showed Keteyian some of his old books, one of which con-
tained the song in question.

Keteyian knew people at CBS Sports, an outfit he would eventually 
work for as a NCAA Tournament sideline reporter. He passed “One Shin-
ing Moment” to creative director Doug Towey. Towey liked the song a 
lot, so much that he planned to use it over a highlight reel at the end of 
Super Bowl XXI. That NFL championship game, between the New York 
Giants and Denver Broncos, had an overlong postgame show with extra 
interviews. The song segment was bumped. 
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The following are clear, indisputable and nationally televised facts. 
Two months later, Towey used Barrett’s own recording of “One Shining 
Moment” after the final game of the 1987 NCAA Tournament. As the 
closing credits scrolled over quick cuts of happy Indiana Hoosiers cutting 
down the nets and sullen Syracuse players on their bench, a dramatic 
100-second piano and violin instrumental prelude played. After a wide 
shot of the New Orleans Superdome interior, a drum machine kicked in. 
Then came the synthesizers. CBS switched to a quick-cut montage, and 
Barrett sang to an entire nation, earnestly and passionately. 

The first tipoff clip to accompany the opening lyric (“The ball is 
tipped/and there you are”) was from a first round game between Provi-
dence and UAB. The first chest pound over “ feel the beat of your heart” 
was by Bobby Cremins, then the head coach at Georgia Tech. There were 
shots of players, fans, coaches, bands, mascots and cheerleaders, clos-
ing with the Superdome scoreboard message: “1987 NCAA Division I 
Champion: Indiana.” In just two minutes and 20 seconds, Towey had not 
only distilled three weeks and 63 games into a tidy clip package, he had 
also somehow found a way to parallel a six-round basketball tournament 
with the very essence of humanity itself. And, in a feat more impressive 
than Keith Smart’s National Championship-winning 15-foot shot with 
five seconds to go, Towey actually pulled it off.

In 1988, after Kansas beat Oklahoma for the National Champion-
ship, CBS used the song again. By 1989, there was no going back. It was 
unshakable tradition. The college basketball season couldn’t end without 
“One Shining Moment.” It was the song that could melt the hearts of 
grown men and make them cry.

Philadelphia soul pioneer Teddy Pendergrass recorded a rendition that 
replaced Barrett’s. It was used for six years, from 1994 to 1999. Before 
Luther Vandross suffered a stroke in 2003, one of his final recordings 
was a new version of “One Shining Moment.” Some insist that it was the 
final song Vandross ever sang. Whether that was true or not, it became 
an important part of the lore. (“And when it’s done, win or lose/You always 
did your best, ‘cause inside you knew...”)

As the years went by, more folk stories attached themselves to Bar-
rett’s song. In 2007, an electrical fire at the NCAA Hall of Champions 
in Indianapolis shut the museum down for two years. The blaze started 
near a video gallery, where visitors could watch any of over 20 available 
versions of the “One Shining Moment” montage, all at the touch of a 
button.
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Elements of mystery help stories transcend basic narrative architec-
ture and become great legends. Fiction and fact collide in shadows and 
gaps. And the creation myth of “One Shining Moment” was anything but 
straightforward. Barrett, who received $50,000 per year from CBS for use 
of the song, gave multiple and conflicting stories about its genesis. “Writ-
ing this song changed my life,” he wrote on his website. “Strange how 
that is so. I mean, the writing came so effortlessly. I knew immediately 
that I had something special on my hands. In fact, I got up from the piano 
and went immediately to the phone and called a friend and said, ‘Glen, I 
just wrote a great song.’ It was almost like... ‘where did this come from?’”

Where did “One Shining Moment” come from? And who the hell 
was Glen? This polished tale of instantaneous inspiration was certainly 
at odds with the inspiring story that included yellowed notebooks and a 
personal comeback from philosophical destitution. In a 2006 interview 
with the Brainerd Dispatch newspaper, he told a reporter that the song 
came to him in a bar in East Lansing, Michigan, after he saw a beautiful 
waitress. (She was a “goddess,” according to Bennett.) They made awk-
ward small talk about Larry Bird, and the title of the song came to him 
like lightning in a brainstorm. He wrote the lyrics on a napkin. This ver-
sion of events fuses together the concepts of winning basketball games 
and wooing pretty women, an analogy destined to be explored and 
exploited by an entire generation of advertisers and Corporate Partners.

Was the song even about basketball? Barrett responded to rumors 
that the original first line was “the ball is kicked” with flat denials. It was, 
he explained, “the gun goes off.” The third line of the song, “you’re run-
ning for your life,” was indeed a strange metaphor for a game played on a 
constrained 94-foot court. These were also oddly violent and frightening 
images, more suited for a back-alley chase scene in a movie than for an 
inspirational song about Larry Bird. The song’s intended and aborted first 
use was, after all, the Super Bowl. All circumstantial evidence pointed in 
one direction. Despite any and all denials, “One Shining Moment” was a 
song about football. Not basketball.

By 1987, the song’s date of first publication, the NCAA Tournament 
was six rounds deep, and required six little shining moments to win. 
Most college basketball players, at least in those days, stayed in school 
for four years. Any who weren’t seniors were able to come back and try 
again, despite the song’s insistence that “time is short and the road is long/
in the blinking of an eye, ah, that moment’s gone.” 

And the timing of the “One Shining Moment” era in college hoops, 
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which began just two years after 64-team bracket expansion, coincided 
with a consolidation of power. With the controversial sore-thumb excep-
tion of Jerry Tarkanian’s UNLV teams of the early 1990s, the Final Four 
was the playground of rich sports-centric universities from the big six 
I-A football conferences: the Big East, SEC, Pac-10, Atlantic Coast, Big 
Ten and Big 12. Schools like Kansas, Duke, Kentucky and North Carolina 
always had chances to come back the following season for another shin-
ing moment, and they usually did. Michigan State was in the Final Four 
just about every other year. For a school outside the Bowl Championship 
Series to make it as far as the National Championship game, there either 
had to be a long series of hidden NCAA violations, or a perfect storm. 

But there’s an urgent finality to the lyrics, a coded message that sug-
gests that single-elimination means more than the end of one beautiful 
season. “One Shining Moment” implies that there won’t be a next time. 
In the closed-loop logic of David Barrett’s accidental classic, we only get 
one fleeting chance at greatness, never a second. “All the years, no one 
knows/Just how hard you worked, but now it shows,” the lyrics state. “One 
shining moment, it’s all on the line/One shining moment, there frozen in 
time.” 

Whenever the song was really written, whatever it was originally sup-
posed to be about, it accurately described the one team with the least 
chance of returning. It was a song for the 2009-10 Butler Bulldogs, unde-
feated double-champions of the Horizon League, winners of 33 games 
and losers of four... and Division I national finalists.

During the late morning of April 4, the north Indianapolis campus of 
Butler University was quiet. It was a warm and sunny Easter Sunday. The 
surrounding streets were silent. The Hummer limo, the drunk bus and 
the chicken limo were nowhere to be found. Butler Collegian assistant 
sports editor Sarah Black spent the holiday morning at brunch with her 
parents, just like many of the 4,000 Butler students with local families 
did. In the virtual world, on Twitter and Facebook, things weren’t as still. 
Messages hopped back and forth. “Do you have your tickets for tomor-
row?” “where r u sitting?” “Go Dawgs!”

Meanwhile, along the Greek row, fraternity brothers in dark sun-
glasses dried out in lawn chairs next to inflatable swimming pools, recov-
ering from the previous night’s national semifinal excesses. The strains 
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of “Too Big Yo,” a song that was quickly approaching 2 million free digital 
downloads, played from a second-story window, on repeat. Several frater-
nity and sorority windows featured handmade signs that referenced its 
lyrics: “Get a few dubs, we’ll be in the Final Four,” or simply, in all caps, “I’M 
TOO BIG YO.” One sorority had a series of hand-painted wooden jerseys 
with the Bulldog players’ numbers in the yard: 20, 54, 5, 1, 21.

On the front lawn of Delt House, there was a painted bedsheet hung 
between two portable driveway basketball hoops. It featured a blue cir-
cular Butler logo and a surprisingly accurate hand-rendering of the 2010 
Final Four wordmark, with the orange Indianapolis skyline and every-
thing. Above was a quote from the movie “Hoosiers.” 

“Hoosiers” comparisons were painfully unavoidable that week. That 
1986 movie was too irresistible a parallel for too many. Between March 
27 and Easter Sunday, according to the Google News aggregation service, 
there were no fewer than 90 articles from city newspapers and major 
websites that linked the Butler Bulldogs and the fictionalized film about 
a plucky underdog team. In the New York Daily News: “It hasn’t taken long 
for Butler to adopt the story line from ‘Hoosiers.’” “Butler’s story is one 
piece Hollywood, one piece heartland,” rang the headline of Pat Forde’s 
ESPN.com column of March 31. Some accounts were conflicted, like that 
of the Chicago Sun-Times: “This is a Hoosiers story, but it’s really not a 
‘Hoosiers’ story.” Others framed it as a straight debate. “Forget the whole 
Butler ‘Hoosiers’ angle,” declared the dismissive Detroit News. 

Hoosiers, Hoosiers, Hoosiers. Even Bobby Plump had heard enough.
The emotional core of the film is a scene in the locker room of Hinkle 

Fieldhouse, the same place where Plump and the Milan High School Indi-
ans gathered before the 1954 Indiana title game. In front of a poster for 
the Butler Indoor Relays, Gene Hackman, as Hickory Huskers head coach 
Norman Dale, runs through some last-minute preparations. He reminds 
the team that they have to negate the opponents’ height advantage by 
hitting the boards hard. He’s interrupted by a tournament official calling 
the team to the court. 

“We’re way past big speech time,” he says. “I want to thank you for 
the last few months. They’ve been very special to me. Anybody have 
anything they want to say?” 

Merle Webb, played by the late Kent Poole, is Hickory’s version of 
Ronald Nored. Merle takes only two seconds, one full beat, to respond 
to his coach. “Yeah,” he says. “Let’s win this one for all the small schools 
that never had a chance to get here.”
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This was the quote carefully hand-painted in small black uppercase 
letters, there on that white bedsheet outside Delt House. 

Brad Stevens’ team wasn’t only playing for Butler’s fraternities and 
sororities, for 4,000 undergraduate students, or for the circle-oriented 
capital city the school called home. Butler wasn’t just representing 
legions of ballcap-wearing fans, both new converts and old alumni. In 
a quarter century of six-round NCAA Tournaments, the Bulldogs were 
the first true small-conference, low-budget program to come one win 
away from the Division I title. As such, they served as an inspirational 
example for all the other small schools, the ones stuck on the other side 
of the brick wall. 

A National Championship for Butler would also be a victory for the 
teams that expended all their effort, energy and luck just to make it 
two steps up the NCAA Tournament bracket, but were halted four long 
steps away from the title. For the Cornell Big Red, Northern Iowa Pan-
thers, Saint Mary’s Gaels and even those Xavier Musketeers, this would 
be proof that a basketball school could go all the way. Butler would win 
it for all those who came close before: Davidson 2008, George Mason 
2006, Kent State 2002, and each and every great Gonzaga team of the 
previous decade.

Butler was a game away from winning this one for the one-round 
wonders: Old Dominion, Ohio and Murray State. A share of the title 
spoils would go to the other nine schools of the Horizon League, the pro-
grams that began the season with the modest goals of beating out Butler 
and getting to the Big Dance. Winning six games at the NCAA Tourna-
ment, much less one or two, never crossed minds at places like UIC and 
Youngstown State. All coaches and players in the Missouri Valley, Colo-
nial Athletic Association and West Coast Conference were rooting for 
the Bulldogs. Butler was showing that there was no ceiling on dreams.

But most of all, this one would be for all the small schools that really 
never did have a chance. The Bulldogs were there to represent all the 
teen-seed small-conference champions, the ones who were just happy to 
make it to the Big Dance to be embarrassed on national television by SEC 
teams. Butler was playing for the Robert Morris Colonials, who almost 
made it past the first round before their hearts split. They were playing 
for hundreds of runner-up and never-were clubs, like Northwestern State 
and Lipscomb and Belmont. Butler was going to win this one for SIU 
Edwardsville, North Florida, Kennesaw State, and all the transitional D-I 
schools, showing them that someday they’d have a chance too. 
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They would win for Mike Sutton at Tennessee Tech, and Mike Loner-
gan at Vermont, and Donnie Tyndall at Morehead State. They’d inspire 
all the heartbroken coaches across the country to raise their sights. The 
Bulldogs represented all of them, and took their combined strength into 
Monday night.

The final opponent would be Duke. There was really no other way 
the story could end.

In a bracket tattered by the nibblings of fierce upstarts, Duke was the 
lone remaining No. 1 seed in the 2010 NCAA Tournament. After clearing 
out the Play-In Game winners from Arkansas-Pine Bluff, the Blue Devils 
knocked off four power-conference teams. In the Round of 32, they beat 
California by 15 points. At the Sweet Sixteen in Houston, they eliminated 
Purdue by a 70-57 score. Duke’s Final Four spot was clinched with a 
tough 78-71 victory over Baylor, the team that buried Saint Mary’s. In a 
bizarre and somewhat macabre scene after that game, Duke fans held up 
giant cutouts of Omar Samhan’s head. The dismayed Gael fans had left 
them behind in their seating section, and Reliant Stadium was far too 
large for a full off-day cleanup. By killing Baylor, Duke had inherited the 
Bears’ scalps as well.

Once in Indianapolis, Duke claimed a fifth victim, destroying West 
Virginia of the Big East in the second national semifinal, 78-57. The 
Mountaineers hadn’t been to the last four since 1959, when they were 
members of the Southern Conference. Those were simpler, smaller, low-
ercase days. Back then, Duke was just six years removed from the league, 
having split off along with the other East Coast schools due to Appala-
chian travel concerns. The ACC became a power conference, and the 
SoCon became the ultimate perennial one-bid collective. West Virginia 
slipped out the door in 1968. 

Duke was... Duke. “They’re on TV more than ‘Leave It To Beaver’ 
reruns,” former Xavier head coach Pete “Bag-O-Donuts” Gillen once said. 
But when “Leave It To Beaver” premiered on CBS in 1957, the Blue Devils 
hadn’t managed a single NCAA Tournament win. Under Vic Bubas, they 
won the ACC four times, and reached the final four on a 34-team bracket 
in 1963, 1964 and 1966. The early 1970s were the dark ages of Duke bas-
ketball, which included three 2-10 finishes in the ACC. Bill Foster revived 
the program and led the Blue Devils to the 1978 NCAA title contest, the 
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year before the game changed forever. But the Duke men’s basketball 
program was totally transformed when a dapper young gentleman from 
the U.S. Military Academy took over in 1980.

Mike Krzyzewski became the greatest college basketball coach of the 
game’s modern era, and the most accomplished since John Wooden. Any 
argument to the contrary was quickly and easily swept aside by sheer 
numbers. The 2010 National Championship game was Coach K’s eighth. 
The Blue Devils won three of those. His Duke teams had advanced to the 
Final Four 11 times, reached a dozen Elite Eights, and took ownership of 
12 ACC regular season and tournament titles. 

Cameron Indoor Stadium, a dark little 10,000-seat curiosity for most 
of its life, became a national basketball mecca in the Krzyzewski era. 
Students camped for weeks in tent cities for tickets to ACC rivalry games, 
especially the annual clash with North Carolina. They called their tem-
porary housing “Krzyzewskiville.” Once inside the arena, if they were 
perseverant enough, they metamorphosed into Cameron Crazies, the 
most organized and feared student section in all of college basketball. 
The cramped press row along the sideline was squeezed against the 
front of the student seats, and journalists typing up their stories would 
have plenty of highly-educated copy editors looking over their shoulders, 
offering helpful advice. Criticizing Coach K, whose name was eventually 
printed on Cameron’s court in 2000, was simply not an option for any 
scribe, if they valued their lives at all. 

Not that they would find fault, anyway. Sportswriters doted on his 
every word, and competed with each other to chronicle his coaching 
exploits with increasingly grandiose adverbs. Krzyzewski was a middle-
aged demigod, a leader of men and a constant champion, a coach beyond 
reproach who always did things the right way. How could somebody pro-
vide unbiased coverage of one’s idol? Krzyzewski was a voracious reader, 
and would occasionally single out columnists to congratulate them on a 
piece he liked. One publisher, inspired by an off-handed Coach K com-
ment that his magazine was “good for the game,” proudly repeated the 
praiseful phrase to anybody who would listen, for years on end.

K was not only America’s most successful college coach, a millionaire 
American Express pitchman, a family man and humanitarian, but he 
had also restored America as the owner and proprietor of its greatest 
invented game. A decade following the surrender of the FIBA world title 
and Olympic gold medal to Euroball and selfless systems, he sculpted a 
team full of egotistical pros into a championship unit at Beijing 2008. 
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People called it the “Redeem Team.” There was seemingly nothing the 
man couldn’t do.

But back on campus, nine years had passed since Krzyzewski led the 
Blue Devils to a National Championship. After the net-cutting ceremony 
in 2001 at the Metrodome in Minneapolis, the decade became difficult at 
Duke. The program dealt with modern problems. Top recruits like Shaun 
Livingston bolted for the pros before playing a single game at Cameron 
Indoor. Once David Stern enacted the NBA’s minimum age rule in 2005, 
there were Duke players like Luol Deng who left early to enter the NBA 
Draft. Blue Devils had always stayed four years, and the rosters were sud-
denly pocked and depleted. But after several seasons of Coach K comme 
ci, çomme ca, 2010 was the program’s first Final Four in six seasons. 

Unmet expectations were straining the normally cozy relationship 
between journalists and hero coach. It was becoming like any marriage 
in advancing age. Before the Sweet Sixteen round at Reliant Stadium in 
Houston, safely far away from Durham and the nosy Cameron Crazies, 
a New York writer asked the Duke coach to explain why it had been so 
long since the last time.

“You know, there are two words when you compete that are interest-
ing – since and never,” Krzyzewski squabbled back. “Since and never. I’m 
glad we’re in the since. Let me leave it at that.”

Butler was in the never. The little Indy school spent $1.7 million annu-
ally on its men’s basketball program, but no other university spent as 
much on hoops as Duke: $13.8 million, more than Butler spent on all 
sports combined. The Bulldogs were the David to Duke’s Goliath, the 
South Bend to Butler’s Hickory. Even the school names had loaded conno-
tations. To anybody who’d never experienced a college basketball game 
before, or to distant foreigners scrambling through a bilingual dictionary 
to make sense of the matchup, the class differential was clearly evident. 
This was between dukes and butlers, royalty and servants.

Duke entered the National Championship game as the evil empire, 
the terrible behemoth. The Blue Devils’ only sins, however, were high 
standards, winning too much, spending too much, and attracting high 
expectations.

Sunday’s sun was patched over by the ominous skies of Monday. All 
morning, the clouds hung low over the city, pregnant to the bursting 
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point. But the rain held off to allow for one last Butler pep rally. 
The players were sequestered, preparing for the game, but thousands 

streamed into Monument Circle just before noon. Many of the attendees 
were Butler students, who had been given the day off from classes by 
university president Bobby Fong and were bused in from campus. Up 
at the dais, Dr. Fong invoked the state’s most famous boyhood resident. 
He quoted from a Civil War battle letter that Abraham Lincoln wrote to 
Ulysses S. Grant during the Union’s siege of Richmond. “Hold on with 
a bulldog grip,” the letter read. “Chew and choke as much as possible.”

“They can win it,” Fong added, his voice rising as the crowd cheered. 
“We can win it. Go Dawgs!”

Then it was Butler athletic director Barry Collier’s turn. He took the 
microphone and gave a rousing pep talk. This speech was interactive. He 
instructed everybody to turn to the person next to them, and reenact the 
Brad Stevens-Emerson Kampen back bump from the Bulldogs’ postgame 
celebration after the Kansas State win. Hoosiers tend to be shy about 
physical contact with strangers, but a lot of people went ahead and did it 
anyway. Nearly all of them failed to achieve the velocity and hang-time 
that Stevens and Kampen had, and settled for full-body high-fives.

The cheerleaders cheered. The band played the Butler War Song three 
times. Then, “Who Let The Dogs Out” by the Baha Men bellowed out over 
the portable speaker system. It was a decade-old pop song, long past its 
expiration date. “Who Let The Dogs Out” had recently been voted as the 
third most annoying song of all time in a poll by Rolling Stone magazine. 
But Butler students and fans sang and clapped and woofed along anyway. 
On this day of all days, uncool was allowed.

As the afternoon continued, the skies darkened prematurely, an early 
nightfall. Drumrolls of thunder rattled in the distance, and suddenly they 
were pealing overhead. A thunderstorm warning was steeply upgraded 
to a tornado watch. There were tornadoes threatening the city, on this day 
of all days. It wasn’t just the National Championship and the impeding 
end of the season, this felt like the end of the world. It was Judgment Day.

Sheets of water descended on the downtown streets and flooded the 
Capitol Avenue pedestrian corridor, sending people scattering into cor-
ners and underneath awnings. At 4 p.m., the sky turned a sickly pale 
yellow. Rain turned to hard, pelting hailstones that clung to hair and 
clothing. Dukes and Butlers, as well as Michigan State and West Virginia 
supporters that had booked Tuesday flights, crowded into Bracket Town. 
Soon, there was no room in Bracket Town. Huddled masses congregated 
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beneath a leaky railroad overpass between South and Georgia Streets. In 
the background, tinny marching band recordings of the Butler War Song 
and Duke’s “Blue and White” played on a continuous loop, emanating 
from unseen speakers hidden in the bridgework.

