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THE FIRST ONE
11.9.2004 • SEASON 1

My earliest basketball memory: it’s a cold winter morning in New England, 
November 1983. I’m eleven years old, and I’m pulling a Greg Ballard Washing-
ton Bullets home jersey over my spindly torso (the only one at the sporting goods 
store that fit me). I’m taller than the other boys in the neighborhood, and my 
parents think that the loosely organized weekend kids’ league a town over would 
be a good release for my spastic youthful energy. I’m loaded into the Honda 
Accord and I sit in the back seat, quivering with anticipation, head full of hoop 
daydreams. It would end up being my last visit to the weekend kids’ league. The 
coach sized me up after the shootaround, and had me typecast immediately. 
“Hey tall kid,” he said, grabbing my shoulder. “See that filled-in rectangle on 
the line outside the painted area, under the basket? When we have the ball, 
stand there... and don’t move a muscle. If someone passes it to you, pass it to a 
teammate. When we’re on defense, stand in the paint and put your hands up. 
That’s all I want you to do.”

I must not have done a good job. After several minutes and several flurries 
of elbows, I was replaced by the only other member of our six-man team and 
watched the rest of the game, alone, on the bench.

Never one to quit, I would try again in high school. I had grown to six-one by 
my sophomore year, and was almost literally pushed out onto the floor — “you’re 
going out for basketball, right?” 

During the annual varsity vs. faculty preseason game, I was out defending 
the perimeter for some reason, and we got the ball back on a steal. In transition, 
I caught a long outlet pass. I dashed out in front, taking the ball past the time-
line, charging into the paint, trembling inside as I realized I was about to score 
my first two points of my life. I laid the ball up softly against the backboard, and 
it bounced high off the back of the rim and into my hands. Again, I put it up, 
slamming it hard against the bottom of the iron. I caught the ball again, then 
heaved it desperately towards the heavens...

One day, I went into my father’s bedroom after shooting hoops in the drive-
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way, my basketball still under my arm. “Dad?” I whispered. “You awake?”
“Yes,” he mumbled, still half asleep.
“Do you think I’ll ever make it to the NBA?”
“No.”
My dear father denies to this day that such an event took place, but it was 

at this moment when my brief and unstoried basketball career was buried, 
headstoned and epitaphed. I decided to donate my concrete hands to a far less 
physically taxing pursuit: journalism.

I can’t remember much about my years at the University of Oregon, except 
for the rainy January and February nights spent huddled in the student section 
at McArthur Court. The Hoop Ducks of the early Nineties didn’t much going 
for them, except for a waterbug-like guard named Terrell Brandon, who had an 
odd knack for dropping wheelbarrows of points on Pac-10 opponents. My main 
“basketball buddy” those days was Gregory, an architecture major who shared 
my appreciation of the 2-3 zone, Henry Weinhard’s Private Reserve beer, and 
little else.

“I was up in Portland last weekend,” Gregory said to me one time. “My girl-
friend couldn’t get me tickets to the Blazer game, it was sold out. I was bummed, 
so she took me to a University of Portland game instead. They were playing 
some school from eastern Washington. Slagga Wagga or something.”

“There are schools up in Portland?” I replied, somewhat surprised. “So how 
was the game?”

He game me a confused look. “It was... cute.”
Despite my exposure to the NCAA Tournament each March, small-college 

basketball remained an abstract concept to me for a long time. For all I knew, 
the Santa Claras and Sienas and Southwest Minnesota State A&T’s that popu-
lated the bottom third of the bracket and provided walkovers for #1 and #2 
seeds were simply inventions of network promoters, or just the Washington 
Generals in different uniforms. 

When I moved back east in 1997 to pick up a degree from Drexel University 
in Philadelphia, I began my mid-major education in earnest. Part of the reason 
I had chosen Drexel over other schools was that they had won the East Coast 
Conference (now the America East) three years in a row, and had achieved the 
round of 32 a year earlier, powered by Malik Rose and eye-catching gold lamé 
uniforms. It would be an adjustment moving to a big city and a new school, but 
at least I knew I’d have decent basketball to watch.

It did take some adjustment to go from a noisy, boisterous bandbox nick-
named “The Pit” to a half-empty 1,000-seat gymnasium with a concession 
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stand that only stocked cardboard-like pizza slices and cold pretzels. The Drag-
ons never made it to the NCAA’s during my era, but as the Northeasterns and 
Hartfords and Hofstras marched through, the games were for the most part 
good and tight. Several years of life in the America East led me to an important, 
yet seemingly obvious, conclusion: two evenly matched teams with reasonable 
levels of talent will provide a completely entertaining basketball experience, 
regardless of league or level. 

It didn’t hurt matters that my Drexel season ticket also allowed admission 
to the annual Drexel-Penn game at the nearby Palestra, the proud palace of 
American college basketball, where, as author Joe Rhoads once said, “a hundred 
people sound like a thousand, a thousand sound like ten thousand, and ten 
thousand sound like nothing you’ve ever heard before.”