For those caught out at the venue, Lucas Oil Stadium offered no shel-
ter. The doors and gates were locked, and there was no way in. There was 
wailing and gnashing of teeth, with booming, scolding rebukes from on 
high. The voice was issuing a thou-shalt-not commandment about scalp-
ing tickets. Hundreds of people in their wet, cold, fearful misery instinc-
tively moved in close to the brick walls, but those provided no shield 
against the pounding hail and soaking rain. The walls were far too high. 
The wind ripped apart umbrellas, sending them flying like broken and 
twisted tree branches. Overhead, the sky projected a lurid purple-green 
hue, and was full of torn and stained cotton clouds.

The tornadoes never touched down on Indianapolis. The 70,000-seat 
stadium was not whisked away to the Land of Oz. By the time the gates 
opened two hours in advance of tipoff, the precipitation had stopped, 
and the skies were the color of two-percent milk. But the universe had 
made its point. 

Duke’s “big three” of Jon Scheyer, Kyle Singler and Nolan Smith was 
one of the most potent triads in college basketball during the 2009-10 
season. Together, they averaged a combined 53 points per game. It wasn’t 
an uppercase Big Three like Dwyane Wade, Kobe Bryant and LeBron 
James, the primary triumvirate of the Krzyzewski-led national team in 
Beijing two years earlier. None of the three primary Blue Devil scorers 
were projected to become the kind of NBA superstars who sold soda and 
sneakers once they graduated, but they formed the core of Duke’s own 
redeem team. 

Smith was a speedy third-year shooting guard from the Washington, 
DC area. He had a tattoo of his father’s face on his right arm, the late 
Derek Smith. His dad won a National Championship with Louisville in 
1980, and played eight seasons in the pros before dying of a heart attack 
at 34. Scheyer was a 6-foot-5 senior who Krzyzewski transformed into 
an oversized, high-scoring point guard. The Chicago native served as an 
example of how much Duke was hated outside the city limits of Durham. 
Whenever he went back home to attend a Cubs or Blackhawks game, fans 
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would boo him mercilessly. Singler served as both the sandpaper grit and 
the cohesive glue of the trio. He was a 6-foot-8 junior combo forward 
from Oregon, and had scored 21 points in the Blue Devils’ blowout of 
West Virginia two days earlier.

Top seeds didn’t always reach the Final Four (although all four did in 
2008). Duke validated their No. 1 by winning their first five NCAA Tour-
nament games by an average of 16 points. ESPN announced that among 
the 4.8 million entries in its online bracket challenge, only 1,430 had 
chosen Duke and Butler as the national finalists. Most alternative reali-
ties, including but not limited to the one predicted by the selection com-
mittee’s S-curve, had Kansas and Kentucky as the final matchup. Others 
had Duke-Kansas, or even Duke-Syracuse. Any amateur bracketologists 
or office poolers who dared to predict that No. 5 seed Butler would reach 
the National Championship game probably lived within a six-mile radius 
of Hinkle Fieldhouse. 

In the late evening, amongst the Coke Zero Madness, surrounded by 
the crippled and saturated AT&T wireless network, the Butler Bulldogs 
took to the court. They were wearing the same black jerseys they had 
worn in each of the previous three games. They were the road team in 
their own city. “I want to thank all our fans for driving the six miles here 
to the game today,” said Brad Stevens in a prerecorded video clip on the 
overhead scoreboard, giving the camera a slight wink. “Go Dawgs.”

Most of the 70,000 in attendance roared in approval, no matter how 
many miles they drove. An overwhelming majority were rooting for the 
locals. There were only a few remote pockets of mid-tone Duke blue in 
amongst all the black, silver and navy. The Duke students in their sheep 
pen, an area that now stretched the entire length of Lucas Oil Stadium’s 
northernmost endline, booed lustily. One held up a sign that read, “Mom 
Send Money... To Tip Our Butler.” Just as in real life, proles far outnum-
bered royals. 

The collective hivemind of a nation of gamblers installed Stevens’ 
team as a seven-point underdog. The coach stood on the sideline, lips 
pursed, clapping as the starting lineups were announced. His regular 
starting five was intact: Gordon Hayward, Ronald Nored, Willie Veasley, 
Shelvin Mack and Matt Howard. Mack’s stomach problems had faded on 
Sunday. Howard, concussed by a stray elbow to the head against Michi-
gan State, was initially listed as questionable before being cleared to play.

One by one, they ran from the bench to the center circle, pausing 
briefly to scratch Blue II’s head. The team’s live mascot sat on the court, 
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his body bobbing from heavy panting, an exposed tongue gleaming and 
twinkling from the surrounding flashbulbs. Butler had to fight to bring 
their pregame animal ritual to Lucas Oil Stadium. Another of the many 
NCAA impositions was a ban on live mascots at Tournament venues, to 
keep Wildcats, Tigers and Gators out. But Butler secured a waiver. “We 
got special dispensation on that one,” sports information director Jim 
McGrath told USA Today. “Because he’s cute.”

Duke’s humanoid Devil dated back to 1929, the Lower Paleolithic Era 
of costumed mascots, seven decades before Dick Flytale and the ZOOp-
erstars. The blue satin-covered avatar had a strip of tape on his forehead, 
as he did every game. This time, it read, “91, 92, 01, __.” With two and a 
half hours to go until midnight, they simply had to kill off Cinderella to 
fill in the blank.

At 9:21 p.m. Eastern Daylight Time, the ball was tipped, and there 
they were. Matt Howard, who had stroked his mustache salaciously in his 
introductory scoreboard clip, was fouled near the basket just 16 seconds 
into the game by his opposite, 6-foot-8 senior Lance Thomas. He made 
one of two free throws, the first score of the game. Butler 1, Duke 0.

That would be the last point the Bulldogs would score for a while. 
On the next possession, deep into Duke’s shot clock, Smith launched 
a jumper from the right baseline. Later, he shoveled in a flying layup. 
Brian Zoubek, a 7-foot-1, 260-pound center with an impossibly cylindri-
cal upper body, was the kind of player Butler had no natural matchup 
for. He rose up high for an uncontested tip-in. Duke had a 6-1 lead and 
surging momentum. The raised court was a seesaw tipping towards the 
end the Bulldogs were defending.

But Mack leveled matters with a catapult lob three-pointer from 
beyond the top of the key. A full 85 percent of the crowd was activated, 
a burst of noise that echoed and dissipated in the great gridiron vault of 
Lucas Oil Stadium. 

The contest became scrappy and disagreeable, a ground battle of 
scrimmage lines and empty possessions. The Duke offense averaged 77 
points, but this wasn’t going to be that kind of game. This was black 
and blue, slow and nasty. After Mack’s three, a full two minutes passed 
before Scheyer responded with a net-snapping hook shot. Mack eventu-
ally answered with another distance heave, over the outstretched arm 
of Smith. 

In such a physical game, foul trouble for Howard was an inescap-
able certainty. While lunging towards a potential offensive rebound, he 
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attempted to steamroll Zoubek, a man with five inches and 30 pounds on 
him. That Howard was able to make any sort of dent on such a giant was 
impressive, but it was also an offensive foul and a turnover.

Duke was drawing fouls and free throws, but wasn’t able to maintain 
a lead by scoring one point at a time. After a missed arc shot by Veas-
ley, Hayward pulled a clean offensive rebound, and scored his first two 
points by juggling his way to a tricky layup. At 12:27 of the first half, 
Zach Hahn, Stevens’ favorite three-point widget, drilled a 28-footer with 
a well-placed assist by Nored. Butler had the lead back at 12-11.

One minute later, Singler rose up and converted an unchallenged 
three. The Duke junior was 6-foot-8, but he wasn’t the kind of player the 
Butler defense could leave alone on the perimeter. And he was even more 
dangerous from up close. Singler popped in a turnaround jump shot in 
the lane, directly over Hayward.

Butler was fighting hard for every basket. Mack’s rejoinder jumper 
came after a scratched-out offensive rebound. On the Bulldogs’ next 
possession, Veasley scored on a third-chance tip-in, following misses by 
Mack and Howard. In the twice-removed words of Norman Dale, Butler 
had to play tough off those boards to negate the opponents’ height advan-
tage. But tall, highly recruited ACC talent was trumping leather hearts. A 
skyscraping Zoubek layup, a Scheyer three and a soft Singler tip served 
as a string of seven unanswered Blue Devil points, the chain-link con-
struction of a 26-20 Duke lead. 

Stevens called a time out for regrouping and focus purposes. The 
glass-crashing Bulldogs came back with renewed vigor. Butler sliced 
together a smart little seven-point run of their own to resume the lead. 

A long three-point miss by Hayward was cashed in for a short two 
by Avery Jukes. The lean, sinewy 6-foot-8 Jukes had replaced Howard on 
the floor after the starter’s second foul, which came at the eight minute 
mark. Jukes also converted a surprise three from the left corner. Like the 
similarly-sized Singler, he could shoot a little too.

Neither the upper-class Devils or middle-class Dawgs could mount 
any kind of breakaway scoring run. Whenever one team found any 
stride, the three-decade Hall of Fame legend or the former Eli Lilly desk 
jockey would call time out. Then, the game’s thrust would swing in the 
other direction.

The stoppages halted momentum and froze heat. Late in the first 
half, Krzyzewski snapped Butler’s gathering velocity with a 30-second 
break. The play he called in that huddle resulted in a Scheyer turnaround 
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bank shot. Butler’s next possession was a messy one, saved by a Jukes 
follow-through layup on the team’s fourth try. Smith sliced in a late three-
pointer that put the Blue Devils up by four again, but Jukes closed the 
half with another long bomb. It was only the fourth time in his college 
career that he had made two three-point field goals.

During his prep days at South Gwinnett High in the Atlanta area, 
Avery Jukes’ game slowly came together as his height increased. He 
wasn’t heavily recruited, but Mark Gottfried at the University of Ala-
bama signed him based on height alone, speculating that he would fill 
out to become a decent SEC power forward. But Jukes’ body was finished 
growing. He couldn’t gain weight over or beyond 215 pounds, and the 
Crimson Tide quickly cooled on him. In November and December of 
the 2006-07 season, he only played seven minutes for Alabama, in three 
guarantee games. He didn’t score a single point.

Jukes left Tuscaloosa in January 2007, and headed straight for India-
napolis. He enrolled at Butler during Brad Stevens’ first season as head 
coach, but he had to sit out a year because of NCAA transfer rules. When 
he finally did become eligible to play, he didn’t play much, averaging just 
five minutes per game in his sophomore year. 

But he had found a home, as well as new passions. Jukes started work-
ing towards engineering and math degrees. In the summer of 2008, after 
the Bulldogs were eliminated by Tennessee in the NCAA Tournament’s 
Round of 32, Jukes traveled to Uganda with Ambassadors for Children, 
an organization offering college students “volun-tourism” opportunities 
around the world. He helped build a schoolhouse. 

He was so touched by the experience that he started the Avery Jukes 
Foundation for Kids upon his return. In 2009, the foundation held a 
fundraiser in Indianapolis and collected $17,000. That was enough to 
ship clothes and food to Uganda, and sponsor private educations for five 
children there. 

Though he averaged fewer than three points per game over his four-
year college basketball career, he was pressed into crucial service dur-
ing the 2010 NCAA Tournament. He was always the first off the bench 
whenever Matt Howard got into foul trouble. His tall and wiry body 
was a thin line of defense against embarrassment by opposing giants. 
Against Duke, he was more than holding his own, with ten points and 
four rebounds. Jukes led all scorers at halftime. 

He became part of a very rare and select group of college basketball 
players, and may very well have been the only one of his kind. Avery 
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Jukes was having the game of his life in the last contest of his career – 
with the National Championship on the line.

Brad Stevens wrote the number 20 on the locker room whiteboard. 
It wasn’t a team-wide instruction to get the ball to Gordon Hayward. 
Twenty was the number of minutes that separated the Butler Bulldogs 
from the 2010 National Championship. 

If the players needed any reminders, it was only because the situation 
was so surreal and unprecedented. When Butler joined the Midwestern 
City Conference as a charter member in 1979, a year after the NCAA’s 
football subdivision split, the MCC was a home for non-gridiron schools 
that wanted to play Division I basketball. The league that eventually 
became the Horizon almost fell apart in 1994, due to school defections 
to higher-profile conferences. In the 2000s, the Horizon League was a 
conference built to host Final Fours, not win games there.

But the Bulldogs were down by a single point, 32 versus 33, against 
an ACC powerhouse that spent more on men’s basketball than Butler 
University spent on all 15 of its varsity sports teams. Stevens’ squad was 
very much in the game. Two days earlier, Duke had beaten West Virginia 
by 21 points. But the Bulldogs had 20 minutes to overcome such a slim 
sliver of a deficit. What had been a distant dream five months earlier was 
one layup away from reality.

Fifteen seconds into the second half, Duke’s Nolan Smith attempted to 
drive through the lane. He smacked into Hayward, and the ball popped 
loose. Nored retrieved it. Brian Zoubek took a blocking whistle as Hay-
ward bid for a running jumper. Two free throws, both good. Butler had a 
one-point lead back, and was one small step closer to the cherished and 
coveted title.

But Singler sank an arrow-straight three, which erased the advantage 
and put Duke back up by a pair of points. Back and forth the two teams 
went, a snarling tangle of Duke whites and Butler blacks on both ends, 
squeaking sneakers and slapping skin. Field goals became as rare as soc-
cer goals. Two teeter-totter minutes of misses passed, full of rebounds 
and turnovers and even a shot clock violation. Howard finally evened the 
score again with an inelegant layup. 

Every attack was successfully countered and mirrored. For a Lance 
Thomas foul line jumper, a Nored streak through the hard heart of the 
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lane. Mack held the ball aloft for a Statue of Liberty finger roll, and Smith 
responded with a ten-foot hook shot. Nored’s three from the left corner 
was matched by a long right-wing lob by Singler. 

Mighty Duke, masters of the NCAA Tournament blowout, couldn’t 
shake the Bulldog grip. With 13 minutes left in regulation time, the Blue 
Devils led by just two points, at 45-43.

But there was a certain sense that the game’s energy was about to turn 
and shift. The only effective and consistent cog of the Butler offense was 
Hayward. And he had to resort to chiseling his way into the lane, abused 
and bruised, drawing fouls and free throws by sacrificing his frame. 

Meanwhile, the Bulldogs were in deep foul trouble themselves. Matt 
Howard had four, and Avery Jukes had three. There were fewer and fewer 
reliable solutions to stop the rampaging 7-foot-1 Zoubek, who easily 
scored on an inbound lob at 12:26. There was nobody on the Butler side 
even remotely as large as he was, not even the green freshman Andrew 
Smith. To stop Zoubek’s hook, the Bulldogs would have had to organize a 
rugby scrum, sending a guard zooming up into the air to block the shot. 

In the first 30 minutes of clock time, there were 15 lead changes. 
Those suddenly stopped. Right before the eight minute media time out, 
the very last such thing in the 2009-10 college basketball season, Jon 
Scheyer plopped in an off-handed push shot at 7:10, which triggered the 
automatic stoppage. Nored took a third foul on the play. 

Stevens sent Howard back into the game. The National Champion-
ship was seven minutes and four points away. He was going to ride his 
big horse until the law told him he couldn’t. One more foul, and Howard 
would be gone.

Scheyer made the and-one free throw, opening up a five point Duke 
lead. Howard shoehorned himself right back into the middle of the plot 
line. When he attempted a wheeling layup, Lance Thomas smashed him 
in the face. On the other end of the court, Zoubek buried his elbow in 
Howard’s clavicle as they battled for post position. 

At 5:34, Howard tried to duck and drive for the hoop. But he twisted 
his neck like a bendy straw against Zoubek’s stomach, while Scheyer 
drew a foul for trying to detach Howard’s right arm from its socket. It 
stayed on long enough for him to make two more free throws, which 
cut the Blue Devils’ lead to 56-53. Howard was keeping his team in the 
game, all by himself. The sheer amount of physical mistreatment the 
2009 Horizon League MVP was attracting at the 2010 NCAA Tourna-
ment was as inspiring as it was cringe-inducing. 
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Free throws, however, were the only points Butler could manage. For 
the second straight contest, the Bulldogs were in the midst of a long, dry 
field goal shortage. Seven minutes passed between Bulldog baskets. The 
team’s shooting percentage plunged back into the low thirties. 

Despite Butler’s scrapes and scuffs, the Blue Devils were owning the 
boards. The Bulldogs had only committed eight turnovers, but Duke was 
being parsimonious with their possessions too. Butler was not getting 
any extra shots at all. Every last fibrous tissue of the Butler formula was 
being strained to the breaking point. Veasley committed a touch foul that 
triggered the four minute media time out, the last and final and terminal 
media stoppage, and Nolan Smith effortlessly sank his two free throws. 
With 3:16 remaining in the National Championship game, Duke was 
back up by five.

A perceptible and palpable sense of an imminent end hung over 
Lucas Oil Stadium, like heavy curtains in the darkness of the high ceil-
ing, poised to fall. The Bulldogs had guts and determination and every 
possible intangible, but their offense was dull, blunt and gap-toothed 
against the power of Duke. There would be no shame in putting up 37 
minutes of fight against the richest, most powerful program in college 
basketball and its coaching icon, Mike Krzyzewski. Coach K sat on a 
throne-like stool in the corner of the raised court, and he did appear very 
much like a little king. 

But with 102 seconds remaining, Hayward fed Howard in the lane for 
a scooping layup. Duke 60, Butler 57. The slump was over.

Over 70,000 people came to their feet. Few would sit down again 
before the game’s completion. On the next offensive possession, Mack 
tried to wipe Duke’s lead clean away with one long shot from the left 
wing. It missed. Howard, slightly more fleet of foot than his white-clad 
opposite, beat Zoubek to the rebound. Howard flung the ball back out to 
the perimeter, then prepared to sacrifice his body once again. One hard 
screen, and then another. 

But Duke was crowding the outside, and Shelvin Mack could sense 
it. He locked eyes with Howard, who hovered near the key. With backs 
turned all along the Blue Devils’ defensive line, Howard’s slight nod was 
imperceptible. Mack nodded back, then lobbed the ball high. Howard 
caught it in the lane, then rolled towards the basket for an easy layup. It 
was a one-point game again. 

The maligned Matt Howard, with unkempt rag-doll hair and a goofy 
wisp of a mustache, with his pale knees and arms covered in blisters and 
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welts, with four personal fouls, was rising to his moment and his time. 
Butler University, the city of Indianapolis, and dreamers everywhere in 
Underdog Nation were going to grab the shirt tails of that big No. 54 jer-
sey, and fly away to a land too unbelievable to be promised.

Sensing the sharp shift in momentum, Coach K called time out as 
soon as Duke brought the ball over the halfcourt stripe. Fifty-four sec-
onds remained.

The play was designed to trigger before the 35 second mark. It would 
guarantee that Duke would have one more possession, no matter how 
short. And the play was for Kyle Singler. But Singler’s 13-foot turnaround 
layup, from out of a grove clearing near the foul line, fell short. Butler and 
Duke players fought for the loose ball as if it was the National Champion-
ship trophy itself. At that juncture of the game, it was. And as wooden 
and flat as the award was, it could very well have slid down Zoubek’s leg 
and out of bounds, just like the ball did.

There were 33.7 seconds left. The shot clock was off. Both teams had 
nine fouls, with none to give, and any on-court infraction anywhere 
would trigger two guaranteed free throws. Duke had the possession 
arrow, and Butler, down 60-59, was a single shot away from everything.

On the Butler bench, Stevens calmly held up two fingers in a sideways 
“V.” Nored brought the ball up the court. He tested the Duke defense, 
driving into the outer edge of the lane. There were no options there, so he 
retreated back out to the perimeter. Mack was guarded closely by Lance 
Thomas, who was five inches taller than he was. There was no way to 
shoot over him. 

Seconds drained away, tension increased, and every muscle tight-
ened. Mack attempted a dribble-drive kick out to Veasley in the left cor-
ner. Veasley was standing in the exact same spot where he nailed the 
three-point hammer that stunned Syracuse. Mack’s pass was punched 
away by the long arm of Zoubek, and the ball trickled out of bounds 
again. At 14.8 seconds, it was a chance for everybody to calm down and 
catch their breath for a few seconds. Stevens called time out.

Hayward was the designated inbounder, but he couldn’t find any-
body to pass to. The Duke defense swarmed and thronged. So Hayward 
turned to the referee, signaled, and spent the last time out that his team 
had available.

In the Butler huddle, the play was switched. Howard would be the 
inbounder this time, and Hayward, the team’s leading scorer, would be 
the one to take the shot. 
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The ball came out long to Hayward. Singler stood between him and 
the basket. Hayward disposed of Singler with a flashy behind-the-back 
G-Time dribble. The baby-faced assassin slashed towards the hoop. In the 
lane, Howard jostled with Zoubek, but the Duke center wriggled free of 
the tangle long enough to challenge the shot. At seven seconds, Hayward 
unleashed a fallaway jumper from the right side, over the extended arm 
of Duke’s Jersey giant. 

The shot cut through the cylinder, but there was slightly too much 
force behind it. It bounced hard against the far side of the rim. At 4.6 
seconds, Zoubek pulled down the rebound. All the momentum swung 
to Duke. 

It took one full and precious second, no fewer than 9,192,631,770 
periods of the radiation corresponding to the transition between the two 
hyperfine levels of the ground state of the caesium 133 atom, for 6-foot-3 
Shelvin Mack to reach Zoubek’s wrist. It was Butler’s tenth foul, the gate-
way to the double bonus.

Players who stand 7-foot-1 are very rarely good at shooting free 
throws. The most common theory as to why relates to their oversized 
hands, and a difficult ongoing relationship between meat and rubber. 
Zoubek was a 55 percent foul shooter during the 2009-10 season, com-
pared to his 63 percent conversion rate for two-point field goals. When 
he made the first one, he was understandably happy about it. He pumped 
his fist demonstratively. Duke was ahead 61-59, with one free shot and 
3.6 seconds remaining. 

Most of Zoubek’s 35 free throw misses that season were flat line 
drives, many of which could be compiled in coaching films as clear 
examples of how not to shoot foul shots. But his final miss was fully 
intentional. Zoubek took a quick glance over to Krzyzewski on the bench, 
who nodded curtly. With no way to stop the clock, Butler would have 
to run the length of the court, without the chance to prepare a play in a 
huddle. There were three white shirts positioned near halfcourt, ready 
to challenge any shot. Coach K was daring Butler to go on, shoot a three.

Zoubek’s second foul shot was as straight as a throw from shortstop 
to first base. It crashed against the back of the rim and bounced high 
in a return arc. The Bulldogs had, to their credit, practiced placing and 
positioning for such a situation. Hayward was high on the left side of the 
key, closest to Zoubek. When the shot went up, Veasley tied up Lance 
Thomas. Matt Howard, standing on the left low block, ran back up court, 
ignoring his man. 
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Gordon Hayward was the roving rebounder. On the shot’s release, he 
ran into the lane, leapt three feet off the ground, and corralled the ball 
with his right hand. As soon as he made contact, the clock resumed.

Zoubek impeded Hayward’s progress for a split-second, but the 
6-foot-9 Butler star was a nimble, long-legged runner. At 2.5 seconds, 
Zoubek was far behind, back in Hayward’s churning wake. By 1.7 sec-
onds, Hayward was past the arc, charging towards midcourt, picking up 
speed and momentum as he ran. Hayward was on a beeline crash course 
with Kyle Singler, one of the three deep Duke defenders. 

The collision, at 1.2 seconds, was devastatingly brutal and violent. The 
jarring force of the blow lifted Singler clear off his feet and knocked him 
headfirst. In a blink, he was sprawled out near the orange, white and blue 
Final Four logo. But Hayward didn’t deliver the hit. It was Matt Howard. 
Howard, a finance major with a deep understanding of mathematics, had 
perfectly calculated the paths of Singler and Hayward, then bisected the 
distance. He stood there with crossed arms, and absorbed the contact 
like a concrete barricade. Singler was left crushed and crumpled by the 
impact. Howard simply turned around.

He watched the final shot, just like everybody did. 
It took Gordon Hayward exactly four dribbles to get halfway down 

the court, 47 feet away from the goal. Only Nolan Smith stood in his path, 
but the Duke guard wasn’t close enough to challenge. And there was no 
time for him to catch up, either. With 0.2 seconds left, Hayward planted 
his left foot on the middle line, set his hands together in mid-gallop, and 
released. 

As soon as the ball was out of his grasp, traveling on its upward arc, 
the buzzer sounded. A rectangle of red light illuminated the backboard. 
Pairs of red dots appeared on all three sides of the clock above the basket. 
The shot’s path was followed by 70,000 standing spectators in Lucas Oil 
Stadium, and for the benefit of 16 million television viewers, the CBS 
camera panned right, taking great care to keep the airborne ball in the 
frame. 

The shot’s launch angle was 54 degrees, and its trajectory was narrow 
and true. Flying at 28 miles per hour, the ball’s path cut through the lane, 
coming in like a jetliner making a runway landing. It was a perfect on-
line bank shot, descending towards the hoop. It was going in.

At that moment, on the front page of the Indianapolis Star website, a 
white 72-point headline on a black background. 

“STORYBOOK STUNNER!” 
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The subhead read, “Believe it: Butler is national champion after defeat-
ing Duke in title game classic.” 

This was no time for old, overused words like “classic.” It was one of 
the greatest moments in 110 years of organized American games. It was 
one of the rare moments that elevated the low and common entertain-
ment of spectator sports to a higher and deeper human narrative. This 
was rebels over Redcoats, David’s slingshot finding its mark, a revolu-
tion without casualties. Sportswriters were unnecessary and obsolete in 
this split second, and there was no need for extra context or translation. 
Everything in this picture was self-explanatory. 

The shot’s flight was interrupted by the backboard. It banked against 
the glass of the “shooting box,” the 24-inch wide, 18-inch tall rectangle 
designed to help players calculate the geometry of their shots. The carom 
sent the ball downward, down towards an annulus wide enough to con-
tain two regulation basketballs. 

The glass had absorbed the shot’s force and velocity, but not enough 
of it. The ball hit the inside of the rim, but the rubber softened and gave 
way slightly as it met enamel-painted metal. Gordon Hayward was an 
Academic All-America student with a specialty in computer science. He 
understood circuit analysis, micro-architecture and distributed comput-
ing. This, on the other hand, was pure physics and mechanics. Hayward’s 
solution to this problem directly violated two of Isaac Newton’s motion 
laws. 

The bright orange hoop and the tight-knit white wound net shivered 
slightly. The ball jumped off the front side of the rim. It made one last 
small, sad arc as it fell to earth. With a thud, it landed ten feet away, 
against a black NCAA logotype painted onto the court. The ball took two 
more bounces, towards where Brad Stevens stood on the sideline. 

J-20, no good.
The Bulldogs’ coach had been standing calmly, arms folded as always, 

watching the play develop. When the ball bounced off the rim, Stevens 
collapsed to his knees as if felled by a bullet. He closed his eyes.

Zach Hahn, who Stevens had placed on the court as a three-point 
shooting option, was standing deep in the left corner, 22 feet away from 
the basket. If Butler had more than 3.6 seconds to run a play, if a tick here 
or there hadn’t been squandered over the course of the game, he would 
likely have been the one to make the attempt. One more second, and 
Hayward could have passed him the ball. As the shot floated through the 
air, Hahn was sure it was good. He ran towards Hayward, his arms open 
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and waving wildly, determined to be the first to embrace his friend. The 
sprint became a trot, then a slow walk. And then, a dejected right turn 
towards the bench.

Shelvin Mack, Hayward’s gold medal American teammate, crossed 
the timeline with him, down the center, to his right. They were running 
together, side by side, like they had been all season. Howard, after eras-
ing Singler to offer Hayward an uncontested shot, watched it fall away to 
the left. He fell down on the center court logo, right on the “O” in “Final 
Four,” clutching his head in disbelief. Willie Veasley, in the final game 
of his college career, was streaking down the left wing. He watched the 
trajectory too. Then his chin sank into his chest, and he turned away.

The web editor at the Indianapolis Star punched a couple of buttons, 
and a Duke graphic went up instead.

In the endless grandstands, there was a general exhale, then a 
descending pall. In section 639, row 7, Butler Collegian assistant sports 
editor Sarah Black wept. The few Duke fans raised their arms in victory, 
and the students in the Blue Devils’ sheep pen jumped and whooped. 
Somebody took a marker to the mascot’s forehead sticker: “10.” Confetti 
came down from the high Lucas Oil Stadium ceiling, and venue manage-
ment wheeled the winners’ podium out on the court. From any distance, 
the celebration seemed very tiny. The wood, glass and metal National 
Championship trophy looked even tinier.

The new edition of “One Shining Moment” played on the high defi-
nition scoreboards. It was a new version, sung by Grammy Award-win-
ning vocalist Jennifer Hudson. Terry Martin, a junior forward for the 
Wofford Terriers, beat his chest over “ feel the beat of your heart.” Ali 
Farokhmanesh beat Kansas one more time, with that perfect shot. Mur-
ray State shocked Vanderbilt again. Omar Samhan blew kisses to the 
camera. Thanks to cut-and-paste video technology, CBS had even spliced 
in Hayward’s shot. 

Then there was Veasley, in a reaction frame, staring up at the score-
board one more time as confetti fell around him. He was hoping against 
hope that it would read 62-61 instead of 61-59. Then, as Hudson contin-
ued a long stream of histrionic vocal flourishes, Veasley pulled the front 
of his black No. 21 jersey over his face.

By that time, Lucas Oil Stadium was nearly empty. Most of the crowd 
had spilled out into the city streets. It was like a funeral procession under 
a clear, dark, starless sky, a parade that wasn’t going anywhere. Thou-
sands wandered back to their cars in silence. Along Capitol Avenue, there 
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were only the sounds of footsteps and sobbing. Under the railroad over-
pass, the Butler War Song still played on a tinny loop, over and over and 
over. Nobody had shut it off.

Somber city workers were removing orange cones and Jersey walls 
to reopen the downtown streets, but there was too much congestion to 
make a difference. Cars sat idle in gridlocked traffic. The people inside 
wore blank expressions, staring into the shining brake lights of the next 
car ahead –bright red rectangles that served only to remind. 

Back in the tunnels of the giant brick barn, Stevens sustained the tra-
ditional losing locker room chat on CBS. The Butler players went through 
a mandatory battery of interviews. There was the press conference, and 
then the awkward open locker rooms. Surrounded by microphones 
and digital recorders, players sat in chairs and tried to find words. “Felt 
good. Looked good,” Hayward mumbled. “Just wasn’t there. Played good 
defense. Uhm, they did a nice job. Just didn’t go in.” 

But for the first and last time, senior Avery Jukes was one of the But-
ler players who came out for the press conference. “It was a long, great 
season. Enjoyed the ride. Still thinking about it, really,” he said, smiling 
as he flashed through the snapshots of his career. “The thing that goes 
through my mind most isn’t even basketball. It’s about the bond that I 
have with my teammates, the fun that we had off the court, our trips, 
our away games.

“It was a great, great time.”

The distance between National Champion and runner-up could be 
measured in insect terms. The TV show “Sport Science” created a three-
dimensional model of Gordon Hayward’s shot, and calculated that if its 
velocity was 27.5 miles per hour instead of 28, it would have crashed less 
vigorously against the backboard and fallen through the net. Half of one 
mile per hour is the speed of an average black ant.

Others used emotional measurements. For Butler fans who had 
invested so much of their hearts in the 2009-10 team’s success, those slim 
millimeters represented the distance between incomparable devastation 
and a perfect ending. But that would have been predefined perfection, 
an ideal polished narrative, the Hollywood “Hoosiers” that had already 
been produced and released. 

Nobody really knew what was on the other side of that shot, the kinds 
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of shifts and changes that might have taken place if a school of outliers 
from a conference of outsiders had won the National Championship. 

Any potential impact couldn’t have been exaggerated. A single game 
had the power to change the sport forever, to unleash a long series of 
alternate realities. In 1979, nobody had any idea of the changes to come 
after the Bird-Magic title game. No one could have predicted the amazing 
chain of events that transformed a simple basketball tournament into a 
mainstream cultural phenomenon. 

For Duke, a 62-61 loss would have inspired more anger than heart-
break. The Blue Devils’ close title game losses in 1994 and 1999 were 
proof of that. Duke expected to win everything every year, and spent 
accordingly. The school wasn’t paying $13 million per season for its 
men’s basketball team to end as sad bridesmaids. Duke fans always knew 
exactly what the distance between their team and perfection was. During 
the 2000s, the Blue Devils hit the Sweet Sixteen ceiling five times. In each 
of those years, they were four wins from anything resembling happiness.

To claim another National Championship turned out to be a generally 
joyless experience. “Nobody, but nobody, is happy for Duke,” comedian 
Jon Stewart said on the Tuesday, April 6 edition of “The Daily Show.” 
Stewart displayed a New York Daily News headline that read, “Sad But 
True.” And how happy could people at Duke be? To simply meet expecta-
tions, to stand in a perceived rightful place, was not cause for celebration. 
It was cause for contentment instead.

In Indianapolis, the pain faded as the days and weeks went by. Butler 
coaches, players, students and fans eventually accepted and appreciated 
the journey for what it was, just like Avery Jukes had. In five months, the 
Bulldogs traveled the long distance between what never was and what 
could be. And they showed all the small schools with moderate-sized 
dreams that the road to the National Championship wasn’t as long as it 
used to be. All the guarantee game victims, the teams on endless bumpy 
bus rides, the .500 finishers, the frustrated lifers, the outsiders, the ones 
who kept plugging away against a game that didn’t love them back... each 
had a new definition of possible.

Come autumn, Brad Stevens and the 2010-11 Butler Bulldogs would 
gear up for another shot at the National Championship themselves. Join-
ing them on the journey would be other Bulldogs. There were Bulldogs 
at Gonzaga, and at Drake in the Missouri Valley, at UNC Asheville and 
Alabama A&M too. The Runnin’ Bulldogs of Gardner-Webb, one-time 
conquerors of Kentucky, had a chance. Even the Bulldogs from The Cita-
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del, who had never once reached the NCAA Tournament in 70 years of 
trying, could make it. All the dogs, cats, birds, marsupials and various 
costumed humanoids in Division I had a chance. 

And they all knew that when they got there, when they were down by 
two with three seconds left, 94 feet away from a National Championship, 
they’d find a way to make that shot. 

Damn straight they’d make that shot.
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ONE BEAUTIFUL OFFSEASON

On April 14, 2010, nine days after Butler lost to Duke in the National 
Championship game, Gordon Hayward declared his intention to put his 
name in the early exit pool for the 2010 NBA Draft. The way that the sys-
tem worked was that any player who did so had until May 8 to withdraw 
and return to school.

That final shot was the conclusion of Hayward’s sophomore year, and 
he had two seasons of eligibility remaining. In 2009-10, he led his team 
in scoring with 15.5 points per game, an average that was fifth-best in 
the Horizon League and tied for 189th nationally. He shot only 29 per-
cent from three-point range, and 1,411 Division I players managed better 
numbers. In the National Championship game, he missed nine of his 11 
shots. So Hayward was not the kind of player who commanded attention 
with statistics. He had to be seen to be appreciated, and after six NCAA 
Tournament games, a lot of NBA scouts saw and understood.

Butler students were heartbroken all over again. They sent Hay-
ward so many pleading Facebook messages that he had to delete his 
profile. Hayward’s test of the waters was a tacit acceptance of the limits 
of possibility. Maybe Butler couldn’t slay power-conference titans again, 
and return to the National Championship game. There was a general 
acknowledgement that Hayward could never be a hotter property, and 
that waiting might result in the deletion of his profile with pro scouts. 
After all, he certainly wasn’t going to get rich from rapping.

Other small-conference players across America wrestled with early 
exit decisions too. Kenneth Faried was the 6-foot-8 dreadlocked New Jer-
sey native who ended up at an Ohio Valley Conference school in remote 
central Kentucky. As a junior, he powered Morehead State to the brink of 
the NCAA Tournament with his 13 rebound average, before the Murray 
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State Racers cut short the Eagles’ aspirations. The OVC star had one year 
of eligibility left, but Faried was getting the notion that he was being 
watched from on high.

“He saw one of those mock drafts on the internet,” Morehead State 
head coach Donnie Tyndall said. “It had him going late in the first round. 
When we started talking to NBA people, that definitely wasn’t what they 
were saying. I don’t know where the hell these mock draft people get 
their information.” Faried withdrew before the deadline. But he was able 
to draw positives from the experience. Faried knew exactly what parts 
of his game he had to work on over the summer, if he wanted to become 
an instant millionaire on draft day in 2011. 

The penalty for declaring for the NBA Draft and hiring an agent was 
an instant end to any and all remaining NCAA eligibility. But Hayward 
did not withdraw by early May. He chose Chicago-based sports agent 
Mark Bartelstein to negotiate for him. The Utah Jazz selected Hayward 
with the ninth overall pick, and he signed a rookie contract that would 
pay him $2,356,320 in his first year. That was over half a million dollars 
more than Butler’s annual basketball budget.

“G-Time” wasn’t the only fresh-faced nouveau riche who left a bas-
ketball school early. Jordan Crawford, half of the high-scoring backcourt 
that propelled Xavier to the Sweet Sixteen, decided to forego his final 
two collegiate seasons. He was chosen 27th. The man who had already 
slammed a famous dunk over LeBron James was a New Jersey Net for 
a few minutes, and then he was traded to the Atlanta Hawks in a draft 
day deal. 

Players not among the 60 chosen in the NBA Draft had to hope for 
invites to Orlando and Las Vegas, where teams of drafted and non-drafted 
players slogged through summer league exhibitions. Occasionally, this 
was a path to the pros. Undrafted Marqus Blakely, the high-flying dunker 
who ended his career at Vermont with an America East championship, 
impressed the Los Angeles Clippers so much that they offered him a non-
guaranteed contract. It was a foot in the door. Blakely would be invited 
to training camp, where he’d have the opportunity to play his way onto 
the roster. Others weren’t quite as fortunate. Jason Love, the gutsy Xavier 
big man, tore his anterior cruciate ligament while playing for the Phila-
delphia 76ers’ summer league team. His basketball career was likely over.

Willie Veasley, Avery Jukes and walk-on Nick Rodgers, the three out-
going Butler seniors, signed one-game contracts with the Washington 
Generals, the team that always loses to the Harlem Globetrotters. On 
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April 15, they each played five minutes in an exhibition at Conseco Field-
house. The Globetrotters won, 70-51. 

But most small-conference stars ended up playing overseas. Veasley 
signed with a Japanese team called Niigata Albirex. Omar Samhan, Saint 
Mary’s loquacious Beast, played in four summer league games for the 
Dallas Mavericks, but they already had plenty of big men. He ended up 
in Lithuania. 

The Northern Iowa senior stars went to Europe too. Kansas-killer Ali 
Farokhmanesh went to Massagano, Switzerland to play pro ball. Adam 
Koch, the 2010 Missouri Valley player of the year, left for Nymburk, 
Czech Republic. The Sweet Sixteen core of the Cornell Big Red were able 
to play basketball for a living too: Louis Dale (BG Göttingen in Germany), 
Ryan Wittman (Fulgor Libertas Forli in the Italian league) and big Jeff 
Foote (Israel’s Maccabi Electra Tel Aviv). Jon Jaques went to Israel too, to 
play for the Ironi Ashkelon team. Someday, they’d all get together for 
“Dog Pound” reunions, but for now they were scattered all over the world.

Like so many journeymen before them, they would all play until there 
was nobody, anywhere, willing to pay them. Eventually, they’d all join 
the real world. Some would hold on to basketball as long as they could 
by becoming coaches.

The man who took such an unconventional path to coaching stardom, 
Brad Stevens, signed a 12-year contract extension that would keep him 
at Butler until the 2021-22 season. No raise would ever keep the annual 
rumors away, as long as there were intrepid sportswriters. Stevens had 
been in the middle of a contract, but was reportedly targeted by Clemson, 
Wake Forest and the University of Oregon. Butler offered him a compen-
sation package close to $1 million per year to keep coaching the Butler 
Way, at Butler. The March firing at Iowa of his immediate predecessor, 
Todd Lickliter, was a chilling-effect parable about power-conference 
expectations.

Others were willing to test those expectations for themselves. When 
Fran McCaffery jumped from Siena to the vacant Iowa position right 
before the Final Four, more hot names followed him up the ladder. Steve 
Donahue, who’d spent a decade at Cornell, took over at Boston College, 
the northern outpost of the Atlantic Coast Conference. Mike Rice used 
two consecutive Northeast Conference titles at Robert Morris, as well as  
a heartbreakingly close call against Villanova, to land a new job at Rut-
gers. That Clemson position ended up going to Stevens’ Horizon League 
coaching colleague Brad Brownell, who left a vacancy at Wright State. 
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Dana Altman put his leather Creighton jacket in the closet. He went 
from the Missouri Valley to the Willamette Valley as the new head coach 
of the Pac-10 Oregon Ducks. In Eugene, they’d had enough of Ernie Kent, 
who’d left Saint Mary’s a decade earlier after a hot season. Altman’s seat 
at Creighton was filled by another former Valley head coach who couldn’t 
make the major league transition. Greg McDermott went from Northern 
Iowa to Iowa State in 2006, but four years later he was fired for losing a 
dozen of the Cyclones’ 16 games in the Big 12. 

Mike Lonergan, the head coach at Vermont, didn’t return to his native 
DelMarVa region after leading the Catamounts to the NCAA Tourna-
ment. When he said that he loved Burlington and wanted to stay, he was 
serious. 

There were plenty of coaches who were too busy dealing with basic 
job survival in the smaller leagues to even think about a call from a 
big time program. Rick Scruggs, who led Gardner-Webb to an epoch-
defining win at Rupp Arena in 2007, was let go by the school. His final 
Runnin’ Bulldogs team finished 8-21 overall, 5-13 in the Big South. Mike 
Sutton at Tennessee Tech was not fired or reassigned despite a third 
straight losing season, in spite of any and all virtual drumbeats on the 
OVCfans message board. 

Those involved in athletic administration at Northwestern State, four 
years removed from the Demons’ One Shining Moment, were left to con-
template an empty 10-19 season. But they chose not to fire Mike McCo-
nathy and his staff. They’d be back for a 12th season. Days after the Final 
Four, Mark Slessinger was back out on the road, watching high school 
games. After National Signing Day, the third Wednesday in April, NSU 
had two new players. 

“What do you think, Coach Kyle?” Slessinger said over a scratchy cell 
phone connection somewhere in east Texas. “Think we can put this thing 
back together and win the Southland next season?”

The wheels kept turning. College basketball fell out of the sporting 
headlines, but the game did not stop. Individuals within that world per-
sisted until the arrival of a tap on the shoulder, or until they didn’t want 
to be part of it anymore. For Glen Miller at Penn, the tap came in Decem-
ber of 2009, seven games into the season. 

For Jerome Allen, the former Quaker star who took over as interim 
head coach, it didn’t arrive. Under his leadership, Penn won five out of 
14 Ivy League games, but the school kept him on for the 2010-11 season, 
and removed the “interim” part of his title. He would get to keep coaching 
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in the old, haunted Cathedral of College Basketball. 
For others, it was time to leave on their own terms. “I hate to use 

the word ‘retire,’” Palestra custodian Dan Harrell told the Penn Current 
newsletter in June. “I’m ready to move on to something else. This is a 
young man’s job... They say the mind controls the body, but I don’t know 
about that.”

On June 4, at UCLA Medical Center, John Wooden died of natural 
causes. His life began in Hall, Indiana, in 1910, in a time when the Hoo-
sier State was assuming ownership of the game of basketball. Over his 99 
years, nobody did more to enhance and improve the sport than Wooden 
did. From his refusal to enter his Indiana State team in the 1947 small-
college tournament on civil rights grounds, to his ten National Champion-
ships at UCLA, to his endless words of wisdom, his legacy as a basketball 
coach and as a man of compassion and knowledge will never be equalled. 