Then I fell in love with conference tournaments. The Atlantic 10 tourney 
was still being held at the creaky old Spectrum, and I would make a point of 
taking a day off each March and watch all four games of the opening round... 
despite the Philadelphia Daily News’ pronouncement that anybody who made it 
through the whole day of weeding out lower seeds “deserves a medal, or at least 
an invitation to get a life.” If the games got out of hand, there were cheerleaders, 
dance teams, bands and crazy fans to provide entertainment.

When the A-10 felt it had outgrown Philadelphia and began rotating its 
tournament site, I was left without my fix of live March basketball. The Metro 
Atlantic Athletic Conference came to my rescue, conveniently staging their 
2003 tourney up the road in Trenton, New Jersey. Three of the quarterfinals 
were closely contested. Both semifinals went into overtime, and the insanely 
loud cheering of Manhattan and Niagara supporters rang in my ears for days 
afterward. The line between hobby and obsession is usually either hazy or 
crookedly drawn, but I knew I was hooked. 

I found myself spending many weekends this past winter on the road, dis-
covering new arenas and teams and players. I saw games at the hoops mecca 
that is Madison Square Garden, in the flashy bank-sponsored arenas of state 
colleges, in dusty 500-seat gyms with collapsible bleachers. I spent so much 
time at the Palestra that the pretzel vendors knew my name, and an advance 
scout for Temple once asked me who I was working for. I ended up going to 82 
games between November to March (including 24 during conference champi-
onship week), and at some point realized that this was a blog waiting to happen.

There are 81 teams in the seven “major” conferences, that is, the ones that 
play all their games with long TV timeouts. But there are also 24 other Division 
I conferences, and 245 other Division I teams. Now you may have to scour the 
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fine print in your Street and Smith’s basketball annual to find them, but trust 
me, they all are real schools with real basketball teams. The media, employ-
ing both political correctness and Orwellian doublespeak, calls the other D-I 
leagues “mid-majors” — a general term that’s applied to either a pack of western 
state schools or a tiny collection of agricultural colleges in the Southeast. I never 
received decent math grades, but it’s obvious that we have a clear mid-majority 
here.

So I’ll be updating this site on a semi-daily basis with articles, commentary 
and relevant links over the course of the season. You can follow along in my 
daring attempt to attend 100 NCAA games before the national championship 
is awarded in April. There are also lots of great supplemental features as well—
I’ve got school and conference directories sorted every which-way, recaps of 
everyone’s 2003-04 campaigns, links to each school’s official basketball web-
sites, schedules for all the D-I teams, and results that will be updated daily. 
(Yes, by hand!)

I’ll try to steer clear of The Last Amateurs-style sentimentality. I’ll try to 
minimize exuberant celebrations of the relative “purity” of college basketball 
without widespread corruption or win-at-all-costs attitude, and I’ll try not to 
effuse about how a No. 14 seed and the honor of being first-round cannon fod-
der for Duke can be considered a wild success. I may not be able to keep those 
promises, but the point I am attempting to forward is simple: behind that caval-
cade of obscure scores on your ESPN sports ticker delaying your NBA update, 
there is a lot of great basketball being played, and you may be missing out on it. 

Over there on the right side of the screen is a customizable schedule — just 
enter your zip code, and as the NCAA’s official ad campaign says, “There’s 
probably a game near you tonight.” Please take the opportunity to find a college 
basketball game in your area, get in your car, and go to it. Most games won’t 
cost more than 8 or 10 bucks a ticket, which makes small-college hoops perfect 
down-economy entertainment for your entire family. 

If you don’t know anything about the schools or the conference or the play-
ers, all the better. Don’t worry about not seeing a future NBA star that you can 
tell all your buddies you saw during his college days — that will only buy you 
a couple seconds’ worth of coolness anyway. Don’t worry about— not going in 
with a rooting interest — that might take care of itself over the course of the 
game, maybe you’ll have a new favorite team. Enjoy the atmosphere, learn the 
chants, eat a nacho plate. If you’d like, write to me all about your experience 
afterwards. Trust me, it’ll be fun.
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I. LAUGHTER OF THE GODS
11.4.20 10 • SEASON 7

Humility is knowing who you are — not thinking too highly of 
yourself, but also not thinking too little of yourself. Simply put, 
it means having sober judgment. Do you know who you are as 
a player on the floor?

At the start of a college basketball season, it’s all free chaos and beautiful 
possibility. During the dwindling days of the NCAA Tournament, there are 
rules, regulations, and schedules with start and finish times that end in 
twos and sevens. There are periods of “media availability,” tiny timeframes 
during which players and coaches are brought in front of reporters, who in 
turn stamp those spoken words into story templates for public consump-
tion. 

On the day between the Sweet Sixteen and Elite Eight, at each of the 
four regional sites, the NCAA holds a pair of time-staggered press confer-
ences for the two remaining teams. After half an hour of facing general 
questioning up at the dais, the top student-athletes from each school move 
to what are called “breakout rooms.” These are less rooms than cubicles 
separated by blue cordoning curtains, and in each is an elevated chair and 
table for the player that faces a bank of seats. The sessions generally last 
an hour, and represent the only times in late March when you’re going to 
get the kind of quotes to build a feature story around. 