If there was any poetry in his passing, it was that the final college 
basketball game Coach Wooden saw was one of the greatest ever played.

The NCAA never expanded the Big Dance to 96 teams. The governing 
body did, however, opt out of the last three years of its contract with CBS, 
as everyone expected it would. CBS had broadcast the event free and over 
the air for 29 years, the full entirety of college basketball’s modern era. 

Five bidders emerged. But by the end of April, there were only two 
serious contenders remaining: ESPN, and a joint bid between CBS and 
Turner Sports. Both had plenty of cable channels with which to show 
simultaneous action, and each would be able to handle the 95 games 
of an expanded bracket. CBS and Turner had worked in partnership 
before, including at the 1998 Winter Olympics in Nagano, Japan. But 
this planned collaboration wasn’t about having enough bandwidth to 
broadcast a bigger NCAA Tournament. CBS needed help footing the bill.

CBS lost approximately $200 million on the 2010 NCAA Tournament. 
Under the existing $6 billion carriage contract, signed in 2003, CBS was 
on the hook for three more years and over $2 billion in rights fees. And 
with ballooning payments due to the NCAA ($657 million in 2011, $710 
million in 2012, and $765 million in 2013), management was unable to 
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find enough advertisers to simply break even. Plus, there was a recession 
on. 

In May, the New York Times reported that CBS had been so desperate 
to get rid of its NCAA Tournament albatross that in the fall of 2009, com-
pany executives had opened back-channel communications with ESPN. 
CBS wanted to sublet March Madness for four years, and pay the World-
wide Leader in Sports to take it off their hands.

People at Turner Sports learned of these talks, and contacted CBS. 
“Everybody was feeling each other out and trying to figure out who to 
deal with,” Turner Sports president David Levy told the Times. Once Plan 
96 made it clear that the NCAA was going to opt out of the final three 
years of its contract, CBS and Turner worked together to build a clean-
slate proposal. Their own plan, a $10.8 billion bid to broadcast the event 
from 2011 to 2024, topped ESPN’s submission. The real winner was the 
NCAA. College sports’ governing body would have plenty of money to 
pay its own substantial bills for 14 years.

In what should not have come as a surprise to anybody, the bidding 
process was not contingent on the size of the bracket. After the win-
ning bid was announced, CBS and Turner agreed with the NCAA that 
a smaller expansion, to 68 teams instead of 96, would be just fine. Plan 
68 meant lower overhead for everybody. The NCAA wouldn’t have to 
stage all those extra games, and CBS and Turner wouldn’t have to spend 
money televising them. It was good news for the NCAA, which had more 
income with which to balance its books for its annual non-profit filings 
to the IRS. For CBS and Turner, fewer games provided a far better chance 
at actual profitability. 

A new bracket necessitated three more Opening Round games, four 
PIGs in total, but nobody wanted to play in them. The commissioners 
from tiny conferences like the SWAC, MEAC, OVC and Northeast Con-
ference lobbied to have the extra games include the three extra at-large 
teams. The bigger leagues lobbied in the other direction. An NCAA sub-
committee, led by UCLA athletic director Dan Guerrero, split the new 
bracket shrubbery in half. 

The Solomonic compromise was called the “First Four.” This new 
invention would feature two matchups of at-large teams, games which 
would feed into the lower middle of the bracket in two No. 10 seed areas. 
The bottom four teams on the selection committee’s S-curve would play 
in the other two games. All four matchups would be shown on Turner 
cable subsidiary TruTV. Everybody was happy, especially the people in 
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Dayton. It was announced that the four games would take place over two 
evenings at UD Arena.

A pleasant side effect of Plan 68 was that journalists, bloggers and 
fans enjoyed the opportunity for triumphant crowing. Many claimed 
that the NCAA had shown great wisdom by listening to the people. The 
defeat of Plan 96 was a victory for sensibility, purity, and the good of 
the game. Scribes tend to traffic in the currency of emotional response 
rather than in hard money, and sportswriters have always made lousy 
economists. Nobody would ever ask John Feinstein to fill out their taxes 
for them. 

So during the grand bracket debate of 2010, few paused to ask where 
the funding was going to come from. For three decades, the answer to any 
money question was always “television.” The rapid growth and gigantism 
of the NCAA Tournament in the previous three decades – as well as that 
of pro ball leagues and the Olympics – was primarily subsidized by TV 
rights fees. Networks were obligated to find the cash to make those giant 
payments, but there had always been plenty of advertisers desirous of 
connective links to the exciting world of sports. 

As time went by, however, there were too many sports, a massive sur-
plus. It became a buyer’s market. Broadcasters had once been able to keep 
sponsors in tidy commercial-break sheep pens, but declining demand 
and an ongoing glut led to sponsored broadcasts, subsidized plays, 
brought-to-you-by segments, and intrusive logos all over the screen. The 
balance of power shifted from West 52nd Street to Madison Avenue.

Over the summer, the NCAA added a new Corporate Champion to 
join Coca-Cola and AT&T. Capital One Financial Corporation was a $16 
billion company that grew, in large part, by offering credit cards to sub-
prime borrowers and profiting off overlimit and late fees. If not for the 
currency of emotional response, Capital One would be just another bank.

Bloat was not limited to the NCAA. It extended to the major confer-
ences as well. In August, the governing body reported that only 14 of the 
120 teams in the Bowl Subdivision, formerly I-A, made money in fiscal 
year 2009. Expenses were not meeting costs. Fat people have to eat more 
than skinny people do in order to survive, so while the financial pie 
shrank, desperation increased, and the level of hunger remained steady. 

Lust for money touched off a swift and sudden round of league 
realignment. The scatterings were not quite as sharp as they were in the 
1980s and 1990s, the days following the football subdivision split. Back 
then, schools scrambled towards viable league properties, looking for 
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homes. In 2010, Colorado joined the Pac-10 and Nebraska was added to 
the Big Ten. The departures left the Big 12 with ten schools, a profound 
reminder that college conferences should never incorporate a numeral 
in their names. 

There were fears that the Big 12, which had a lineage that stretched 
back to 1907 and the birth of the Missouri Valley Conference, would 
split and dissipate. The Big East, a league of small religious schools and 
giant state institutions that was connected tenuously, was also vulner-
able. Some forecast a new era of four 16-team super-conferences: the 
Pac-16, Big Sixteen, ACC-16 and SEC-16. That Big Four might become the 
MegaBCS, the Premier League of college sports. Such an organization 
wouldn’t even need the NCAA anymore. 

Projecting further, the four colossal conferences might even start 
their own hoops tournament, an even Bigger Dance, and sell the rights 
to ESPN. The NCAA would be left with all the I-AA schools, with CBS 
and Turner. After a half-century of driving the NIT into the ground, the 
NCAA Tournament would become the nation’s new second-tier college 
basketball event. Greek tragedy would pale in comparison.

But none of that occurred, at least not yet. What did happen was that 
the Mountain West, originally formed from the rib of the Western Ath-
letic Conference, took three more of its members in August as part of a 
football-related poach: Fresno State, Boise State and Nevada. The parasite 
was consuming its host. The six-team WAC was left in threads and tat-
ters, just like the shell Horizon League had become 15 years earlier, when 
it lost its automatic bid for a year. The WAC would need to expand or die, 
and would perhaps accept its ultimate destiny as a basketball conference 
for basketball schools. 

The Horizon League didn’t sponsor football, but one of its members 
was the breadth of three stacked quarters away from college basketball’s 
National Championship. It had done so with half the cost of a Super Bowl 
ad, a 33-year-old coach, and five platitudes. 

As the summer went by, Butler’s success made more and more logi-
cal sense. Meanwhile, life in the big conferences appeared increasingly 
nonsensical, unprofitable and dangerous.

In the college basketball world, summer is a time of trade. These are 
dull months of coaching carousels, commissioner’s meetings, guarantee 
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game deals and endless recruiting. Campuses are mostly empty.
But in August, the students come back. In September, there are player 

meetings. Schedules are set and rosters are finalized. Jersey numbers are 
assigned to incoming players, sewed or screened into fresh fabric. The 
first few published previews and predictions start appearing on news-
stands and on websites. Things start to look a lot less like business, and 
more like basketball. In the middle of October, it’s “midnight madness,” 
the first full team practice. From the America East to the Big West, that’s 
the moment when season records are reset to zero wins and zero losses.

And so another beautiful season began.
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ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

With a first book, an acknowledgements section is the most fun thing to 
write, all the in-jokes and asynchronous private messages, fake nick-
names and wink-winks. Over time, the loaded politics of the whole prac-
tice take effect. Anybody who isn’t included, and expects to be included, 
will never let you live it down. It’s an author’s curse, a living hell. People 
have held lifelong grudges and lost long term friendships over acknowl-
edgements sections. This is a acknowledgement of anybody who has ever 
run to a brick-and-mortar bookstore or ripped open an Amazon package, 
checked the table of contents, then thumbed to the back to find their 
name in among the thick paragraphs... then can’t find it there. It can feel 
worse than an NCAA Tournament snub. There is no NIT for people who 
expect to appear in an acknowledgements section and then do not. I can 
only suggest more aggressive scheduling.

All that being said, to every single person listed on the preceding 
pages, I owe you a debt of gratitude. Without you, this book would 
not have been what it is. Hopefully, you liked it and the portrayal of 
your non-fictional character. If you didn’t, you probably have my e-mail 
address and can thereby open a line of discussion. Special thanks to all 
those who were involved in the book’s creation: designer Roni Lagin, 
illustrator Mo Moussa, foreword artist Luke Winn. Thanks, too, to Flat 
Roof Press. To my editor John “C’mon, Pump Up the Dickens” Desmond, 
thank you for challenging me to raise my sights and go beyond the col-
lection of scattered snapshots I first sent in. I would also like to thank all 
my consulting customers and clients who allowed me to take two months 
out of my life to write a book, a clock luxury that has become exceedingly 
rare in economically challenging times. Thanks to David Worlock and 
Greg Shaheen at the NCAA in Indianapolis. Thanks to Anne Ursu, Ze 
Frank, Joe Frank and David Berman, the people who initially inspired 
me to want to write good. Also, thanks to my cats Bill and Murray, Planet 
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Fitness, Radio Jazz International, and the makers of diet lemon-lime Sun-
pop. The book would be a lot different without any of those. Thank you, 
thank you, thank you.

This book owes a great debt to “The Encyclopedia of the NCAA Bas-
ketball Tournament” by Jim Savage, a painstakingly researched tome 
that was published in 1990 by the Dell Group. It is one of the great oddi-
ties of our sport that no second, updated edition exists, but there is no 
book that is more comprehensive and thorough in regards to the first 51 
NCAA Tournaments. A dream of mine is to relight that spark and create 
a new edition for a new digital age, but I would need help. Please consider 
this quick mention in the acknowledgements section as an invitation to 
join me on this quest to properly capture the history of America’s greatest 
sporting event. Also, “One Beautiful Season” would not have been pos-
sible without the many conference- and school-specific publications com-
piled and released by sports information directors. Sports information 
is one of the most important and least understood functions in sports, 
and the industry is populated with some of the best people in the world. 
Other than players and coaches, nobody in college athletics works harder 
or reaches such consistent levels of greatness. If you are interested in tak-
ing part in sports information in any way, please visit the College Sports 
Information Directors of America website at cosida.com. 

Special thanks as well to my editor at Basketball Times, John Akers, 
for ongoing belief and support, especially when the belief and support 
of others mysteriously dissipated. I thank those people as well, for the 
motivation to continue. Greatest thanks of all are due to the people with-
out whom this would have never happened, the readers and supporters 
of The Mid-Majority website. Without a national entity or major spon-
sors to underwrite my annual 100-game journeys through the smaller 
conferences, the continuing efforts of this mission are funded solely by 
them. Specific thanks to those who chose to make contributions just so 
the national travel could continue: Alexander Power, Kenneth Bethune, 
David Mihm, Jarin Hawkins, Jeff Grubb, Travis Mason-Bushman, Kevin 
Prigge, Zach Brown, Frank Vitale, Nick Catrambone, Matthew Giraitis, 
Byron McKim, Raymond Truesdell, Jen Ahearn, Stephen Gentle, Jeff 
Pojanowski, Brian Mull, Alex Keil, Gary Moore, Marco Anskis, Chris 
Palmer, Todd Falkenberg, Michael Miller, Afi Ahmadi, Paul Hampson, 
Robert Vidal, Marty Mathieson, Andrew Stern, Adam Gibson, Garry 
Drake, Corey Schmidt, Mark Spenik, Darin Keener, Ty Patton, Erik Nell, 
Jeff Grubb, David Schmidt, Anthony Slosser, DeMont McNeil, Charles 
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Cochrum, Michael Schafer, Andrew Bolte, Devin Moeller, Matthew 
Restivo, Gary Price Jr., Timothy Gaige, John Willmott and Rhett But-
ler. The regional trip to Houston would not have been possible without 
the generosity of Michael Brodsky. The final weekend in Indianapolis 
was brought to you by Kevin Heaslip, John Lee, Joshua Leggette, Adam 
Molnar, Kraig Williams, Mark Riley, Tom Felice and Steve Chen. Final 
Four-sized thanks to Tom Burnett of the Southland Conference. Major 
Olympic-sized thanks to the mysterious, shadow-shrouded TF. Thank 
you to everybody who bought a Season 7 membership, or is thinking 
about it. Your names will be in the next one. 

For more information about TMM, please visit midmajority.com. 
During the season, that’s where the first draft of the next book is taking 
shape.

— Kyle Whelliston
 Pawtucket, R.I.
 Aug. 31, 2010
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APPENDIX: THE OTHER 24 CONFERENCES

Figures as of 2009-10 college basketball season and academic year. All 
athletic and men’s basketball budget figures via the U.S. Department of 
Postsecondary Education. Losses listed are those that took each team out 
of consideration for the Division I National Championship.

AMERICA EAST CONFERENCE

Albany Great Danes
"MCBOZ�/:���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 12,295
Arena: SEFCU Arena
Head Coach: Will Brown
2009-10 Record: 7-25 (2-14 A-EAST)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Stony Brook in America East 

quarterfinals, 68-59 

Binghamton Bearcats
7FTUBM�/:���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 11,354
Arena: Events Center
Head Coach: Mark Macon
2009-10 Record: 13-18 (8-8 A-EAST)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Withdrew from conference tournament

Boston University Terriers
#PTUPO�."���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 16,062
Arena: Case Gym
Head Coach: Pat Chambers
2009-10 Record: 21-14 (11-5 A-EAST)
Postseason: College Basketball Invitational
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Vermont in America East final, 83-70 

Hartford Hawks
8FTU�)BSUGPSE�$5���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 4,812
Arena: The Sports Center
Head Coach: Dan Leibovitz
2009-10 Record: 8-22 (6-10 A-EAST)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Boston University in America East 

quarterfinals, 87-46 

Maine Black Bears
0SPOP�.&���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 8,042
Arena: Alfond Arena
Head Coach: Ted Woodward

2009-10 Record: 19-11 (11-5 A-EAST)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to New Hampshire in America East 

quarterfinals, 68-57 

Maryland-Baltimore County Retrievers
#BMUJNPSF�.%���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 8,263
Arena: UMBC Fieldhouse
Head Coach: Randy Monroe
2009-10 Record: 4-26 (3-13 A-EAST)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Vermont in America East 

quarterfinals, 76-59 

New Hampshire Wildcats
%VSIBN�/)���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 11,599
Arena: Recreation & Sports Complex
Head Coach: Bill Herrion
2009-10 Record: 13-17 (6-10 A-EAST)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Vermont in America East semifinals, 

57-38 

Stony Brook Seawolves
4UPOZ�#SPPL�/:���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 14,598
Arena: USB Sports Complex
Head Coach: Steve Pikiell
2009-10 Record: 22-10 (13-3 A-EAST)
Postseason: NIT
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Boston University in America East 

semifinals, 70-63 

Vermont Catamounts
#VSMJOHUPO�75���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 9,513
Arena: Roy L. Patrick Gymnasium
Head Coach: Mike Lonergan
2009-10 Record: 25-10 (12-4 A-EAST)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Syracuse in NCAA Round of 64, 79-56 
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ATLANTIC 10 CONFERENCE

Charlotte 49ers
$IBSMPUUF�/$���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 15,450
Arena: Halton Arena
Head Coach: Bobby Lutz
2009-10 Record: 19-12 (9-7 A-10)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Massachusetts in A-10 first round, 

59-56 

Dayton Flyers
%BZUPO�0)���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 7,115
Arena: U. of Dayton Arena
Head Coach: Brian Gregory
2009-10 Record: 25-12 (8-8 A-10)
Postseason: NIT
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Xavier in A-10 quarterfinals, 78-73 

Duquesne Dukes
1JUUTCVSHI�1"���'PVOEFE������

Students: 5,378
Arena: A.J. Palumbo Center
Head Coach: Ron Everhart
2009-10 Record: 16-16 (7-9 A-10)
Postseason: College Basketball Invitational
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Saint Bonaventure in A-10 first round, 

83-71 

Fordham Rams
#SPOY�/:���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 7,331
Arena: Rose Hill Gym
Head Coach: Dereck Whittenburg
2009-10 Record: 2-26 (0-16 A-10)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Did not reach conference tournament 

George Washington Colonials
8BTIJOHUPO�%$���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 9,552
Arena: Charles E. Smith Center
Head Coach: Karl Hobbs
2009-10 Record: 16-15 (6-10 A-10)
Postseason: College Basketball Invitational
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Dayton in A-10 first round, 70-60 

La Salle Explorers
1IJMBEFMQIJB�1"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,118
Arena: Tom Gola Arena
Head Coach: John Giannini
2009-10 Record: 12-18 (4-12 A-10)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Did not reach conference tournament 

Massachusetts Minutemen
"NIFSTU�."���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 18,864
Arena: Mullins Center
Head Coach: Derek Kellogg
2009-10 Record: 12-20 (5-11 A-10)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Richmond in Atlantic 10 quarterfinals, 

77-72 

Rhode Island Rams
,JOHTUPO�3*���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 11,122
Arena: Ryan Center
Head Coach: Jim Baron
2009-10 Record: 26-10 (9-7 A-10)
Postseason: NIT
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Temple in Atlantic 10 semifinals, 

57-44 

Richmond Spiders
3JDINPOE�7"���'PVOEFE������

Students: 2,819
Arena: Robins Center
Head Coach: Chris Mooney
2009-10 Record: 26-9 (13-3 A-10)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Saint Mary’s in NCAA Round of 64, 

80-71 

Saint Bonaventure Bonnies
4U�#POBWFOUVSF�/:���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 1,863
Arena: Reilly Center
Head Coach: Mark Schmidt
2009-10 Record: 15-16 (7-9 A-10)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Temple in A-10 quarterfinals, 69-51 

Saint Joseph’s Hawks
1IJMBEFMQIJB�1"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 4,493
Arena: Hagan Arena
Head Coach: Phil Martelli
2009-10 Record: 11-20 (5-11 A-10)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Rhode Island in Atlantic 10 first 

round, 87-76 

Saint Louis Billikens
4U�-PVJT�.0���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 6,476
Arena: Chaifetz Arena
Head Coach: Rick Majerus
2009-10 Record: 23-13 (11-5 A-10)
Postseason: College Basketball Invitational
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Rhode Island in Atlantic 10 

quarterfinals, 63-47 
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Temple Owls
1IJMBEFMQIJB�1"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 22,901
Arena: The Liacouras Center
Head Coach: Fran Dunphy
2009-10 Record: 29-6 (14-2 A-10)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Cornell in NCAA Round of 64, 78-65 

Xavier Musketeers
$JODJOOBUJ�0)���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,394
Arena: Cintas Center
Head Coach: Chris Mack
2009-10 Record: 26-9 (14-2 A-10)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Kansas St. in NCAA Sweet 16, 101-96 

ATLANTIC SUN CONFERENCE

Belmont Bruins
/BTIWJMMF�5/���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,831
Arena: Curb Events Center
Head Coach: Rick Byrd
2009-10 Record: 19-12 (14-6 A-SUN)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Mercer in Atlantic Sun quarterfinals, 

87-81 

Campbell Fighting Camels
#VJFT�$SFFL�/$���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,106
Arena: Gore Arena
Head Coach: Robbie Laing
2009-10 Record: 19-11 (14-6 A-SUN)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to East Tennessee State in Atlantic Sun 

quarterfinals, 72-64 

East Tennessee State Buccaneers
+PIOTPO�$JUZ�5/���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 9,150
Arena: Memorial Center
Head Coach: Murry Bartow
2009-10 Record: 20-15 (13-7 A-SUN)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Kentucky in NCAA Round of 64, 

100-71 

Florida Gulf Coast Eagles
'PSU�.ZFST�'-���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 7,017
Arena: Alico Arena
Head Coach: Dave Balza
2009-10 Record: 8-21 (5-15 A-SUN)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Ineligible for conference tournament 

Jacksonville Dolphins
+BDLTPOWJMMF�'-���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 2,124
Arena: Swisher Gymnasium
Head Coach: Cliff Warren
2009-10 Record: 20-13 (14-6 A-SUN)
Postseason: NIT
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Mercer in Atlantic Sun semifinals, 

66-63 

Kennesaw State Owls
,FOOFTBX�("���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 14,304
Arena: KSU Convocation Center
Head Coach: Tony Ingle
2009-10 Record: 13-20 (7-13 A-SUN)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to East Tennessee State in Atlantic Sun 

semifinals, 69-64 

Lipscomb Bisons
/BTIWJMMF�5/���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 2,234
Arena: Allen Arena
Head Coach: Scott Sanderson
2009-10 Record: 17-13 (14-6 A-SUN)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Kennesaw State in Atlantic Sun 

quarterfinals, 72-69 

Mercer Bears
.BDPO�("���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,642
Arena: Mercer Arena
Head Coach: Bob Hoffman
2009-10 Record: 16-17 (10-10 A-SUN)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to East Tennessee State in Atlantic Sun 