Near the top of the 3 o’clock hour during the late afternoon of March 
29, 2008 at Detroit’s Ford Field, Stephen Curry’s breakout room was the 
place to be. He was the star of that year’s NCAA Tournament, having 
scored a total of 103 points in victories over Gonzaga, Georgetown and 
Wisconsin — three games his team were not supposed to win. Now the 
Davidson Wildcats were one win away from the Final Four in San Antonio, 
and everybody wanted a piece of Stephen Curry. Poor Jason Richards, the 
team’s senior point guard. The nation’s assist leader, the one who regularly 
passed Curry the ball, sat in the next booth over, nearly all alone. Hardly 
anybody wanted to ask him anything. 
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Curry’s session was far more awkward, however. The reporters’ ques-
tions were specifically engineered to elicit superstar responses, and the 
team’s leading scorer wasn’t offering them. They asked him about his shoes, 
upon which he had written the phrase “I can do all things.” (“Oh, that,” he 
said. “It’s always been one of my favorite Bible verses.”) They told him the 
LeBron James had come to the Sweet Sixteen game. How did that feel, to 
have the pros’ best player as a fan? Curry shrugged it off. He’d always been 
around NBA ballplayers, and there was one who tucked him into bed at 
night when he was a kid. The reporters asked him to describe having such 
great talent. “It’s nothing special that I do,” he replied. 

The reporters demanded that he take some sort of credit. Wardell Ste-
phen Curry II wasn’t taking any of it. He deflected it all to Richards and 
his other teammates. He was more humble than Pat Conroy in “My Losing 
Season,” but he was three games from the National Championship. The 
superhero feature stories just weren’t going to work, so call your editors. 
The breakout room eventually emptied out, but there was still half an hour 
remaining. Soon, I was the only one left. It was just me and Stephen, one 
on one. 

I wrote one of the first national feature stories about him, back in 
December of 2006. I sort of wandered into it, by way of covering a South-
ern Conference regular season tilt at Chattanooga between the Mocs and 
Wildcats. Curry was still just a curiosity back then, another in a long list of 
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mid-major players-to-watch underneath the shortlist with full paragraphs 
(Rodney Stuckey, Nick Fazekas, Kyle Hines, etc.). He was a raw recruit 
who had slipped through the cracks. Virginia Tech, the ACC school his 
father Dell attended before embarking on his six-year NBA career, wanted 
the son to walk on. In his first collegiate game at Davidson, he turned the 
ball over 13 times against Eastern Michigan of the MAC. The next day, he 
turned around and dropped 32 on the Michigan that plays in the Big Ten. 

These were the things we talked about, Stephen and I. We discussed 
how to navigate the high highs and low depths of performance, and how 
to hold the center at all times. I asked him about “the zone,” that pinnacle 
of mental geography where everything goes right, all the shots go in... the 
domain of champions. He said it felt like being alone there, by himself, as 
if he was shooting jumpers at Belk Arena late at night. He told me how 
he had adjusted to the (enormously) larger audiences and (much) bigger 
media contingents. “Don’t play for anybody other than your family, or God, 
or whatever you believe in,” he said. “It’s easy to get caught up in playing 
for the crowd, trying to play a game you’re not capable of... I try harder not 
to do things that are over my head, not do anything too special.” 

Back in the media room, which was the size of a football field (the 2008 
Midwest Regional was a dress rehearsal for the 2009 Final Four), there was 
much less humility. Most reporters wanted to solve this Stephen Curry 
puzzle for the public, but they seemed to want control and ownership of 
his narrative more. They clucked paternally about how he was such a great 
kid from a great family, so grounded. They argued about where in the 
pantheon of Top Ten great weeks at the NCAA Tournament ranked, and 
nodded approvingly about his NBA Draft potential. When the Wildcats 
were eliminated, and they would be and soon, they’d be on to the next one. 

To me, he was more than all that. I didn’t want to strip the religion and 
the core feeling from his story. I’d never been so inspired by somebody half 
my age. I was not and will never be a great basketball player, but Stephen 
Curry was the kind of person I wanted to emulate, and it was making it dif-
ficult for me to cover him as a sportswriter. I felt like I should have recused 
myself somehow, and this was some kind of conflict of interest. 

Later, in one corner of that wide hall with a picture window of Tiger 
Stadium’s tail end, I filed my feature story. I have this habit of softly repeat-
ing my paragraphs back to myself under my breath; if they sound good, 
there’s a better chance they’ll read well. Across the vinyl-wrapped table 
from me was a celebrity sports reporter in a black suit, jowly with thick 
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eyebrows, rattling his laptop keys demonstratively. I knew who he was; we 
took checks from the same company. “Would you shut the fuck up?” he 
suddenly burst out in a thick Chicago accent. “I’m on deadline here.” 

Albert Einstein once said, “Whoever undertakes to set himself up as a 
judge of truth and knowledge is shipwrecked by the laughter of the gods.” 
It’s usually used as a dramatic quote about karma, but I think the intended 
meaning has more to do with staying humble in the face of the divine. 
Those who set themselves up as little competing and crashing centers of 
the universe, who are convinced somehow that the world would be dimin-
ished without their participation, well, they’re punchlines too. To experi-
ence Davidson’s 2008 NCAA run firsthand was basketball joy, but the 
sharp contrast I experienced at Ford Field that weekend was a jolt and shift 
that altered my career orbit. 

It was the first time I really felt like I was somewhere I didn’t belong. 

6/29/2009: It feels like he doesn’t have to be Stephen of 
Davidson anymore if he doesn’t want it, especially now; he can 
be Stephen of Golden State (Stephen of Suns?), Stephen of 
$$$$$$millions, Stephen of Nike. And he will be those too of 
course, in this business he can’t escape it — but—Three days 
ago he was in Belk for McKillop’s basketball camp. Two weeks 
ago he was writing a paper in Bobcats Arena.

- Claire Asbury, The Davidson Project

You know how the rest of the story went. Stephen Curry didn’t take the 
final shot against Kansas, Jason Richards did. (And why do these things 
always fall to the left?) The following season was agonizing to watch. The 
increased expectations and the judgements and the Top Tens were just as 
thick, but they were applied towards something that was different. The 
roster changed, because rosters always do. Without his backcourt partner, 
and with less experience and size up front, Curry wore down, got injured 
and frustrated, took more shots and gave shorter answers. His place within 
the team was all off, there was just something wrong about the whole thing. 

In this space, we talked a lot about how he had to be three superheroes 
in one in order to win and called him “Flash,” but that was all comedy 
because it was so sad. The Wildcats were eliminated in the SoCon semifi-
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nals by Charleston and didn’t return to the NCAA Tournament. 
The media machine was built to accept two narrative outcomes: total 

victory or a train wreck. Most of the games were on national TV. There 
were packed press rooms after every game, representatives of outlets eager 
to document every step. I was embarrassed for being even a small part of 
the traveling Curry Circus. When I talked to head coach Bob McKillop, I 
felt compelled to throw down my notebook and apologize. 

“Look, I’m sorry,” I imagined myself saying. He might tilt his head 
slightly, furrow his brow and keep the remainder of his facial expression 
unchanged, because that’s exactly what he’d do. “I’m not the right conduit 
for this story. None of these people are. I can try to persuade them to leave, 
but I know they won’t. We should all just leave, and let you have this time 
to do whatever you have to do in order to make your basketball team better. 
OK, Coach, I’m going now.” 

In real life, No. 30 in red left after the 2008-09 season, one year early. 
I thought he would. Deep down, I’m kind of glad he did. Everybody ben-
efitted. In 2009-10, Coach McKillop had the room and space to groom his 
next generation of SoCon champions. Me, I had an excuse not to bother the 
Davidson Wildcats — I only came to that first game, at Butler, and went 
out of my way not to see them again for the rest of the season. 

For Curry, well, things happened. He was selected seventh in the NBA 
Draft by the Bay Area-based “Golden State” franchise. The Warriors held 
the seventh pick because they were a bad basketball team. And they were 
even worse in Curry’s rookie season, winning just 26 of 82 games and fin-
ishing 13th in the Western Conference. Still, though, he finished second 
in the Rookie of the Year vote. Then he became a FIBA world champion 
this past summer with the U.S. national squad. 

He’s also the pro basketball star most likely to tweet you back or pass 
along your message with an RT. He is not likely to call himself a superhero 
and give himself a nickname, but he’s probably the only NBA player who’d 
ride a bike through the aisles of a Wal-Mart in a goofy mask late at night. 
Those are things I can do, and that you can do. No matter what, it appears, 
despite any high highs of low depths, he can still hold the center. 

There are so many reminders. 345 teams; over 5,000 players; 310 mil-
lion Americans and 6.8 billion living citizens of the world. A room full of 
sportswriters, a sky full of stars, countless websites. We are each a uniquely 
identifiable one in amongst these. But to insist that we are anything more 
than a zero-padded percentage is madness.
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II. WARM BLOOD
11.5.20 10 • SEASON 7

Passion is all about being vibrant and eager to put forth the 
effort. Are you hungry to compete and excel, and enthusiastic 
about the opportunity to do so? Will you be passionate when 
you don’t feel like it?

On November 25, 2008, two days before Thanksgiving, Davidson College 
hosted Loyola of Maryland in the loser’s bracket of the newly expanded 
NIT Season Tip-Off. It was the second game of a doubleheader at Belk 
Arena, following an unmemorable Florida Atlantic-James Madison contest 
that may or may not have actually happened. But people remember the 
other tilt to this day, even those who weren’t there. That was the game 
when Stephen Curry was held scoreless. 