Championship, 72-66 

North Florida Ospreys
+BDLTPOWJMMF�'-���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 9,587
Arena: UNF Arena
Head Coach: Matthew Driscoll
2009-10 Record: 13-18 (8-12 A-SUN)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Jacksonville in Atlantic Sun 

quarterfinals, 76-69 

South Carolina-Upstate Spartans
4QBSUBOCVSH�4$���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 4,119
Arena: G.B. Hodge Center
Head Coach: Eddie Payne
2009-10 Record: 6-23 (6-14 A-SUN)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Ineligible for conference tournament 
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Stetson Hatters
%FMBOE�'-���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 2,139
Arena: Edmunds Center
Head Coach: Derek Waugh
2009-10 Record: 7-22 (5-15 A-SUN)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Did not reach conference tournament 

BIG SKY CONFERENCE

Eastern Washington Eagles
$IFOFZ�8"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 8,222
Arena: Reese Court
Head Coach: Kirk Earlywine
2009-10 Record: 9-21 (5-11 BSKY)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Did not reach conference tournament 

Idaho State Bengals
1PDBUFMMP�*%���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 7,011
Arena: Holt Arena
Head Coach: Joe O’Brien
2009-10 Record: 7-22 (4-12 BSKY)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Did not reach conference tournament 

Montana Grizzlies
.JTTPVMB�.5���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 9,772
Arena: Adams Center
Head Coach: Wayne Tinkle
2009-10 Record: 22-10 (10-6 BSKY)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to New Mexico in NCAA Round of 64, 

62-57 

Montana State Bobcats
#P[FNBO�.5���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 8,910
Arena: Brick Breeden Fieldhouse
Head Coach: Brad Huse
2009-10 Record: 15-14 (10-6 BSKY)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Portland State in Big Sky first round, 

68-65 

Northern Arizona Lumberjacks
'MBHTUBGG�";���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 13,762
Arena: J. Lawrence Walkup Skydome
Head Coach: Mike Adras
2009-10 Record: 14-14 (8-8 BSKY)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Montana in Big Sky first round, 81-60

 

Northern Colorado Bears
(SFFMFZ�$0���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 8,830
Arena: Butler-Hancock Athletic Center
Head Coach: Tad Boyle
2009-10 Record: 25-8 (12-4 BSKY)
Postseason: College Insider Tournament
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Montana in Big Sky semifinals, 68-63 

Portland State Vikings
1PSUMBOE�03���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 12,588
Arena: Rose Garden
Head Coach: Tyler Geving
2009-10 Record: 13-19 (7-9 BSKY)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Weber State in Big Sky semifinals, 

69-60 

Sacramento State Hornets
4BDSBNFOUP�$"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 18,653
Arena: Hornets Nest
Head Coach: Brian Katz
2009-10 Record: 9-21 (3-13 BSKY)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Did not reach conference tournament 

Weber State Wildcats
0HEFO�65���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 9,483
Arena: Dee Events Center
Head Coach: Randy Rahe
2009-10 Record: 20-11 (13-3 BSKY)
Postseason: NIT
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Montana in Big Sky final, 66-65 

BIG SOUTH CONFERENCE

Charleston Southern Buccaneers
$IBSMFTUPO�4$���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 2,348
Arena: CSU Fieldhouse
Head Coach: Barclay Radebaugh
2009-10 Record: 13-17 (7-11 BSOUTH)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Radford in Big South quarterfinals, 

64-61 

Coastal Carolina Chanticleers
$POXBZ�4$���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 6,860
Arena: Kimbel Arena
Head Coach: Cliff Ellis
2009-10 Record: 28-7 (15-3 BSOUTH)
Postseason: NIT
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Winthrop in Big South final, 64-53 
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Gardner-Webb Bulldogs
#PJMJOH�4QSJOHT�/$���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 2,149
Arena: Paul Porter Arena
Head Coach: Rick Scruggs
2009-10 Record: 8-21 (5-13 BSOUTH)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Did not reach conference tournament 

High Point Panthers
)JHI�1PJOU�/$���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 2,814
Arena: Millis Center
Head Coach: Scott Cherry
2009-10 Record: 15-15 (10-8 BSOUTH)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to North Carolina-Asheville in Big South 

quarterfinals, 84-73 

Liberty Flames
-ZODICVSH�7"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 14,545
Arena: Vines Center
Head Coach: Dale Layer
2009-10 Record: 15-16 (10-8 BSOUTH)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Winthrop in Big South quarterfinals, 

80-72 

North Carolina-Asheville Bulldogs
"TIFWJMMF�/$���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 2,813
Arena: Justice Center
Head Coach: Eddie Biedenbach
2009-10 Record: 15-16 (11-7 BSOUTH)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Coastal Carolina in Big South 

semifinals, 92-73 

Presbyterian Blue Hose
$MJOUPO�4$���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 1,126
Arena: Templeton Center
Head Coach: Gregg Nibert
2009-10 Record: 5-26 (2-16 BSOUTH)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Did not reach conference tournament 

Radford Highlanders
3BEGPSE�7"���'PVOEFE������

Students: 7,764
Arena: D.N. Dedmon Center
Head Coach: Brad Greenberg
2009-10 Record: 19-12 (13-5 BSOUTH)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Winthrop in Big South semifinals, 

61-46 

Virginia Military Institute Keydets
-FYJOHUPO�7"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 1,428
Arena: Cameron Hall
Head Coach: Duggar Baucom
2009-10 Record: 10-19 (5-13 BSOUTH)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Coastal Carolina in Big South 

quarterfinals, 82-73 

Winthrop Eagles
3PDL�)JMM�4$���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 4,467
Arena: Winthrop Coliseum
Head Coach: Randy Peele
2009-10 Record: 19-14 (12-6 BSOUTH)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Arkansas-Pine Bluff in NCAA Play-In 

Game, 61-44 

BIG WEST CONFERENCE

Cal Poly Mustangs
4BO�-VJT�0CJTQP�$"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 17,615
Arena: Robert Mott Gym
Head Coach: Joe Callero
2009-10 Record: 12-19 (7-9 BWC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Long Beach in Big West quarterfinals, 

79-69 

Cal State Fullerton Titans
'VMMFSUPO�$"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 23,078
Arena: Titan Gym
Head Coach: Bob Burton
2009-10 Record: 16-15 (8-8 BWC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to UC Davis in Big West 2nd Round, 

68-65 

Cal State Northridge Matadors
/PSUISJEHF�$"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 23,253
Arena: Matador Gym
Head Coach: Bobby Braswell
2009-10 Record: 11-21 (6-10 BWC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Cal State Fullerton in Big West first 

round, 84-76 

California-Davis Aggies
%BWJT�$"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 23,167
Arena: Activites & Recreation Center
Head Coach: Gary Stewart
2009-10 Record: 14-18 (8-8 BWC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to California-Santa Barbara in Big West 

semifinals, 76-62 
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California-Irvine Anteaters
*SWJOF�$"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 21,492
Arena: Bren Events Center
Head Coach: Pat Douglass
2009-10 Record: 14-18 (6-10 BWC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Cal Poly in Big West first round, 73-69 

California-Riverside Highlanders
3JWFSTJEF�$"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 15,319
Arena: UCR Rec Center
Head Coach: Jim Wooldridge
2009-10 Record: 12-17 (5-11 BWC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Did not reach conference tournament 

California-Santa Barbara Gauchos
4BOUB�#BSCBSB�$"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 18,430
Arena: The Thunderdome
Head Coach: Bob Williams
2009-10 Record: 20-10 (12-4 BWC)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Ohio State in NCAA Round of 64, 

68-51 

Long Beach State 49ers
-POH�#FBDI�$"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 25,441
Arena: The Pyramid
Head Coach: Dan Monson
2009-10 Record: 17-16 (8-8 BWC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to California-Santa Barbara in Big West 

final, 69-64 

Pacific Tigers
4UPDLUPO�$"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,335
Arena: A.C. Spanos Center
Head Coach: Bob Thomason
2009-10 Record: 23-12 (12-4 BWC)
Postseason: College Insider Tournament
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Long Beach State in Big West 

semifinals, 68-61 

COLONIAL ATHLETIC ASSOCIATION

Delaware Blue Hens
/FXBSL�%&���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 15,287
Arena: Bob Carpenter Center
Head Coach: Monte Ross
2009-10 Record: 7-24 (3-15 CAA)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Virginia Commonwealth in CAA first 

round, 66-49 

Drexel Dragons
1IJMBEFMQIJB�1"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 10,897
Arena: Daskalakis Athletic Center
Head Coach: James “Bruiser” Flint
2009-10 Record: 16-16 (11-7 CAA)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to James Madison in CAA first round, 

77-65 

George Mason Patriots
'BJSGBY�7"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 14,173
Arena: Patriot Center
Head Coach: Jim Larranaga
2009-10 Record: 17-15 (12-6 CAA)
Postseason: College Insider Tournament
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Virginia Commonwealth in CAA 

quarterfinals, 75-60 

Georgia State Panthers
"UMBOUB�("���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 15,364
Arena: GSU Sports Arena
Head Coach: Rod Barnes
2009-10 Record: 12-20 (5-13 CAA)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Hofstra in CAA first round, 68-67 

Hofstra Pride
)FNQTUFBE�/:���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 7,626
Arena: Hofstra Arena
Head Coach: Tom Pecora
2009-10 Record: 19-15 (10-8 CAA)
Postseason: College Basketball Invitational
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Northeastern in CAA quarterfinals, 

74-71 

James Madison Dukes
)BSSJTPOCVSH�7"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 16,168
Arena: JMU Convocation Center
Head Coach: Matt Brady
2009-10 Record: 13-20 (4-14 CAA)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to William & Mary in CAA quarterfinals, 

70-65 

North Carolina-Wilmington Seahawks
8JMNJOHUPO�/$���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 10,097
Arena: Trask Coliseum
Head Coach: Benny Moss
2009-10 Record: 9-22 (5-13 CAA)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Towson in CAA first round, 91-74 
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Northeastern Huskies
#PTUPO�."���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 15,521
Arena: Matthews Arena
Head Coach: Bill Coen
2009-10 Record: 20-13 (14-4 CAA)
Postseason: NIT
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to William & Mary in CAA semifinals, 

47-45 

Old Dominion Monarchs
/PSGPML�7"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 12,754
Arena: Constant Convocation Center
Head Coach: Blaine Taylor
2009-10 Record: 27-9 (15-3 CAA)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Baylor in NCAA Round of 32, 76-68 

Towson Tigers
#BMUJNPSF�.%���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 15,231
Arena: Towson Center
Head Coach: Pat Kennedy
2009-10 Record: 10-21 (6-12 CAA)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Old Dominion in CAA quarterfinals, 

86-56 

Virginia Commonwealth Rams
3JDINPOE�7"���'PVOEFE������

Students: 18,096
Arena: Siegel Center
Head Coach: Shaka Smith
2009-10 Record: 27-9 (11-7 CAA)
Postseason: College Basketball Invitational
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Old Dominion in CAA semifinals, 

73-69 

William & Mary Tribe
8JMMJBNTCVSH�7"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 5,772
Arena: Kaplan Arena
Head Coach: Tony Shaver
2009-10 Record: 22-11 (12-6 CAA)
Postseason: NIT
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Old Dominion in CAA final, 60-53 

HORIZON LEAGUE

Butler Bulldogs
*OEJBOBQPMJT�*/���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,558
Arena: Hinkle Fieldhouse
Head Coach: Brad Stevens
2009-10 Record: 33-5 (18-0 HL)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Duke in NCAA National 

Championship, 61-59 

Cleveland State Vikings
$MFWFMBOE�0)���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 6,882
Arena: H. J. Goodman Arena
Head Coach: Gary Waters
2009-10 Record: 16-17 (10-8 HL)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Wisconsin-Milwaukee in Horizon 

League second round, 82-75 

Detroit Titans
%FUSPJU�.*���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 2,334
Arena: Calihan Hall
Head Coach: Ray McCallum
2009-10 Record: 20-14 (9-9 HL)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Wright State in Horizon League 

semifinals, 69-50 

Illinois-Chicago Flames
$IJDBHP�*-���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 14,447
Arena: UIC Pavillion
Head Coach: Jimmy Collins
2009-10 Record: 8-22 (3-15 HL)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Wisconsin-Milwaukee in Horizon 

League first round, 73-67 

Loyola (Ill.) Ramblers
$IJDBHP�*-���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 10,124
Arena: Joseph Gentile Center
Head Coach: Jim Whitesell
2009-10 Record: 14-16 (5-13 HL)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Cleveland State in Horizon League 

first round, 80-66 

Valparaiso Crusaders
7BMQBSBJTP�*/���'PVOEFE������

Students: 2,715
Arena: Athletics-Recreation Center
Head Coach: Homer Drew
2009-10 Record: 15-17 (10-8 HL)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Detroit in Horizon League first round, 

89-82 
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Wisconsin-Green Bay Phoenix
(SFFO�#BZ�8*���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 4,700
Arena: Resch Center
Head Coach: Tod Kowalczyk
2009-10 Record: 22-13 (11-7 HL)
Postseason: College Basketball Invitational
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Detroit in Horizon League second 

round, 62-53 

Wisconsin-Milwaukee Panthers
.JMXBVLFF�8*���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 19,871
Arena: MECCA
Head Coach: Rob Jeter
2009-10 Record: 20-14 (10-8 HL)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Butler in Horizon League semifinals, 

68-59 

Wright State Raiders
%BZUPO�0)���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 10,797
Arena: Ervin J. Nutter Center
Head Coach: Brad Brownell
2009-10 Record: 20-12 (12-6 HL)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Butler in Horizon League final, 70-45 

Youngstown State Penguins
:PVOHTUPXO�0)���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 9,764
Arena: Beechly Center
Head Coach: John Robic
2009-10 Record: 8-22 (2-16 HL)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Wisconsin-Green Bay in Horizon 

League first round, 81-67 

IVY LEAGUE

Brown Bears
1SPWJEFODF�3*���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 5,851
Arena: Pizzitola Sports Center
Head Coach: Jesse Agel
2009-10 Record: 11-20 (5-9 IVY)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N�

Columbia Lions
/FX�:PSL�/:���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 6,596
Arena: Levien Gym
Head Coach: Joseph Jones
2009-10 Record: 11-17 (5-9 IVY)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N�

Cornell Big Red
*UIBDB�/:���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 13,763

Arena: Newman Arena
Head Coach: Steve Donahue
2009-10 Record: 29-5 (13-1 IVY)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Kentucky in NCAA Sweet Sixteen, 

62-45 

Dartmouth Big Green
)BOPWFS�/)���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 4,066
Arena: Leede Arena
Head Coach: Terry Dunn
2009-10 Record: 5-23 (1-13 IVY)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N�

Harvard Crimson
$BNCSJEHF�."���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 6,890
Arena: Lavietes Pavilion
Head Coach: Tommy Amaker
2009-10 Record: 21-8 (10-4 IVY)
Postseason: College Insider Tournament
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N�

Pennsylvania Quakers
1IJMBEFMQIJB�1"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 10,062
Arena: The Palestra
Head Coach: Glen Miller
2009-10 Record: 6-22 (5-9 IVY)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N�

Princeton Tigers
1SJODFUPO�/+���'PVOEFE������

Students: 4,878
Arena: Jadwin Gymnasium
Head Coach: Sydney Johnson
2009-10 Record: 22-9 (11-3 IVY)
Postseason: College Basketball Invitational
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N�

Yale Bulldogs
/FX�)BWFO�$5���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 5,251
Arena: John J. Lee Amphitheater
Head Coach: James Jones
2009-10 Record: 12-19 (6-8 IVY)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N�

MID-EASTERN ATHL. CONFERENCE

Bethune-Cookman Wildcats
%BZUPOB�#FBDI�'-���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,474
Arena: Moore Gymnasium
Head Coach: Clifford Reed
2009-10 Record: 17-16 (9-9 MEAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Delaware State in MEAC 

quarterfinals, 57-55 
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Coppin State Eagles
#BMUJNPSF�.%���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 2,533
Arena: Coppin Center-Pullen Gym
Head Coach: Ron ‘Fang’ Mitchell
2009-10 Record: 8-22 (3-15 MEAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Maryland-Eastern Shore in MEAC 

quarterfinals, 64-58 

Delaware State Hornets
%PWFS�%&���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 2,867
Arena: Memorial Hall
Head Coach: Greg Jackson
2009-10 Record: 17-12 (12-5 MEAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to South Carolina State in MEAC 

semifinals, 70-66 

Florida A&M Rattlers
5BMMBIBTTFF�'-���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 8,585
Arena: Gaither Athletic Center
Head Coach: Eugene Harris
2009-10 Record: 9-22 (7-11 MEAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Bethune-Cookman in MEAC first 

round, 64-53 

Hampton Pirates
)BNQUPO�7"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 4,449
Arena: Convocation Center
Head Coach: [vacant]
2009-10 Record: 14-18 (9-8 MEAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Morgan State in MEAC semifinals, 

74-67 

Howard Bison
8BTIJOHUPO�%$���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 6,653
Arena: Burr Gymnasium
Head Coach: Gil Jackson
2009-10 Record: 7-25 (6-11 MEAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to North Carolina A&T in MEAC first 

round, 65-55 

Maryland-Eastern Shore Hawks
1SJODFTT�"OOF�.%���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,513
Arena: William P. Hytche Center
Head Coach: Frankie Allen
2009-10 Record: 11-21 (8-9 MEAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to South Carolina State in MEAC 

quarterfinals, 59-53 

Morgan State Bears
#BMUJNPSF�.%���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 5,471
Arena: Hill Field House
Head Coach: Todd Bozeman
2009-10 Record: 27-10 (17-1 MEAC)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to West Virginia in NCAA Round of 64, 

77-50 

Norfolk State Spartans
/PSGPML�7"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 4,690
Arena: Echols Arena
Head Coach: Anthony Evans
2009-10 Record: 11-19 (10-8 MEAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Hampton in MEAC quarterfinals, 

73-70 

North Carolina A&T Aggies
(SFFOTCPSP�/$���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 7,822
Arena: Corbett Sports Center
Head Coach: Jerry Eaves
2009-10 Record: 11-22 (6-12 MEAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Morgan State in MEAC quarterfinals, 

84-57 

South Carolina State Bulldogs
0SBOHFCVSH�4$���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,701
Arena: SHM Memorial Center
Head Coach: Tim Carter
2009-10 Record: 18-14 (11-7 MEAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Morgan State in MEAC final, 68-61 

Winston-Salem State Rams
8JOTUPO�4BMFN�/$���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 5,336
Arena: LJVM Coliseum Annex
Head Coach: Bobby Collins
2009-10 Record: 12-17 (8-10 MEAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Did not reach conference tournament 

METRO ATLANTIC ATHLETIC 
CONFERENCE

Canisius Golden Griffins
#VGGBMP�/:���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,123
Arena: Koessler Athletic Center
Head Coach: Tom Parrotta
2009-10 Record: 15-17 (8-10 MAAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Fairfield in MAAC quarterfinals, 67-57 
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Fairfield Stags
#SJEHFQPSU�$5���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,452
Arena: Arena at Harbor Yard
Head Coach: Ed Cooley
2009-10 Record: 23-11 (13-5 MAAC)
Postseason: College Insider Tournament
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Siena in MAAC final, 72-65 

Iona Gaels
/FX�3PDIFMMF�/:���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,329
Arena: Hynes Center
Head Coach: Kevin Willard
2009-10 Record: 21-10 (12-6 MAAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Niagara in MAAC quarterfinals, 68-64 

Loyola (Md.) Greyhounds
#BMUJNPSF�.%���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,663
Arena: Reitz Arena
Head Coach: Jimmy Patsos
2009-10 Record: 13-17 (6-12 MAAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Manhattan in MAAC first round, 

94-79 

Manhattan Jaspers
#SPOY�/:���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 2,938
Arena: Draddy Gymnasium
Head Coach: Barry Rohrssen
2009-10 Record: 11-20 (4-14 MAAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Siena in MAAC quarterfinals, 78-61 

Marist Red Foxes
1PVHILFFQTJF�/:���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 4,494
Arena: McCann Recreation Center
Head Coach: Chuck Martin
2009-10 Record: 1-29 (1-17 MAAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Canisius in MAAC first round, 72-54 

Niagara Purple Eagles
/JBHBSB�6OJWFSTJUZ�/:���'PVOEFE������

Students: 3,031
Arena: Gallagher Center
Head Coach: Joe Mihalich
2009-10 Record: 18-15 (9-9 MAAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Fairfield in MAAC semifinals, 69-63 

Rider Broncs
-BXSFODFWJMMF�/+���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,934
Arena: Alumni Gymnasium
Head Coach: Tommy Dempsey
2009-10 Record: 17-16 (9-9 MAAC)

�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Siena in MAAC semifinals, 72-62 

Saint Peter’s Peacocks
+FSTFZ�$JUZ�/+���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 2,056
Arena: Yanitelli Center
Head Coach: John Dunne
2009-10 Record: 16-14 (11-7 MAAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Rider in MAAC quarterfinals, 69-57 

Siena Saints
"MCBOZ�/:���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,108
Arena: Times Union Center
Head Coach: Fran McCaffery
2009-10 Record: 27-7 (17-1 MAAC)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Purdue in NCAA Round of 64, 72-64 

MID-AMERICAN CONFERENCE

Akron Zips
"LSPO�0)���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 15,035
Arena: James A. Rhodes Arena
Head Coach: Keith Dambrot
2009-10 Record: 24-11 (12-4 MAC)
Postseason: College Basketball Invitational
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Ohio in MAC final, 81-75 