Loyola head coach Jimmy Patsos ordered two of his players to double-
team the nation’s leading scorer, at all times. Not just when he had the ball, 
but at all times. And as the game went on, when it became clear that Pat-
sos was serious about this and that he wouldn’t alter his game plan, Curry 
calmly camped out in the far corner with his two new green-clad friends. 
As the home crowd booed, the rest of the Wildcats played 4-on-3 against 
the Greyhounds, and won 78-48. 

“We could have done box-and-one, triangle-and-two like everyone else,” 
he said. “But he’s beaten all those. We were trying to win the game. But 
the next morning, everybody was talking about me like I was Lucifer or 
something.” 

“Coach Jimmy” was one of the first basketball coaches who befriended 
me after I transitioned from blogger to Real Actual Journalist in 2005. 
After a Loyola guarantee game at Providence’s Dunkin’ Donuts Center, he 
was the first coach to show me an evening I could never write about. Some 
coaches would stay in their hotel room and watch tape, but not this guy. 
Coach Jimmy was out there in the street. 

He’s every stranger’s friend. When he talks to you, he squares up toe-
to-toe with his big 6-3 frame, gives you a big gregarious handshake and a 
smile as wide as the three-point arc, and starts talking a mile a minute. It’s 
probably why he was such a great recruiter at the higher levels, back when 
he was a National Championship top assistant under Gary Williams at 
Maryland. When Coach Jimmy is on you, you can’t see around him. 
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He loves this game, and loves to make people laugh about it. When-
ever I’d show up to see his team play back then, he would always go to 
great lengths to embarrass me during the postgame press conferences. As 
student newspaper reporters and the Baltimore Sun stringer set up their 
recorders, he’d very studiously walk into the room, sit down, adjust his 
jacket, lean in and deadpan, “We rebounded well, we ran our plays well, but 
I’m going to give this game ball to Kyle Whelliston. The guys really wanted 
to play well because they knew he was here tonight. Any questions?” 

I think the reason why Coach Jimmy and I initially hit it off was the 
great social leveler of our shared era: the Grateful Dead. I was second-
generation, and followed the band around the Midwest back in the early 
1990s. He went to more shows than he had coaching victories. The week 
after the Davidson incident, I burned a CD of the 1990 Halloween show at 
London’s Wembley Arena (with that killer opening Help>Slip>Franklin’s) 
and sent it to him, all in an effort to cheer him up. He needed it. 

“The Curry kid outsmarted me,” he told me later. “He rope-a-doped 
me like Muhammad Ali. I thought he would try to take a few shots. After 
the game, he came up to me, calmly shook my hand, and wished me good 
luck for the rest of the season. I thought he was going to tell me to go fuck 
myself. But he didn’t.” 

That was a rough week for Coach Jimmy. Seven days earlier, during a 
game against Cornell at the NIT Season Tip-Off pod in Boston, he was 
given a technical foul by referee John Gaffney. Patsos claims to this day 
that Gaffney threatened a second tech on the next uttered word, so he 
walked into the stands and took a seat next to his athletic director. “It was 
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a dumb thing to do,” he admitted. “But if I get ejected, I embarrass the 
school. As for Gaffney, I have nothing against him. The director of officials 
asked if I wanted a review, I said no. I don’t want anyone suspended. He 
had a bad day. We all have bad days. I had a bad day that day too.” 

Jimmy Patsos is impulsive, strange, erratic, stubborn, unconventional, 
vulgar, ferocious, and yes, a little bit crazy. OK, a lot crazy. But not the 
kind that’s certifiable or dangerous, like the columnists and “Pardon the 
Interruption” pundits thought he was after Currygate and T-Gate. He’s just 
passionate about the game of basketball — that never changes or wavers. 
He bounces around the sideline so much that he sweats through his shirt 
and suit, and when the Greyhounds win at home, he jumps into the stands 
and starts hugging random students. It’s a sharp contrast against the guy he 
replaced. During the 1-27 campaign of 2003-04, Scott Hicks would pace 
sadly during games, and slump down in his seat during every 15-2 scoring 
run the other way. The last news people at Loyola had about Hicks: he’d 
become a watch salesman after he was fired. 

Season 1 for The Mid-Majority was 2004-05, and it was Season 1 for 
Patsos at Loyola too. I went to 100 games, they won six. In Season 2, the 
year we met, the Greyhounds finished with a winning record: 15-13. Year 
3 was high-stakes for both of us, for different reasons. For Coach Jimmy, 
a breakthrough to the national postseason would be the signal that Loyola 
had arrived. He would crack open the Baltimore recruiting market, a pool 
of talent so deep and wide that he might have the Greyhounds in the Dance 
every year. He could run the Metro Atlantic Athletic Association as long 
as he wanted, an era that would only end when the ACC job of his liking 
came along. 

He had started with high-scoring guards he signed through secondary 
recruiting. Loyola, led by high-scoring Providence transfer Gerald Brown, 
won nine of their first 11 games in the MAAC in 2006-07. But in Febru-
ary came fractures and splits in the season. The shooting went cold, the 
defense sprung leaks, and the team chemistry turned sour. A northern road 
trip to Marist and Fairfield ended in a sweep. On February 11, a Sunday 
afternoon, I came by Reitz Arena for the Greyhounds’ home game against 
those Fairfield Stags. Coach Jimmy’s mood before the game was anguished, 
dark, electrified. The team fell apart and lost by eight points. 

And there was something wrong with Brown, who was averaging 22 
points, enough so that he sat for most of the second half and was taken to 
the hospital after the game. Wrong enough that he’d miss most of the rest 
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of the month with complications. In the near-empty arena after the game, 
I asked Coach Jimmy how bad it was. 

“I like you, Kyle, and I know you’ve come up the hard way,” he said. His 
eyes were wild. “But I have to tell you something.” He put a meaty paw on 
my shoulder. “Some folks look for answers, others look for fights, and some 
folks are up in treetops looking for their kites. I’ve been the ripple in still 
water where there was no pebble tossed. I’ve been a headlight on a north-
bound train. I’ve been run out in the cold rain and snow. Fuck, I’ve even 
played in Uncle John’s band down by the riverside. I’ll get back on my feet 
someday, Kyle, the good Lord willing if He says I may. But now, I’ve just got 
to row, Jimmy, row. Gonna get there?” Then he backed away and shrugged 
demonstratively. “I don’t know.” 

And then he turned, walked off, and went to the hospital with the rest 
of the coaching staff to help tend to his player. I stood there, lightning bolt 
through my skull, my face stolen. 

Loyola finished 18-13, 12-6 in the MAAC, and went out to Niagara in 
the semifinals. Season 4 was it, and the margin for error was shrinking 
for Patsos. Brown, the sixth-leading returning scorer in the country, was 
a senior. Hassan Fofana was a former 6-10 Maryland Terp, and provided 
plenty of size and rebounding. The Greyhounds were installed as MAAC 
favorites, and their coach was suddenly brooding and serious. He was going 
to be Quiet Jimmy that season. No more yelling, no more technicals. He 
was going to sit in his chair and just coach. 

After early losses to Towson and Seton Hall, the funeral for Quiet 
Jimmy was held just before Thanksgiving. Early struggles begat MAAC 
success, and Loyola won 11 of 13 league games during one stretch. At the 
conference tourney in Albany, the Greyhounds clawed past Fairfield for a 
second straight trip to the semifinals. The opponent would be the home 
team, Siena. 

Loyola had swept Siena in the 2007-08 season series. The Greyhounds 
rushed out to an early lead, and were up by 14 points in the first half. All 
they had to do was send the ball into the post for an easy two points. They 
maintained a double-digit lead for most of the game, and led by seven with 
six minutes remaining. And then by four at the two-minute mark. Loyola 
couldn’t hit their free throws. With 20 seconds left, 6-7 Saint Josh Duell 
gave his team the lead for the first time. Siena won the game, 67-65. 

If Siena hadn’t won, they wouldn’t have destroyed Vanderbilt in the 
NCAA first round. The Saints wouldn’t have walked over a Rider team 
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decimated by injuries in the MAAC final, and they wouldn’t have been 
there at the Big Dance. After the game, Patsos was stunned and sullen. He 
knew that his program’s trajectory line was slashed. Quiet Jimmy returned. 
“It was a good game,” he whispered hoarsely at the press conference. “We 
played well. Just not good enough down the stretch. We didn’t make our 
free throws.” And then a pause. “I just want to apologize to Kyle Whelliston. 
I know he came a long way to come see us play, and I don’t want to think 
about where he’s spending the night, but I’m just sorry we didn’t play better 
for him. Thank you, gentlemen.” 

Patsos knew my secret. He knew I was just as crazy as he was. 

 

The lowest moment might have been when I was stranded in Stockton, 
California for two days until a website donation came along so I could buy 
gas. Actually, it was probably when I had to shut the site down until I raised 
enough money to pay for a plane ticket out of Birmingham. Lowest only in 
terms of bank balance, which was usually down into two digits back then, 
not some sort of destitution. I didn’t have much when I started, just a dead 
software company, a passion for college basketball, and a hunger to be the 
best road writer I could be. To save what little money I had, I’d shower at 
truck stops and sleep in parking lots with the doors locked, with nothing 
but the car heater and my blood to keep me warm. 

Coach Jimmy knew, and he understood. We’d all done it, all of us Dead-
heads. Back then, when Jerry was alive, we did it so we could make it to 
the show, so we could listen to the music, hope for a “Dark Star,” and be 
with our friends. Some did it for survival, to be part of the economy of The 
Lot. People who are on “the bus” would do anything to stay on the road, 
to keep the music playing, to stab, stab, stab in the dark until the magic 
pattern reveals itself. 

In the summer of 2008, after the loss to Siena, Patsos became Zen 
Jimmy. He lost 35 pounds by giving up social adult beverages and Chinese 
food. The bulge under his chin simply vanished. He took up yoga. He 
started wearing a bracelet that his girlfriend gave him with four dangling 
symbols: love, joy, passion and equanimity. 