Ball State Cardinals
.VODJF�*/���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 15,619
Arena: Worthen Arena
Head Coach: Billy Taylor
2009-10 Record: 15-15 (8-8 MAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Ohio in MAC first round, 85-77 

Bowling Green Falcons
#PXMJOH�(SFFO�0)���'PVOEFE������

Students: 13,694
Arena: Anderson Arena
Head Coach: Louis Orr
2009-10 Record: 14-16 (6-10 MAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Western Michigan in MAC first round, 

75-73 

Buffalo Bulls
#VGGBMP�/:���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 17,686
Arena: Alumni Arena
Head Coach: Reggie Witherspoon
2009-10 Record: 18-12 (9-7 MAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Miami in MAC quarterfinals, 73-59 
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Central Michigan Chippewas
.PVOU�1MFBTBOU�.*���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 17,889
Arena: Rose Arena
Head Coach: Ernie Zeigler
2009-10 Record: 15-15 (9-7 MAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Western Michigan in MAC 

quarterfinals, 69-60 

Eastern Michigan Eagles
:QTJMBOUJ�.*���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 12,234
Arena: Convocation Center
Head Coach: Charles Ramsey
2009-10 Record: 17-15 (8-8 MAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Akron in MAC quarterfinals, 97-89 

Kent State Golden Flashes
,FOU�0)���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 15,775
Arena: Memorial Athletics Center
Head Coach: Geno Ford
2009-10 Record: 24-10 (13-3 MAC)
Postseason: NIT
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Ohio in MAC quarterfinals, 81-64 

Miami (Oh.) Redhawks
0YGPSE�0)���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 14,785
Arena: Millett Hall
Head Coach: Charlie Coles
2009-10 Record: 14-18 (9-7 MAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Ohio in MAC semifinals, 54-42 

Northern Illinois Huskies
%FLBMC�*-���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 16,470
Arena: Convocation Center
Head Coach: Ricardo Patton
2009-10 Record: 10-20 (6-10 MAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Eastern Michigan in MAC first round, 

65-59 

Ohio Bobcats
"UIFOT�0)���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 16,204
Arena: Convocation Center
Head Coach: John Groce
2009-10 Record: 22-15 (7-9 MAC)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Tennessee in NCAA Round of 32, 

83-68 

Toledo Rockets
5PMFEP�0)���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 14,094
Arena: John F. Savage Hall
Head Coach: Gene Cross
2009-10 Record: 4-28 (1-15 MAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Buffalo in MAC first round, 72-54 

Western Michigan Broncos
,BMBNB[PP�.*���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 17,548
Arena: University Arena
Head Coach: Steve Hawkins
2009-10 Record: 18-15 (8-8 MAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Akron in MAC semifinals, 66-64 

MISSOURI VALLEY CONFERENCE

Bradley Braves
1FPSJB�*-���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 4,782
Arena: Carver Arena
Head Coach: Jim Les
2009-10 Record: 16-15 (9-9 MVC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Northern Iowa in MVC semifinals, 

57-40 

Creighton Bluejays
0NBIB�/&���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,802
Arena: Qwest Center
Head Coach: Dana Altman
2009-10 Record: 18-16 (10-8 MVC)
Postseason: College Insider Tournament
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Bradley in MVC quarterfinals, 81-62 

Drake Bulldogs
%FT�.PJOFT�*"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,286
Arena: Knapp Center
Head Coach: Mark Phelps
2009-10 Record: 14-19 (7-11 MVC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Northern Iowa in Missouri Valley 

quarterfinals, 55-40 

Evansville Aces
&WBOTWJMMF�*/���'PVOEFE������

Students: 2,354
Arena: Roberts Municipal Stadium
Head Coach: Marty Simmons
2009-10 Record: 9-21 (3-15 MVC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Missouri State in MVC 1st Round, 

52-46 
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Illinois State Redbirds
/PSNBM�*-���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 16,926
Arena: Redbird Arena
Head Coach: Tim Jankovich
2009-10 Record: 22-11 (11-7 MVC)
Postseason: NIT
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Wichita State in MVC semifinals, 

65-61 

Indiana State Sycamores
5FSSF�)BVUF�*/���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 7,188
Arena: Hulman Center
Head Coach: Kevin McKenna
2009-10 Record: 17-15 (9-9 MVC)
Postseason: College Basketball Invitational
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Illinois State in MVC quarterfinals, 

69-65 

Missouri State Bears
4QSJOH¯FME�.0���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 12,756
Arena: JQH Arena
Head Coach: Cuonzo Martin
2009-10 Record: 24-12 (8-10 MVC)
Postseason: College Insider Tournament
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Wichita State in MVC quarterfinals, 

73-63 

Northern Iowa Panthers
$FEBS�'BMMT�*"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 9,962
Arena: McLeod Center
Head Coach: Ben S. Jacobson
2009-10 Record: 30-5 (15-3 MVC)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Michigan St. in NCAA Sweet 16, 59-52 

Southern Illinois Salukis
$BSCPOEBMF�*-���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 14,313
Arena: The SIU Arena
Head Coach: Chris Lowery
2009-10 Record: 15-15 (6-12 MVC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Drake in MVC quarterfinals, 63-61 

Wichita State Shockers
8JDIJUB�,4���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 7,720
Arena: Charles Koch Arena
Head Coach: Gregg Marshall
2009-10 Record: 25-10 (12-6 MVC)
Postseason: NIT
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Northern Iowa in MVC final, 67-52 

NORTHEAST CONFERENCE

Bryant Bulldogs
4NJUI¯FME�3*���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,347
Arena: Chace Athletic Center
Head Coach: Tim O’Shea
2009-10 Record: 1-29 (1-17 NEC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Did not reach conference tournament 

Central Connecticut State Blue Devils
/FX�#SJUBJO�$5���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 7,752
Arena: Detrick Gym
Head Coach: Howie Dickenman
2009-10 Record: 12-18 (9-9 NEC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Robert Morris in NEC quarterfinals, 

71-63 

Fairleigh Dickinson Knights
)BDLFOTBDL�/+���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 2,148
Arena: Rothman Center
Head Coach: Greg Vetrone
2009-10 Record: 11-21 (10-8 NEC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Long Island in NEC quarterfinals, 

63-61 

Long Island Blackbirds
#SPPLMZO�/:���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,140
Arena: Athletic Center
Head Coach: Jim Ferry
2009-10 Record: 14-17 (11-7 NEC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Quinnipiac in NEC semifinals, 83-78 

Monmouth Hawks
8FTU�-POH�#SBODI�/+���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 4,292
Arena: Boylan Gym
Head Coach: Dave Calloway
2009-10 Record: 12-19 (8-10 NEC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Quinnipiac in NEC quarterfinals, 

84-75 

Mount Saint Mary’s Mountaineers
&NNJUTCVSH�.%���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 1,532
Arena: Knott Arena
Head Coach: Milan Brown
2009-10 Record: 16-15 (12-6 NEC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Robert Morris in NEC semifinals, 

80-62 
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Quinnipiac Bobcats
)BNEFO�$5���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 5,558
Arena: TD Banknorth Sports Center
Head Coach: Tom Moore
2009-10 Record: 23-10 (15-3 NEC)
Postseason: NIT
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Robert Morris in NEC final, 52-50 

Robert Morris Colonials
.PPO�5PXOTIJQ�1"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,117
Arena: Charles L. Sewall Center
Head Coach: Mike Rice
2009-10 Record: 23-12 (15-3 NEC)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Villanova in NCAA Round of 64, 73-70 

Sacred Heart Pioneers
'BJS¯FME�$5���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,520
Arena: William Pitt Center
Head Coach: Dave Bike
2009-10 Record: 14-15 (7-11 NEC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Did not reach conference tournament 

Saint Francis (NY) Terriers
#SPPLMZO�/:���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 2,070
Arena: Physical Ed. Center
Head Coach: Brian Nash
2009-10 Record: 11-18 (8-10 NEC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Did not reach conference tournament 

Saint Francis (PA) Red Flash
-PSFUUP�1"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 1,478
Arena: Stokes Athletic Center
Head Coach: Don Friday
2009-10 Record: 11-19 (9-9 NEC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Mount Saint Mary’s in NEC 

quarterfinals, 65-50 

Wagner Seahawks
4UBUFO�*TMBOE�/:���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 1,866
Arena: Spiro Sports Center
Head Coach: Mike Deane
2009-10 Record: 5-26 (3-15 NEC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Did not reach conference tournament 

OHIO VALLEY CONFERENCE

Austin Peay Governors
$MBSLTWJMMF�5/���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 6,465
Arena: Winfield Dunn Center
Head Coach: Dave Loos
2009-10 Record: 17-15 (11-7 OVC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Tennessee Tech in OVC quarterfinals, 

68-65 

Eastern Illinois Panthers
$IBSMFTUPO�*-���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 9,097
Arena: Lantz Gym
Head Coach: Mike Miller
2009-10 Record: 19-12 (11-7 OVC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Murray State in OVC semifinals, 55-51 

Eastern Kentucky Colonels
3JDINPOE�,:���'PVOEFE������

Students: 11,123
Arena: McBrayer Arena
Head Coach: Jeff Neubauer
2009-10 Record: 20-13 (11-7 OVC)
Postseason: College Basketball Invitational
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to E. Illinois in OVC quarterfinals, 68-61 

Jacksonville State Gamecocks
+BDLTPOWJMMF�"-���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 5,915
Arena: Pete Mathews Coliseum
Head Coach: James Green
2009-10 Record: 11-19 (7-11 OVC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Morehead St. in OVC quarterfinals, 

87-54 

Morehead State Eagles
.PSFIFBE�,:���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 5,599
Arena: E.T. Johnson Arena
Head Coach: Donnie Tyndall
2009-10 Record: 24-11 (15-3 OVC)
Postseason: College Basketball Invitational
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Murray State in OVC Championship, 

62-51 

Murray State Racers
.VSSBZ�,:���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 6,846
Arena: Regional Special Event
Head Coach: Billy Kennedy
2009-10 Record: 31-5 (17-1 OVC)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Butler in NCAA Round of 32, 54-52 
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Southeast Missouri Redhawks
$BQF�(JSBSEFBV�.0���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 7,005
Arena: Show Me Center
Head Coach: Dickey Nutt
2009-10 Record: 7-23 (3-15 OVC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Did not reach conference tournament 

Tennessee State Tigers
/BTIWJMMF�5/���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 5,115
Arena: Howard Gentry Complex
Head Coach: John Cooper
2009-10 Record: 9-23 (6-12 OVC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Murray State in OVC quarterfinals, 

84-51 

Tennessee Tech Golden Eagles
$PPLFWJMMF�5/���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 7,440
Arena: Eblen Center
Head Coach: Mike Sutton
2009-10 Record: 15-17 (8-10 OVC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Morehead State in OVC semifinals, 

76-47 

Tennessee-Martin Skyhawks
.BSUJO�5/���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 5,453
Arena: Skyhawk Arena
Head Coach: Jason James
2009-10 Record: 4-25 (1-17 OVC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Did not reach conference tournament 

PATRIOT LEAGUE

American Eagles
8BTIJOHUPO�%$���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 5,861
Arena: Bender Arena
Head Coach: Jeff Jones
2009-10 Record: 11-20 (7-7 PATRIOT)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Lehigh in Patriot League semifinals, 

79-57 

Army Black Knights
8FTU�1PJOU�/:���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 4,553
Arena: Christl Arena
Head Coach: Jim Crews
2009-10 Record: 14-15 (4-10 PATRIOT)
Lost to Lehigh in Patriot League 

quarterfinals, 64-45 

Bucknell Bison
-FXJTCVSH�1"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,605
Arena: Sojka Pavillion
Head Coach: Dave Paulsen
2009-10 Record: 14-17 (9-5 PATRIOT)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Holy Cross in Patriot League 

quarterfinals, 67-64 

Colgate Red Raiders
)BNJMUPO�/:���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 2,803
Arena: Cotterell Court
Head Coach: Emmett Davis
2009-10 Record: 10-19 (6-8 PATRIOT)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Lafayette in Patriot League 

quarterfinals, 73-65 

Holy Cross Crusaders
8PSDFTUFS�."���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 2,866
Arena: Hart Recreation Center
Head Coach: Sean Kearney
2009-10 Record: 9-22 (5-9 PATRIOT)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Lafayette in Patriot League semifinals, 

66-63 

Lafayette Leopards
&BTUPO�1"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 2,332
Arena: Kirby Sports Center
Head Coach: Fran O’Hanlon
2009-10 Record: 19-13 (8-6 PATRIOT)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Lehigh in Patriot League final, 74-59 

Lehigh Mountain Hawks
#FUIMFIFN�1"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 4,811
Arena: Stabler Arena
Head Coach: Brett Reed
2009-10 Record: 22-11 (10-4 PATRIOT)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Kansas in NCAA Round of 64, 90-74 

Navy Midshipmen
Annapolis, MD • Founded: 1845 

Students: 4,488
Arena: Alumni Hall
Head Coach: Billy Lange
2009-10 Record: 13-17 (7-7 PATRIOT)
Lost to American in Patriot League 

quarterfinals, 62-60 
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SOUTHERN CONFERENCE

Appalachian State Mountaineers
#PPOF�/$���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 13,625
Arena: Holmes Center
Head Coach: Buzz Peterson
2009-10 Record: 24-13 (13-5 SOCON)
Postseason: College Insider Tournament
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Wofford in SoCon final, 56-51 

Chattanooga Mocs
$IBUUBOPPHB�5/���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 7,339
Arena: UTC Arena
Head Coach: John Shulman
2009-10 Record: 15-18 (6-12 SOCON)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to College of Charleston in SoCon 

quarterfinals, 96-69 

College of Charleston Cougars
$IBSMFTUPO�4$���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 8,917
Arena: Carolina First Center
Head Coach: Bobby Cremins
2009-10 Record: 22-12 (14-4 SOCON)
Postseason: College Basketball Invitational
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Appalachian State in SoCon 

semifinals, 77-54 

Davidson Wildcats
%BWJETPO�/$���'PVOEFE������

Students: 1,661
Arena: Belk Arena
Head Coach: Bob McKillop
2009-10 Record: 16-15 (11-7 SOCON)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Elon in SoCon first round, 66-59 

Elon Phoenix
&MPO�$PMMFHF�/$���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 4,886
Arena: Koury Center
Head Coach: Mike Matheny
2009-10 Record: 9-23 (5-13 SOCON)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Western Carolina in SoCon 

quarterfinals, 68-57 

Furman Paladins
(SFFOWJMMF�4$���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 2,668
Arena: Timmons Arena
Head Coach: Jeff Jackson
2009-10 Record: 13-17 (7-11 SOCON)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to North Carolina-Greensboro in SoCon 

first round, 66-65 

Georgia Southern Eagles
4UBUFTCPSP�("���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 13,719
Arena: Hanner Fieldhouse
Head Coach: Charlton Young
2009-10 Record: 9-23 (6-12 SOCON)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Chattanooga in SoCon first round, 

82-62 

North Carolina-Greensboro Spartans
(SFFOTCPSP�/$���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 11,882
Arena: Fleming Gym
Head Coach: Mike Dement
2009-10 Record: 8-23 (6-12 SOCON)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Wofford in SoCon quarterfinals, 59-47 

Samford Bulldogs
#JSNJOHIBN�"-���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 2,637
Arena: Pete Hanna Center
Head Coach: Jimmy Tillette
2009-10 Record: 11-20 (5-13 SOCON)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to The Citadel in SoCon first round, 

55-43 

The Citadel Bulldogs
$IBSMFTUPO�4$���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 2,172
Arena: McAlister Field House
Head Coach: Ed Conroy
2009-10 Record: 17-16 (9-9 SOCON)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Appalachian State in SoCon 

quarterfinals, 71-61 

Western Carolina Catamounts
$VMMPXIFF�/$���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 5,799
Arena: Ramsey Center
Head Coach: Larry Hunter
2009-10 Record: 22-12 (11-7 SOCON)
Postseason: College Insider Tournament
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Wofford in SoCon semifinals, 77-58 

Wofford Terriers
4QBSUBOCVSH�4$���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 1,404
Arena: Benjamin Johnson Arena
Head Coach: Mike Young
2009-10 Record: 26-9 (15-3 SOCON)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Wisconsin in NCAA Round of 64, 

53-49 
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SOUTHLAND CONFERENCE

Central Arkansas Bears
$POXBZ�"3���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 8,779
Arena: Farris Center
Head Coach: Rand Chappell
2009-10 Record: 9-21 (3-13 SLC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Ineligible for conference tournament 

Lamar Cardinals
#FBVNPOU�59���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 6,318
Arena: Montagne Center
Head Coach: Steve Roccaforte
2009-10 Record: 14-18 (5-11 SLC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Did not reach conference tournament 

McNeese State Cowboys
-BLF�$IBSMFT�-"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 5,884
Arena: Burton Coliseum
Head Coach: Dave Simmons
2009-10 Record: 10-20 (5-11 SLC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Did not reach conference tournament 

Nicholls State Colonels
5IJCPEBVY�-"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 5,044
Arena: Stopher Gym
Head Coach: J.P. Piper
2009-10 Record: 11-19 (7-9 SLC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Sam Houston State in Southland 

quarterfinals, 62-57 

Northwestern State Demons
/BUDIJUPDIFT�-"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 5,448
Arena: Prather Coliseum
Head Coach: Mike McConathy
2009-10 Record: 10-19 (5-11 SLC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Did not reach conference tournament 

Sam Houston State Bearkats
)VOUTWJMMF�59���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 12,033
Arena: Johnson Coliseum
Head Coach: Bob Marlin
2009-10 Record: 25-8 (14-2 SLC)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Baylor in NCAA Round of 64, 68-59 

Southeastern Louisiana Lions
)BNNPOE�-"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 11,063
Arena: University Center
Head Coach: Jim Yarbrough Jr.
2009-10 Record: 19-12 (10-6 SLC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Sam Houston State in Southland 

semifinals, 88-85 

Stephen F. Austin Lumberjacks
/BDPHEPDIFT�59���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 9,080
Arena: William R. Johnson Coliseum
Head Coach: Danny Kaspar
2009-10 Record: 24-9 (11-5 SLC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Sam Houston State in Southland final, 

64-48 

Texas A&M-Corpus Christi Islanders
$PSQVT�$ISJTUJ�59���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 5,749
Arena: Coliseum
Head Coach: Perry Clark
2009-10 Record: 17-15 (10-6 SLC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Stephen F. Austin in Southland 

semifinals, 60-53 

Texas State Bobcats
4BO�.BSDPT�59���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 20,145
Arena: Strahan Coliseum
Head Coach: Doug Davalos
2009-10 Record: 15-16 (9-7 SLC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Southeastern Louisiana in Southland 

quarterfinals, 79-78 

Texas-Arlington Mavericks
"SMJOHUPO�59���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 13,251
Arena: Texas Hall
Head Coach: Scott Cross
2009-10 Record: 16-14 (8-8 SLC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Stephen F. Austin in Southland 

quarterfinals, 77-54 

Texas-San Antonio Roadrunners
4BO�"OUPOJP�59���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 19,375
Arena: Convocation Center
Head Coach: Brooks Thompson
2009-10 Record: 19-11 (9-7 SLC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Texas A&M-Corpus Christi in 

Southland quarterfinals, 78-66 
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SUMMIT LEAGUE

Centenary Gentlemen
4ISFWFQPSU�-"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 807
Arena: Gold Dome
Head Coach: Greg Gary
2009-10 Record: 8-21 (3-15 SUMM)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Did not reach conference tournament 

IUPU-Fort Wayne Mastodons
'PSU�8BZOF�*/���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 7,573
Arena: Gates Sports Center
Head Coach: Dane Fife
2009-10 Record: 16-15 (9-9 SUMM)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Oakland in Summit League 

semifinals, 71-58 

IUPUI Jaguars
*OEJBOBQPMJT�*/���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 14,693
Arena: IUPUI Gym
Head Coach: Ron Hunter
2009-10 Record: 25-11 (15-3 SUMM)
Postseason: College Basketball Invitational
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Oakland in Summit League final, 

76-64 

Missouri-Kansas City Kangaroos
,BOTBT�$JUZ�.0���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 5,805
Arena: Municipal Auditorium
Head Coach: Matt Brown
2009-10 Record: 12-18 (6-12 SUMM)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Oakland in Summit League 

quarterfinals, 85-70 

North Dakota State Bison
'BSHP�/%���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 10,015
Arena: Bison Sports Arena
Head Coach: Saul Phillips
2009-10 Record: 11-18 (8-10 SUMM)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Oral Roberts in Summit League 

quarterfinals, 65-64 

Oakland Golden Grizzlies
3PDIFTUFS�)JMMT�.*���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 10,601
Arena: Athletics & Recreation Center
Head Coach: Greg Kampe
2009-10 Record: 26-9 (17-1 SUMM)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Pitt in NCAA Round of 64, 89-66 

Oral Roberts Golden Eagles
5VMTB�0,���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 2,317
Arena: Mabee Center
Head Coach: Scott Sutton
2009-10 Record: 20-13 (13-5 SUMM)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to IUPUI in Summit League semifinals, 

69-65 

South Dakota State Jackrabbits
#SPPLJOHT�4%���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 8,306
Arena: Frost Arena
Head Coach: Scott Nagy
2009-10 Record: 14-16 (10-8 SUMM)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to IUPU-Fort Wayne in Summit League 

quarterfinals, 71-66 

Southern Utah Thunderbirds
$FEBS�$JUZ�65���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 4,755
Arena: Centrum
Head Coach: Roger Reid
2009-10 Record: 7-22 (3-15 SUMM)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Did not reach conference tournament 