The change brought to mind that of another Baltimore Jimmy: the Irish 
cop McNulty from The Wire. This was Season 4 Jimmy, content to sit 
behind a desk and go home to Beadie Russell every night. But we never 
change. Soon after the 2008-09 season began, old Jimmy started to punch 
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through the walls. Patsos didn’t invent a serial killer, but when he put two 
guys on Curry and sat in the stands, the media reacted as if he had. 

And then I started hearing the back-channel reports that some of the 
old patterns were creeping back into his life. A few of the pounds reap-
peared. It’s easy for an armchair psychologist or amateur analyst to say, 
“Well, it’s because he’s...” But single words are roadblocks to understand-
ing. Core motivations are always more complex than an adjective. Why we 
do what we do doesn’t fit into a single word, not even “love.” To understand 
requires going further, to search for the constant element — that’s where 
the reason and the why are found. 

This is Season 7 for Jimmy Patsos too. The last two haven’t gone well: 
12-20, and then 13-17. The lack of an NCAA breakthrough means that 
getting recruits hasn’t been as easy, and Loyola has settled back into the 
invisible band of mid-major teams that struggle to break even. 

And his seventh trip around the sun at Loyola almost didn’t happen. 
Over in old College Park this summer was the end of a coaching domino-
chain. When Dave Dickerson was fired at Tulane of Conference USA after 
five years, Ed Conroy from The Citadel stepped in. Chuck Driesel, Gary 
Williams’ top assistant at Maryland, went down south to fill that job. And 
so there was a vacancy at Terrapin Station, and Patsos was close to getting 
his old job back. This was his escape hatch. But to accept, to return to 
the ACC as an assistant, would mean that the previous six seasons simply 
didn’t happen. Jimmy Patsos was six years older. 

I haven’t seen Coach Jimmy for a while. I left him a message this morn-
ing, letting him know that I was planning to come down to Reitz Arena to 
see his team play. Long time, no see. The last time I ran into him was in 
January of 2009. He showed me his bracelet. He told me to see “Slumdog 
Millionaire,” a recommendation I followed up on — the night I got myself 
fired from my big-media gig. He told me the story of a friend of his who had 
been caught up in the terrorist attacks at Mumbai, India, several weeks 
earlier. 

“I just talked to him the other day,” he told me. “What he did was he 
shut the windows, turned out all the lights, and hid under his bed. For 30 
hours, didn’t go out for food or anything. That was his game plan. He stuck 
with his game plan, and he made it through alright.” 

I nodded. He nodded. We both understood. 
And then it was time to go. As he walked away, he flashed me a peace 

sign. “Sunshine daydream,” he said.
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III. ALL OF US EACH OF US
11.6.20 10 • SEASON 7

Unity is best illustrated by this adage: The whole is greater 
than the sum of its parts. Basketball, more than any other 
sport, is one in which a team can come together and achieve 
greatness without having the greatest individual talents.

Before George Mason, there was no George Mason. No team from a small 
Division I conference, without the aid of high finance or shadowy advan-
tage, had achieved a berth in the modern Final Four. No “mid-major” had 
ever won four games at the NCAA Tournament, under the pressure of 
relentless media coverage. There was no frame of reference for any of it. 
Four years later, folks at least knew how to react. Butler 2010 was like the 
second man on the moon, the second black ballplayer, the second kiss. In 
the weeks, months and years following the Patriots’ run, there was a lot of 
discussion about who “the next George Mason” would be. The real answer 
to that question was that there would never be a next one, because the 
experience was irreproducible. There would never again be another first 
one. 

Beyond the highlight reel version of the story, even George Mason 
wasn’t George Mason until the third act. The Patriots finished 16-13 the 
year before, sixth place in the Colonial Athletic Association, and came 
back with five returning starters. John Vaughan, the highest scorer among 
a rising sophomore class, tore his ACL two months before the season. 
They were picked to finish fifth in the CAA in 2005-06. In November, the 
Patriots were blown out by 20 points by Creighton of the Missouri Valley, 
held to 29 percent shooting on their own home court. At the time, it was a 
measurement of how good the other team was. 

 Jim Larranaga’s team was ordinary, frail, fallible and prone to failure. In 
early March, GMU was held without a field goal for the last nine minutes of 
regulation in the CAA quarterfinals by a Georgia State team that finished 
7-22. That was an elimination game that could have ended the season right 
there. The Patriots survived in overtime, but in the semifinals, guard Tony 
Skinn’s selfish and mindless outburst — punching Loren Stokes of Hofstra 
in the groin — was one of a wide variety of self-defeating factors that cost 
George Mason the game. These Patriots were not perfect. 

I was privileged enough to have witnessed one of the first glimpses of 
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what could be. The Patriots beat Northeastern in the third CAA game of 
the season, 71-68. Along with 1,206 fans at Boston’s old Matthews Arena 
on January 2, I watched GMU play as if one man with a single first and 
last name. “When all the gears are meshing correctly, the George Mason 
offense resembles a precision timepiece,” I wrote at the time. “On a per-
fect Patriots break, the ball effortlessly moves from player to player, from 
far end line to basket, in what seems like the single stroke of the second 
hand.” On their own, each player was stoppable. Five together, they were 
the Justice League. 