Western Illinois Leathernecks
.BDPNC�*-���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 9,770
Arena: Western Hall
Head Coach: Jim Molinari
2009-10 Record: 13-17 (6-12 SUMM)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to IUPUI in Summit League 

quarterfinals, 77-68 

SUN BELT CONFERENCE

Arkansas State Red Wolves
+POFTCPSP�"3���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 7,521
Arena: Convocation Center
Head Coach: John Brady
2009-10 Record: 17-14 (11-7 SBC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Western Kentucky in Sun Belt 

quarterfinals, 65-64 

Arkansas-Little Rock Trojans
/PSUI�-JUUMF�3PDL�"3���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 5,304
Arena: Jack Stephens Center
Head Coach: Steve Shields
2009-10 Record: 8-22 (4-14 SBC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Arkansas State in Sun Belt first round, 

89-82 
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Denver Pioneers
%FOWFS�$0���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 4,815
Arena: Magness Arena
Head Coach: Joe Scott
2009-10 Record: 19-13 (10-8 SBC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to North Texas in Sun Belt semifinals, 

63-56 

Florida Atlantic Owls
#PDB�3BUPO�'-���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 12,358
Arena: FAU Gymnasium
Head Coach: Mike Jarvis
2009-10 Record: 14-16 (10-8 SBC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to South Alabama in Sun Belt first 

round, 52-51 

Florida International Golden Panthers
.JBNJ�'-���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 18,972
Arena: Golden Panther Arena
Head Coach: Isiah Thomas
2009-10 Record: 7-25 (4-14 SBC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Denver in Sun Belt first round, 71-64 

Louisiana-Lafayette Ragin’ Cajuns
-BGBZFUUF�-"���'PVOEFE������

Students: 12,305
Arena: Cajundome
Head Coach: Robert Lee
2009-10 Record: 13-17 (10-8 SBC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Louisiana-Monroe in Sun Belt first 

round, 76-75 

Louisiana-Monroe Warhawks
.POSPF�-"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 5,763
Arena: University Activity Center
Head Coach: Orlando Early
2009-10 Record: 12-19 (6-12 SBC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to North Texas in Sun Belt quarterfinals, 

69-66 

Middle Tennessee Blue Raiders
.VSGSFFTCPSP�5/���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 18,126
Arena: Murphy Athletics Center
Head Coach: Kermit Davis Jr.
2009-10 Record: 19-14 (13-5 SBC)
Postseason: College Insider Tournament
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Denver in Sun Belt quarterfinals, 

73-58 

New Orleans Privateers
/FX�0SMFBOT�-"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 6,546
Arena: Kiefer Lakefront Arena
Head Coach: Joe Pasternack
2009-10 Record: 8-22 (3-15 SBC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Western Kentucky in Sun Belt first 

round, 83-58 

North Texas Mean Green
%FOUPO�59���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 21,554
Arena: Super Pit
Head Coach: Johnny Jones
2009-10 Record: 24-9 (13-5 SBC)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Kansas State in NCAA Round of 64, 

82-62 

South Alabama Jaguars
.PCJMF�"-���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 8,037
Arena: Mitchell Center
Head Coach: Ronnie Arrow
2009-10 Record: 17-15 (8-10 SBC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Troy in Sun Belt quarterfinals, 67-55 

Troy Trojans
5SPZ�"-���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 10,231
Arena: Trojan Arena
Head Coach: Don Maestri
2009-10 Record: 20-13 (13-5 SBC)
Postseason: NIT
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to North Texas in Sun Belt final, 66-63 

Western Kentucky Hilltoppers
#PXMJOH�(SFFO�,:���'PVOEFE������

Students: 13,330
Arena: E.A. Diddle Arena
Head Coach: Ken McDonald
2009-10 Record: 21-13 (12-6 SBC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Troy in Sun Belt semifinals, 54-48 

SOUTHWESTERN ATHLETIC 
CONFERENCE

Alabama A&M Bulldogs
)VOUTWJMMF�"-���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 4,018
Arena: T. M. Elmore Building
Head Coach: Vann Pettaway
2009-10 Record: 11-16 (8-10 SWAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Alabama State in SWAC quarterfinals, 

56-45 
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Alabama State Hornets
.POUHPNFSZ�"-���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 4,176
Arena: Joe Reed Acadome
Head Coach: Lewis Jackson
2009-10 Record: 16-15 (12-6 SWAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Arkansas-Pine Bluff in SWAC 

semifinals, 46-43 

Alcorn State Braves
"MDPSO�4UBUF�.4���'PVOEFE������

Students: 2,384
Arena: Davey Whitney Complex
Head Coach: Larry Smith
2009-10 Record: 2-29 (2-16 SWAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Did not reach conference tournament 

Arkansas-Pine Bluff Golden Lions
1JOF�#MVGG�"3���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,001
Arena: HPER Complex
Head Coach: George Ivory
2009-10 Record: 18-16 (14-4 SWAC)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Duke in NCAA Round of 64, 73-44 

Grambling State Tigers
(SBNCMJOH�-"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 4,491
Arena: Tiger Memorial Gym
Head Coach: Bobby Washington
2009-10 Record: 7-21 (4-14 SWAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Texas Southern in SWAC semifinals, 

60-57 

Jackson State Tigers
+BDLTPO�.4���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 5,573
Arena: Williams Athletic Center
Head Coach: Tevester Anderson
2009-10 Record: 19-13 (17-1 SWAC)
Postseason: NIT
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Grambling State in SWAC 

quarterfinals, 65-57 

Mississippi Valley State Delta Devils
*UUB�#FOB�.4���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 2,238
Arena: Harrison HPER Complex
Head Coach: Sean Woods
2009-10 Record: 9-23 (8-10 SWAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Arkansas-Pine Bluff in SWAC 

quarterfinals, 69-66 

Prairie View A&M Panthers
1SBJSJF�7JFX�59���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 5,667
Arena: Baby Dome
Head Coach: Byron Rimm II
2009-10 Record: 16-14 (11-7 SWAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Texas Southern in SWAC 

quarterfinals, 66-49 

Southern Jaguars
#BUPO�3PVHF�-"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 5,760
Arena: Clark Activity Center
Head Coach: Rob Spivery
2009-10 Record: 5-25 (3-15 SWAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Did not reach conference tournament 

Texas Southern Tigers
)PVTUPO�59���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 5,796
Arena: Health & P.E. Arena
Head Coach: Tony Harvey
2009-10 Record: 17-16 (11-7 SWAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
Lost to Arkansas-Pine Bluff in SWAC final, 

50-38 

WEST COAST CONFERENCE

Gonzaga Bulldogs
4QPLBOF�8"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 4,343
Arena: McCarthy Athletic Center
Head Coach: Mark Few
2009-10 Record: 27-7 (12-2 WCC)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Syracuse in NCAA Round of 32, 87-65 

Loyola Marymount Lions
-PT�"OHFMFT�$"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 5,372
Arena: A. Gersten Pavilion
Head Coach: Bill Bayno
2009-10 Record: 18-16 (7-7 WCC)
Postseason: College Insider Tournament
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Gonzaga in WCC semifinals, 77-62 

Pepperdine Waves
.BMJCV�$"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 2,971
Arena: Firestone Fieldhouse
Head Coach: Tom Asbury
2009-10 Record: 7-24 (3-11 WCC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Loyola Marymount in WCC first 

round, 87-84 
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Portland Pilots
1PSUMBOE�03���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 2,946
Arena: Chiles Center
Head Coach: Eric Reveno
2009-10 Record: 21-11 (10-4 WCC)
Postseason: College Insider Tournament
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Saint Mary’s in WCC semifinals, 

69-55 

Saint Mary’s Gaels
.PSBHB�$"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 2,431
Arena: McKeon Pavilion
Head Coach: Randy Bennett
2009-10 Record: 28-6 (11-3 WCC)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Baylor in NCAA Sweet Sixteen, 72-49 

San Diego Toreros
4BO�%JFHP�$"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 4,904
Arena: Jenny Craig Pavilion
Head Coach: Bill Grier
2009-10 Record: 11-21 (3-11 WCC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Portland in WCC second round, 72-57 

San Francisco Dons
4BO�'SBODJTDP�$"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 5,174
Arena: Memorial Gymnasium
Head Coach: Rex Walters
2009-10 Record: 12-18 (7-7 WCC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Loyola Marymount in WCC second 

round, 84-76 

Santa Clara Broncos
4BOUB�$MBSB�$"���'PVOEFE������

Students: 5,131
Arena: Leavey Center
Head Coach: Kerry Keating
2009-10 Record: 11-21 (3-11 WCC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to San Diego in WCC first round, 61-59 

WESTERN ATHLETIC CONFERENCE

Boise State Broncos
#PJTF�*%���'PVOEFE�������
 Students: 11,515
Arena: Taco Bell Arena
Head Coach: Greg Graham
2009-10 Record: 15-17 (5-11 WAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Utah State in WAC quarterfinals, 

84-60 

Fresno State Bulldogs
'SFTOP�$"���'PVOEFE������
 Students: 15,717
Arena: Selland Arena
Head Coach: Steve Cleveland
2009-10 Record: 15-18 (7-9 WAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Louisiana Tech in WAC quarterfinals, 

74-66 

Hawai’i Warriors
)POPMVMV�)*���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 10,965
Arena: Special Events Arena
Head Coach: Bob Nash
2009-10 Record: 10-20 (3-13 WAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Did not reach conference tournament 

Idaho Vandals
.PTDPX�*%���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 8,010
Arena: Cowan Spectrum
Head Coach: Don Verlin
2009-10 Record: 15-16 (6-10 WAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Nevada in WAC quarterfinals, 87-71 

Louisiana Tech Bulldogs
3VTUPO�-"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 6,443
Arena: Thomas Assembly Center
Head Coach: Kerry Rupp
2009-10 Record: 24-11 (9-7 WAC)
Postseason: College Insider Tournament
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Utah State in WAC semifinals, 85-55 

Nevada Wolf Pack
3FOP�/7���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 10,545
Arena: Lawlor Events Center
Head Coach: David Carter
2009-10 Record: 21-13 (11-5 WAC)
Postseason: NIT
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to New Mexico State in WAC semifinals, 

80-79 

New Mexico State Aggies
-BT�$SVDFT�/.���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 11,753
Arena: Pan American Center
Head Coach: Marvin Menzies
2009-10 Record: 22-12 (11-5 WAC)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Michigan State in NCAA Round of 

64, 70-67 
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San Jose State Spartans
4BO�+PTF�$"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 19,804
Arena: The Event Center
Head Coach: George Nessman
2009-10 Record: 14-17 (6-10 WAC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to NM State in WAC quarterfinals, 90-69 

Utah State Aggies
-PHBO�65���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 11,170
Arena: Dee Glen Smith Spectrum
Head Coach: Stew Morrill
2009-10 Record: 27-8 (14-2 WAC)
Postseason: NCAA
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N
Lost to Texas A&M in NCAA Round of 64, 

69-53 

GREAT WEST CONFERENCE

Chicago State Cougars
$IJDBHP�*-���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,295
Arena: Dickens Center
Head Coach: Benjy Taylor
2009-10 Record: 9-23 (4-8 GWC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N�

Houston Baptist Huskies
)PVTUPO�59���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 1,897
Arena: Sharp Gymnasium
Head Coach: Ron Cottrell
2009-10 Record: 12-21 (9-3 GWC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N�

New Jersey Tech Highlanders
/FXBSL�/+���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 4,347
Arena: Fleisher Athletic Center
Head Coach: Jim Engles
2009-10 Record: 10-21 (4-8 GWC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N�

North Dakota Fighting Sioux
(SBOE�'PSLT�/%���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 8,741
Arena: Betty Engelstad Sioux Center
Head Coach: Brian Jones
2009-10 Record: 8-23 (5-7 GWC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU�������N���.##������N�

South Dakota Coyotes
7FSNJMMJPO�4%���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 4,361
Arena: The DakotaDome
Head Coach: Dave Boots
2009-10 Record: 22-10 (11-1 GWC)
Postseason: College Insider Tournament
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N�

Texas-Pan American Broncs
&EJOCVSH�59���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 11,246
Arena: UT Pan Am Field House
Head Coach: Ryan Marks
2009-10 Record: 6-27 (4-8 GWC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N�

Utah Valley Wolverines
0SFN�65���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 12,504
Arena: McKay Center
Head Coach: Dick Hunsaker
2009-10 Record: 12-18 (5-7 GWC)
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N�

INDEPENDENTS

Cal State Bakersfield Roadrunners
#BLFST¯FME�$"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 5,092
Arena: Rabobank Arena
Head Coach: Keith Brown
2009-10 Record: 7-22
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N�

Longwood Lancers
'BSNWJMMF�7"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,808
Arena: Henry I. Willet, Jr. Hall
Head Coach: Mike Gillian
2009-10 Record: 12-19
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N�

North Carolina Central Eagles
%VSIBN�/$���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 4,826
Arena: McLendon-McDougald Gym
Head Coach: LeVelle Moton
2009-10 Record: 7-22
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N�

Savannah State Tigers
4BWBOOBI�("���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 2,875
Arena: Wiley Gym
Head Coach: Horace Broadnax
2009-10 Record: 11-15
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N�

Seattle Redhawks
4FBUUMF�8"���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 3,945
Arena: Connolly Center
Head Coach: Cameron Dollar
2009-10 Record: 17-14
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N
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Southern Illinois-Edwardsville Cougars
&EXBSETWJMMF�*-���'PVOEFE������ 

Students: 9,406
Arena: Vadalabene Center
Head Coach: Lennox Forrester
2009-10 Record: 5-23
�����"UIMFUJD�#VEHFU������N���.##������N�





INDEX

A

Agel, Jesse (former Vermont assistant) 191, 
193

Alcorn State 72, 77, 160, 185, 260, 261, 419
Aldrich, Cole (Kansas player) 110, 412, 457
Altman, Dana (Creighton coach) 247, 259, 

362, 498, 550
America East Conference xxi, 155, 184, 189, 

190-196, 221-225, 228-233, 319, 328-331, 
371-372, 548, 555

Antonaccio, Michael (Former Manhattan 
SID) 153

Arch Madness 141, 244, 247, 250, 251, 255, 
257, 272, 318, 406, 407, 454

Arkansas-Little Rock 50, 253
Arkansas-Pine Bluff 341, 345, 346, 373, 525
Arnone, “Jasper” Joe (public address 

announcer) 156
Astrodome, The 441, 443
Atlantic 10 Conference xxi, 131-132, 145, 

168, 221-224, 228, 265, 279, 312, 336, 
338, 360, 394-395, 398-399, 413, 424, 
426, 432

Atlantic Coast Conference xviii, 103, 122, 
166, 306, 549

Atlantic Sun Conference 49-56, 60, 63, 67, 
77-78, 89, 91, 92, 93, 96, 97, 98, 99, 103, 
104, 123, 167, 175, 176, 225, 257, 279, 
280, 306, 310, 316, 317, 328, 367, 370, 
449, 498

AT&T 235, 496, 510, 530, 553
Austin, Mikaelyn (filmmaker) 202, 205, 212
Austin Peay 63, 105, 107, 114, 119, 177, 

330, 332

B

Babe Denny neighborhood 505, 509, 517
Ball State University 144, 367, 487
Barrett, David (songwriter) 519, 522
Basketball Guys 435-437, 448, 487, 494
Bassett, Armon (Ohio player) 367, 375
Battle of the Boulevard 97, 175
Baylor xii, 53, 77, 374, 443-449, 474, 525
Belcher, Keaton (Belmont player) 94, 176, 

316
Belmont University 50, 89-98, 167, 168, 175-

177, 186, 257, 316-318, 356, 363, 394, 524
Bennett, Dick (former Green Bay coach) vii, 

487, 488
Bennett, Randy (St. Mary’s coach) 297, 322, 

431, 444, 448
Big 12 Conference xviii, 53, 110, 122, 129, 

165, 242, 255, 256, 259, 309, 371, 374, 
412, 415, 423, 424, 445, 446, 466-469, 
475, 490, 522, 550, 554

Big East Conference xii, xviii, 49, 50, 92, 
147, 182, 184, 192, 195, 228, 256, 263, 
309-310, 328, 349, 354, 358-360, 368, 
369, 371, 399, 400, 407, 424, 438, 461-
464, 474, 522, 525, 554

Big Five (Philadelphia) 95, 166, 168, 201-
202, 206, 208, 213, 214, 221, 222, 230

Big South Conference 50, 52, 103, 104, 122, 
221, 292, 319, 328, 337, 341, 342, 343, 550

Big Ten Conference xvii, xviii, 30-34, 41, 42, 
75, 76, 108, 123, 124-128, 165-167, 186, 
242, 246, 263, 268, 310, 328, 341, 349, 
371, 396, 398, 415, 428, 454, 455, 490, 
512, 522, 554

Bibb, Bill (former Atlantic Sun 
commissioner) 51

Bird, Larry xvi, xviii, 39, 73, 252-253, 416, 
456, 519, 521

Black, Sarah (newspaper editor) 500, 522, 
541

Blakely, Marqus (Vermont player) 195, 197, 
328, 329, 371, 372, 548

Bobinski, Mike (Xavier athletic director) 
396

Boeheim, Jim (Syracuse coach) 462 
Bowling Green 487, 488, 490
Bradley 243-244, 251-259, 289, 291-292, 307, 

398, 401, 416
Brennan, Tom (former Vermont coach) 190, 

191, 193, 196, 329, 371, 373
Broadnax, Horace (Savannah State coach) 

55
Brown, Milan (Mount St. Mary’s coach) 337
Brown, Will (Albany coach) 187, 193, 196, 

299
Pearl, Bruce (Tennessee coach) 94, 171, 267, 

268, 375
Bucknell 75, 221, 245
Buffalo Wild Wings 284
Burke, Tim (Ohio alumnus) 370, 375
Butler iv, xi, xii, xiii, 30-36, 41-46, 50, 55, 

74, 77, 82, 108, 116, 119, 132, 139-150, 
166-174, 187, 190, 195, 219, 221, 226, 228, 
246, 253, 257, 264-277, 287, 299, 320-327, 
342, 368, 377, 381-390, 395-398, 402-403, 
433, 461-480, 485-497, 500-549, 554, 
558-568
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Butler Blue II (mascot) 494
Butler War Song 528, 529, 542
Byrd, Rick (Belmont coach) 91, 92, 176, 316

C

California-Santa Barbara 370
Calipari, John (Kentucky coach) 118, 224, 

450
Campbell, Folarin (former George Mason 

player) 226
Campbell, Johnny (father of cheerleading) 

288
Canaan, Isaiah (Murray State player) 362, 

389
Canisius 273
Capital One 553
Caporn, Adam (former St. Mary’s player) 

298
Catholic University 192, 393
CBS 91, 145, 158, 219, 244-255, 256, 320, 

337, 350-357, 372, 385, 397, 399, 402, 
414, 426, 439, 447, 458, 463, 469, 478, 
491-493, 499, 511, 519, 520, 521, 525, 
539-542, 551-554

Centenary 73, 78, 129, 166
Central Connecticut State 154, 266, 354
Central Florida 63, 64, 66, 67, 424, 498
Central Michigan 160
Championship Week 309, 343
Charles Koch Arena 251
chicken limo 501, 522
City College of New York 30, 183, 307
Clemente, Denis (Kansas State player) 468, 

475
Clemson 122-123, 126, 144, 172, 250, 485, 

549
Cleveland State 35, 170, 223, 264, 265, 268, 

269, 270, 325
Coastal Carolina 342, 343
Coca-Cola 206, 344, 496, 510, 553
Collier, Barry (Butler athletic director) 41, 

475, 488, 495, 528
Colonial Athletic Association 50, 72, 197, 

221-223, 230, 233, 263, 310, 351, 358, 
486, 524

Columbia 181, 184, 421, 497
Conseco Fieldhouse 32, 40, 43, 506, 549
Coppenrath, Taylor (former Vermont 

player) 190, 372
Cornell xii, 184, 208, 419-428, 451-453, 461, 

480, 524, 549
Costabile, Mike (referee and entrepreneur) 

141
Cottrell, Ron (Houston Baptist coach) 78
Cousy, Bob 139
Cozen, Samuel (former Drexel coach) 221
Crawford, Jordan (Xavier player) 147, 398, 

467, 548
Crean, Tom (Indiana coach) 125, 147, 498
Creighton 141-142, 173, 243, 246-247, 251, 

257-259, 268, 272, 362, 389, 498, 550
Crowne Plaza Indianapolis Airport 27, 485
Curry, Stephen (former Davidson player) 

34-35, 40, 43-45, 169, 174, 238, 273, 382, 
409, 461

D

Dale, Louis (Cornell player) 422, 451, 549
Dale, Norman (fictional coach) 140, 523, 

532
Daniels, Bill (Play-In Game superfan) 338, 

340
Davidson 33-36, 40, 43-46, 50, 55, 77, 93, 

116, 169, 174, 238, 253, 273, 349, 381, 
382, 394, 409, 412, 444, 461, 485-487, 
494, 507, 524

Delaware xxii, 221-225-569
Dellavedova, Matthew (St. Mary’s player) 

301, 436, 444
DePauw University 41-42, 488
DiCarlo, Vinnie (Stat Crew expert) 155
Donahue, Steve (Cornell coach) 421, 451, 

549
Drake xxii, 42, 63, 64, 69-72, 99, 243-244, 

248, 257-261, 273, 280, 408, 543, 557
Drexel xxi, xxii, 202, 219-224, 229, 230, 233
Driscoll, Matthew (North Florida coach) 53
Duke xviii, xxii, 43, 91-97, 103, 117, 177, 

192, 228, 244, 257, 316, 346, 355, 356, 
373, 377, 393, 424, 474, 495, 506, 511, 
516, 522-543, 547

Dunphy, Fran (Temple coach) 425
Duquesne 131, 132, 135, 265

E

East Coast Athletic Conference 222-224, 
308

East Tennessee State 51, 93, 97, 318, 370, 
373

Eglseder, Jordan (Northern Iowa player) 
407, 415, 457, 512

Elgin, Doug (Missouri Valley commissioner) 
vii, 142, 252, 256, 263, 417, 499

ESPN vii, xx, xxii, 33, 43, 108, 143, 144, 158, 
169, 174, 187, 191, 193, 194, 196, 247, 251, 
263, 272, 273, 279-280, 284, 296, 299, 
309, 319-326, 337, 339, 343-344, 387, 394, 
397, 419, 421, 489, 491-493, 523, 530, 
551-554, 588

Euroball 437, 526
Evansville 31, 103, 107, 109, 243, 249, 264, 

265, 289, 405, 406

F

Faried, Kenneth (Morehead State player) 
113, 177, 547

Farokhmanesh, Ali (Northern Iowa player) 
245, 407, 416, 419, 454-455, 466, 512, 
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541, 549
Feinstein, John (writer) xx, 338, 491, 553
Few, Mark (Gonzaga coach) xxi, 295-297, 

322, 448, 462
“First Four” 552
Fisher, Carl Graham (inventor) 29
Fitzgerald, Dan (late Gonzaga coach) 295, 

301
Fitzwater, Jeffrey (Ohio superfan) 369, 375
Fjeld, Evan (Vermont player) 329, 372
Florida Gulf Coast 51, 175
Fong, Bobby (Butler president) 528
Foote, Jeff (Cornell player) 423, 451, 549
Forde, Pat (writer) 523
Franklin, Alex (Siena player) 321, 371
Furman 122, 396

G

Gardner-Webb 49, 50, 52, 103, 449, 543, 550
George Mason 125, 219, 222-228, 246, 251-

255, 263, 361, 374, 376, 381-382, 394, 397, 
461, 487, 490, 496, 524

Georgetown xii, 34, 40, 55, 91, 92, 144-145, 
169, 187, 368-376, 385, 406, 442, 462, 
474, 485, 486

George Washington 252, 308, 394
Georgia State 50, 63-65, 72, 92, 225
Georgia Tech 103, 223, 275, 305-306, 345, 

406, 520
Gillen, Pete (former Xavier coach) 395
Gonzaga xxi, 34, 114, 118-119, 267, 272, 295-

301, 322-324, 394, 396-397, 431, 433, 437, 
444, 448, 455, 461, 524, 543

Goodman, Jeff (writer) 36
Graves, A.J. (former Butler player) 381
Great Midwest Conference 265
Great West Conference 72, 258, 259
Green, Mike (former Butler player) 381
Green, Draymond (Michigan State player) 

514-515 
Guillain–Barré syndrome 106
Gumbart, Ted (Atlantic Sun commissioner) 

93
Gumbel, Greg (CBS anchor) 357, 384

H

Hahn, Zach (Butler player) vi, 276, 383, 
532, 540

Hare, Justin (former Belmont player) 92, 97
Harrell, Dan (Palestra custodian) 206-211, 

551
Hassell, Frank (Old Dominion player) 358, 

360
Hawai’i 60-61, 168, 196, 273, 335
Hayward, Gordon vi, xi, 39-44, 140, 143, 

147, 169, 171, 173, 195, 270, 273-274, 325, 
378, 383, 385, 390, 462, 475, 486, 501, 
508, 512, 530, 534, 539-542, 547

Heathcote, Jud (former Michigan State 

coach) 455
Hedgepeth, Mick (Belmont player) 176
Hinkle Fieldhouse xii, 31, 40-45, 140, 143, 

145, 148-149, 170, 174, 246, 269, 271, 
274-276, 287, 320, 325, 327, 382-384, 403, 
467, 474, 479, 485, 488, 494, 500, 506, 
523, 530

Hodzic, Adnan (Lipscomb player) 98, 176, 
316

Hofstra 222
Holbrook, Brandan (Northeastern band 

leader) 233
Holdaway, Ed (IUPUI SID) 131
Holloway, Terrell (Xavier player) 149, 398, 

403, 467, 516
Horizon League xii, 35, 41-43, 50, 60, 142, 

144-145, 168, 170-174, 221, 257, 264-276, 
282, 287, 299, 319, 321, 325-328, 382-383, 
387, 405, 424, 461-466, 485, 487, 495, 
522, 524, 534-535, 547, 549, 554-568

Houston Baptist 76-81, 85, 86
Howard, Matt (Butler player) vi, 144, 147, 

169, 190, 270-271, 276, 325-326, 383, 386, 
388-389, 433, 464-465, 475, 480, 500-501, 
508, 513-514, 530, 531, 533, 535-539

Howard University 65-66, 393

I

Indianapolis Star 33, 140, 173, 270, 539, 541
Indiana State xvi, xvii, xviii, xix, 30-31, 166, 

204, 227, 243, 249, 252-255, 267, 393, 
416, 454, 461, 462, 519, 551

Ingle, Tony (Kennesaw State coach) iv, 317, 
498, 588

IUPUI 63, 64, 72, 131, 132, 133, 135, 136, 
170

Izzo, Tom (Michigan State coach) 108, 455, 
486, 512, 515

J

Jacobson, Ben (Northern Iowa coach) 406-
410, 454, 456-458

James, LeBron 34, 377, 398, 529, 548
James Madison 222-225
Jenkins, B.J. (Murray State player) 362-363, 

387
Johnson, Gus (CBS announcer) 463, 478
Johnson, Earvin “Magic” xvi, 454
Jordan, Michael xvii, 66-68, 99, 442, 466, 

498
Jukes, Avery (Butler player) vi, 275, 325, 

464, 476, 513, 532-533, 535, 542-543, 548

K

Kansas 110, 126, 340, 412-416, 419, 424, 
446, 454, 466

Kansas State xii, 341, 371, 402, 446, 466-
480, 485-486, 494-495, 506-508, 528
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kazoos 234, 236, 238, 239
Kearney, Sean (Holy Cross coach) 122
Kellogg, Clark (CBS announcer) 353
Kennedy, Robert F. 29
Kent, Ernie (former St. Mary’s coach) 297, 

550
Kent State 115-119, 160, 170, 273, 367, 461, 

524
Kentucky 103, 118, 449
Kilcullen, Matt (former North Florida 

coach) 53, 107, 123
Knight, Bobby 124, 128, 145-148, 270, 422
Koch, Adam (Northern Iowa player) 407, 

415, 456-458, 549
Krzyzewski, Mike 373, 526, 536
Kvancz, Jack (former Catholic coach) 393

L

Lady Gaga 234
Lafayette 221
Larranaga, Jim (George Mason coach) 226, 

487
La Salle 168, 174, 202, 221, 265-266, 279, 

299, 487
Latkovski, Dominic (mascot entrepreneur) 

288, 290, 293
Leclaire, Illinois 281, 282
LeCrone, Jon (Horizon League 

commissioner) 266, 269, 273
Les, Jim (Bradley coach) 243, 259
Lewis, Jai (former George Mason player) 

226
Lickliter, Todd (former Butler coach) 41, 

267, 273, 383, 490, 498, 549
Lipscomb 95-100, 146, 168, 175-177, 186, 

280, 283, 316-317, 367, 498, 524
Lonergan, Mike (Vermont coach) 192, 328, 

330, 371, 393, 525, 550
Long Island 181, 307
Love, Jason (Xavier player) 470, 473, 548
Lowery, Chris (Southern Illinois coach) 

246, 259
Loyola of Chicago 45, 107, 145, 168, 264, 

307
Lucas Oil Stadium xiii, 28, 29, 32-33, 36, 

269, 473, 485, 505-506, 509-513, 517, 
529-531, 536, 539, 541

Lucious, Korie (Michigan State player) 455, 
458, 512, 516

Lundquist, Verne (CBS announcer) 354

M

Mack, Chris (Xavier coach) 146, 149, 296, 
397-398, 468

Mack, Shelvin (Butler player) vi, 43, 145, 
148, 172, 270, 274, 383, 386, 462, 476, 
480, 486, 500, 507, 530, 536-541

Madison Square Garden 60, 144, 181, 201, 

251, 309, 385
Mahoney, Mike (Penn SID) 203, 208, 211
Manhattan College 153, 181, 307, 321
Manning, Peyton 33, 505
Martelli, Phil (St. Joseph’s coach) 312
Martin, Frank (Kansas State coach) 467-

469, 480
Maryland-Baltimore County 156, 157, 159, 

160, 196, 197, 329
McCaffery, Fran (Siena coach) 185, 276, 

320, 371, 498, 549
McCain, John 242 
McConathy, Mike (Northwestern State 

coach) 75, 81, 124, 319, 337, 550
McConnell, Mickey (St. Mary’s player) 323, 

432, 434, 447 
McDermott, Greg (former Northern Iowa 

coach) 245, 258, 406, 407, 550
McKillop, Bob (Davidson coach) 43, 45, 174, 

382, 494
Mid-Eastern Athletic Conference 63-66, 77, 

95, 103, 113, 167, 260, 319, 328, 336-341, 
371, 498, 552-569

Mellencamp, John 285
Michigan State xvi, xvii, xix, xxii, 33, 108, 

123, 166, 169, 191-192, 204, 226, 252, 
355, 403, 454-458, 462, 474, 486, 490, 
495, 500, 506, 511-522, 528, 530

Mid-Continent Conference 104, 221, 223, 
265, 266, 405, 487

Middle Tennessee State 71, 104, 113, 141
The Mid-Majority xxii, 557
Mihalich, Joe (Niagara coach) 336, 339
Milan High School 31, 40, 140, 267, 337, 

495, 507, 523
Miller, Sean (former Xavier coach) 146, 396, 

397, 399
Missouri State 168, 182, 243, 249-251, 256, 

263, 289, 349, 405-406
Missouri Valley Conference vii, xvii, xviii, 

42, 99, 107, 141, 165, 166, 173, 226, 242, 
244-245, 252, 255, 258, 263, 265, 268, 
280, 309, 310, 454, 456, 461, 486, 554

Mistah F.A.B. 445 
Monson, Dan (former Gonzaga coach) 295
Moore, Ronald (Siena player) 186, 189, 321, 

371
Morehead State 103, 113-119, 122, 168, 

177-178, 257, 330-331, 361, 387, 449, 525, 
547-548-574

Morgan State 341, 371, 498 
Morris, Willie (Dayton band leader) 338
Mountain West xviii, 331, 335, 337, 409, 

410, 431-432, 554 
Murray State 104, 178, 331-332, 361, 362, 

363, 364, 370, 387, 389, 390, 462, 464, 
474, 478, 481, 486, 506, 524, 541, 548-574 

Musberger, Brent (ESPN announcer) 146, 
148, 499
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N

National Association of Intercollegiate 
Athletics 63, 71, 78, 81, 96, 167, 174, 182, 
249, 279, 283-284

National Association of Basketball Coaches 
182-183, 450, 493, 497

Naismith, James xv, 30, 109-110, 139, 182, 
242

Nantz, Jim (CBS announcer) 256, 511
Nashville Rollergirls 90
National Invitation Tournament xv, 122, 181-

182, 243, 246, 306, 317, 331, 492
Netherton, Patrick (Northwestern State radio 

announcer) 84, 320
Newby, Maurice (former Northern Iowa 

player) 245, 406, 412
Niagara 63-68, 185, 186, 273, 336-340
Nored, Ronald (Butler player) vi, xiii, 148, 

271, 275, 377, 389-390, 464, 474, 478-480, 
507, 513, 516, 523, 530

Northeastern xxi, 160, 222, 225, 229, 233-
238, 467

Northern Illinois 265, 266, 487
Northern Iowa xii, 173-174, 243-245, 250, 

255-260, 264, 275, 292, 405-419, 442, 453-
457, 461, 466, 486, 512, 514, 524, 549, 550

North Florida 51-56, 66, 107, 123, 126, 260-
261, 282, 318, 524

Northwestern State 74-77, 81, 83-86, 124-129, 
166, 174-175, 219, 253, 257, 319-320, 337, 
369, 394, 524, 550

Notre Dame 31, 50, 53, 122, 185, 228, 264, 
267, 288, 293, 342-343, 358, 359, 360, 374, 
395, 399

O

Ohio State 42, 144-146, 156, 171-172, 186, 
275, 321, 325, 353, 370, 490

Ohio University 367-375, 486
Ohio Valley Conference xx, 60, 95, 99, 103-

106, 113, 167, 177, 257, 284, 330, 361, 387, 
390, 462, 547

Old Dominion 42, 167, 224, 225, 226, 228, 
268, 351, 358, 359, 360, 361, 370, 373, 374, 
376, 382, 446, 524

O’Neil, Dana (writer) 491

P

Pac-10 xviii, xx, 49, 118, 144, 146, 166, 255, 
295, 297, 308, 310, 522, 550, 554

Packer, Billy (former CBS announcer) 255-
256, 264, 267, 353

Palestra 60, 77, 170, 201-217, 230, 251, 288, 
338, 425, 551

Papadakis, Constantine (late Drexel 
president) 220

Patkin, Max 288-289
Patriot League xx, 122, 221, 223-224, 245, 

258, 318, 328, 338, 355, 413, 421, 491
Pausch, Randy xiii, 479
Peele, Randy (Winthrop coach) 342, 346
Pennsylvania xxi, 170, 174, 190, 202-216, 

227, 229, 283, 421-425, 550, 551
Philippians 4:13 34, 409
Pitino, Rick (Louisville coach) 103, 115, 410
Pittsburgh 116, 131, 132, 187, 192, 211, 265, 

267, 283, 355, 368, 397, 399, 402, 438, 
461, 479

Plan 96 492-493, 499, 552-553
Play-In Game 336-340, 373, 525
Plump, Bobby (former Butler player) 140, 

495, 523
Poole, Kent (late actor) 523
Precision Timing 141, 165, 402
Princeton 156, 170, 190, 202, 204, 206, 208, 

215-216, 363, 420-423, 432, 433, 455
Prosser, Skip (late Xavier coach) 147, 395
Pullen, Jacob (Kansas State player) 468, 475
Pulliam, Dolph (Drake radio announcer) 

248, 259

Q

Quick Change 89, 288
Qwest Center 247, 251

R

Radford 342-343
Raftery, Bill (CBS announcer) 354 
Reliant Stadium 384, 442, 443, 445, 447, 

525, 527
Rensink, Amy (Butler student) 500
Richards, Jason (former Davidson player) 

34, 93, 381
Richmond xii, xviii, xx, xxi, 64, 105, 222-

225, 228, 229, 265, 306, 318, 354, 356, 
358, 398, 405, 432, 433, 434, 448, 528

Robert Morris 283, 354-357, 360, 363, 368, 
370, 438, 524, 549

Robinson, David (former Navy player) 223, 
251

Robinson, Mantoris (Winthrop player) 343
Nick Rodgers (Butler player) vi, 275, 548
Rose, Malik (former Drexel player) 219-221, 

223
Rosen, Zack (Penn player) 207
Rupp, Adolph 103, 110, 305, 307, 497
Rupp Arena 49, 550

S

Saint Joseph’s xxi, 95, 168, 202, 213, 221, 
288, 312

Saint Mary’s 197, 255, 297-301, 354, 431-439, 
443-449, 461, 524, 525, 549-550-572
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Samhan, Omar (St. Mary’s player) 300, 323, 
432, 438-439, 444, 449, 525, 541, 549

Sampson, Kelvin (former Indiana coach) 
125, 147, 323, 367, 397

Sanderson, Scott (Lipscomb coach) 98, 317
Santa Clara xviii, xx, 71, 160, 356, 486
Sarandis, Ted (radio host) 436
Scheyer, Jon (Duke player) 529, 535
Scruggs, Rick (Gardner-Webb coach) 49, 550
Shaheen, Greg (NCAA vice president) 350-

352, 491, 492, 556
Siena 185-189, 193, 219, 253, 273-277, 299, 

320-321, 325, 371, 376, 486, 498, 549
Simmons, Marty (Evansville coach) 249
Singler, Kyle (Duke player) 529, 537, 539
SIU Edwardsville 98-99, 280-284
Skinn, Tony (former George Mason player) 

226, 251
Slater, Josh (Lipscomb player) 176, 316
Mark Slessinger (Northwestern State 

assistant) 81, 124, 175, 320, 338, 550
Smith, Andrew (Butler player) vi, 388, 476, 

513, 535
Smith, Kyle (St. Mary’s assistant) 432
Smith, Nolan (Duke player) 529, 534, 536, 

539
Smith, Ron (former Northern Iowa assistant) 

245
Sorrentine, T.J. (former Vermont player) 

190, 372
South Alabama 71-73, 268
South Carolina-Upstate 51
Southeastern Conference xviii, 103, 306, 361
Southern Conference 166
Southland Conference 75-76, 81, 83, 103, 

123, 129, 167, 175, 257, 272, 310, 319-320, 
328, 361, 374, 419, 446, 550, 558

Southwest Athletic Conference 77, 95, 103, 
115, 140, 160, 167, 260, 319, 328, 336-339, 
341-342, 345-346, 419, 552-579

Stat Crew 133-135, 154-160, 165, 420
Stetson 63, 67
Stevens, Brad (Butler coach) vi, xiii, 41, 43, 

74, 82, 140, 144, 148-149, 171, 268, 270, 
276, 296, 324-325, 382, 384, 388, 433, 461, 
463, 474-476, 479, 480, 486, 488, 507, 509, 
513, 515-516, 524, 528, 530, 533, 534, 540, 
543, 549

Stockton, John 297, 466
subdivision split of 1978 222, 279, 309, 394, 

441, 492, 534, 554
Subway 82, 83, 178
Summit League 63, 73, 131, 132, 136, 168, 

170, 221, 328, 399, 405, 413
Sun Belt Conference 50, 71-74, 103, 104, 116, 

167, 168, 224, 253, 268, 328, 360, 371, 467
Super Bowl 33, 251, 272, 273, 288, 311, 397, 

442, 461, 519, 521, 554
Sutton, Mike (Tennessee Tech coach) 105-

118, 177, 330, 412, 449, 525, 550

T

Tarkanian, Jerry (former UNLV coach) 409, 
522

Tarrant, Dick (former Richmond coach) 223
Taylor, Blaine (Old Dominion coach) 228, 

358, 359, 374, 376, 446
Temple xxi, 95, 168, 182, 202, 206, 221-224, 

249, 250, 275, 398, 419, 424-428, 432, 
451-452, 455

Tennessee-Martin 105, 114, 260
Tennessee State 51, 71, 89, 90, 93, 94, 95, 97, 

104, 141, 177, 318, 370, 373
Tennessee Tech 105-107, 109-110, 118, 122, 

126, 177, 330, 412, 413, 525, 550
Texas-Arlington 76, 99, 280
Texas-El Paso 384-388, 449, 474, 486, 506-

507
Thomas, Danero (Murray State player) 363-

364, 387-390
Thomas, Will (former George Mason player) 

226
Turner Sports 551-552
Twitter 353, 376, 439, 445, 522
Tyndall, Donnie (Morehead State coach) 113, 

117, 168, 177, 331, 361, 449, 525, 548

U

Ubiles, Edwin (Siena player) 189, 321, 371
UNC Wilmington 224-225, 252, 338
Utah State 71, 177
Utah Valley 72, 258

V

Valparaiso 144, 170, 171, 266, 273, 325, 439, 
446, 507

Vanderbilt 95, 96, 106, 185, 275, 305, 306, 
361-364, 387, 389, 390, 541

Vanzant, Shawn (Butler player) vi, 326, 383, 
475, 515

Veasley, Willie (Butler player) vi, 44, 144, 
169, 172, 270, 271, 274-275, 325-326, 377, 
389, 465, 480, 486, 507, 513-514, 530, 
541, 548

“Vehicle” 237, 448
Vermont xxii, 190-197, 219-222, 253, 328-

330, 371-373, 455, 462, 525, 548, 550
Villanova 185, 202, 228, 229, 354, 355, 356, 

357, 360, 368, 424, 435, 436, 438, 439, 441, 
446, 448, 474, 549

Virginia Commonwealth 109, 222, 224, 228, 
358

VitaminWater xi, 344, 352, 355, 408

W

Wake Forest 147, 264, 268, 306, 395, 549 
Washington, Denzel 213
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West Coast Conference xxi, 154, 295, 296, 
299, 322, 324-325, 431, 448, 449, 486, 524

Western Athletic Conference 193, 247, 335, 
554

Western Kentucky 104, 349, 449, 479
West Virginia 76, 223, 306, 308, 341, 360, 

371, 452, 453, 467, 474, 495, 506, 525, 528, 
530, 534

Wichita State 141, 174, 226, 243, 250-253, 
255-256, 259, 260, 263, 342, 343, 406, 416, 
461, 496

Wicke, Andy (former Belmont player) 93, 
177

Wilkes, Glenn (former Stetson coach) 62-66, 
69

William & Mary 222, 224-225, 308, 358, 396
Williams, Thomas “Top Dog” 121
Wilson, Jamar (former Albany player) 189, 

193
Winn, Luke (writer) iv, xiii, 169, 556
Winthrop 50, 337, 341-346, 373-565
Wisconsin-Milwaukee 45, 266, 280
Wittman, Ryan (Cornell player) 422, 451, 

549
Wofford 122, 174, 427, 541
Wooden, John 30, 31, 103, 252, 308, 441, 

526, 551
Woodfox, Booker (former Creighton player) 

142, 246, 247
Worlock, David (NCAA) 350, 444, 556
Wright State 170, 173, 266, 267-268, 274, 

275, 326, 327, 487, 550-568

X

Xavier xii, 41, 43, 95, 116, 145, 146-150, 166, 
169, 171, 186, 221, 251, 253, 264,-266, 
269, 325, 383, 394,-403, 424, 432, 438, 
455, 466-478, 481, 485, 488, 490, 524-525, 
548-563

Y

Yeager, Tom (Colonial commissioner) 224, 
252, 263, 265

Youngstown State 45, 104, 170, 174, 266, 
270, 271, 276, 524

YouTube 195, 270, 326, 375-376, 385, 390, 
398, 508

Z

ZOOperstars 89, 289-293, 345, 531
Zoubek, Brian (Duke player) 531, 534
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