Dayton. The word is loaded with connotations at this level of Our Game. 
For me, it’s shorthand for March 17 through 19, 2006, one of the strangest, 
craziest and most beautiful weekends of my writing career. I was assigned 
there by chance, but I ended up having to cover the Auburn Hills pod as 
well. The company had left it open, figuring that not much would hap-
pen there, given the brackets. It turned out that everything happened up 
there in Michigan. In the long tunnel of UD Arena, with a digital recorder 
between my ear and my mid-2000s flip-phone, I gathered quotes from the 
Northwestern State players about beating Iowa, and from Bradley head 
coach Jim Les about making it to the Sweet Sixteen. I was pushed beyond 
my limits, going beyond myself to help the team. 

I had all the inspiration I needed right in front of me. No. 11 seed 
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George Mason, without the suspended Skinn, had four double-figure scor-
ers in a 75-65 win over Michigan State on first round Friday. On Sunday, 
the reunited five — point guard Skinn, widebody Jai Lewis, swingman 
Folarin Campbell, rangy Will Thomas and sharpshooter Lamar Butler — 
dug out of a double-digit deficit against North Carolina. They made it to the 
NCAA Tournament’s second weekend for the first time in school history. 

Two days later, in Fairfax, Virginia, the George Mason players and 
coaches arrived at the Patriot Center for a Tuesday afternoon practice. A 
proud arena worker had lit up all the scoreboards with the final count from 
the UNC game: 65-60. 

“Turn that off,” Larranaga ordered. 
What followed was one of the hardest, most intense practices I’ve ever 

witnessed. Players were slipping on the floor from the sweat, and had no 
choice but to mop it up themselves. After 90 minutes, the head coach mer-
cifully blew his whistle, called the team in to center court, and addressed 
them with a speech. 

“We’ve made it this far,” Larranaga said. “There’s no reason we can’t go 
even farther. But it’s up to all of us, and it’s up to each of us.” He gestured 
with both hands as if measuring with a scale. “All of us, each of us. When 
there is no difference between those two, anything is possible for this team. 
When we get selfish, when we don’t play together, when we don’t pick each 
other up — and we know this very well — we all fail together.” 

And then a pause. “Now we’re going to play a little baseball.” 
The players clapped and whooped. From an equipment closet came a 

large foam bat. A manager fetched a rubber ball from Larranaga’s office. 
The head coach set up in the center circle, which became the pitcher’s 
mound. The unmarked middle of one foul line was home plate, and the 
other became second base. The T-lines where the middle stripe met the 
sidelines were first and third. The collapsed bleachers? The Green Mon-
ster. 

The yells and grunts of the sweat session were replaced by laughter and 
trash talk. 

“No batter, no batter! I’m serious, you ain’t even half a baller!” 
In the game’s deciding moment, Skinn smacked a line shot off the wall 

and used his blazing speed to leg out a triple. A fumble in the outfield by 
Campbell, and Skinn was rounding third and heading for home. The 100 
throw flew over the court and into the hands of Lewis, who played plate-
blocking catcher as Skinn slid in. But without an actual home plate or an 
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umpire, the play was in dispute. “Safe, safe!” yelled Butler, waving his arms 
wildly. 

Sports, when played properly, can inspire unity and camaraderie. Every-
one on a team is bound by shared commonality, united in competition 
against the same thing. On a basketball court, it’s easy to tell which side 
everyone’s on, because the other team is wearing shirts and pants of a dif-
ferent color. Beyond the boundaries, it can be difficult to tell who one’s 
teammates are. Groups of co-workers, political parties, and even families 
tend to perform best when there is an opponent in clear focus. 

In March of 2006, the case of Us v. Them wasn’t very ambiguous at all. 
The enemy was the Columbia Broadcasting System, more specifically CBS 
employees named Jim Nantz and Billy Packer. On Selection Sunday, they 
declared that George Mason wasn’t deserving of an at-large berth to the 
NCAA Tournament, and that conferences like the CAA and Missouri Val-
ley weren’t capable of winning games there. The Tiffany Network’s abstract 
symbol of an eye became a good dartboard for fans. 

Whether or not it was all for show, and it probably was, Packer and 
Nantz were easy targets. Even Larranaga was weighing in. “Ask them how 
many times they saw George Mason play this year,” he said after his team 
beat North Carolina. “Definitely not in person. Probably didn’t even watch 
any video on us, so they had no idea going into Selection Sunday what 
George Mason is all about.” 

In Dayton, after that win over the Tar Heels, David Pierpont and Chris 
Metsala from the CAA Zone website found a stack of handwritten index 
cards scattered along press row. They were cue cards, made by the CBS 
production staff to keep the announcers on track. They were filled out 
with things to say after a UNC victory. And so North Carolina is on to 
Washington, DC to play in the Sweet Sixteen. Back to Greg Gumbel in the 
studio. They were scrawled in advance, all in fair assumption that a No. 3 
seed was going to beat a No. 11, but now these cards were more evidence 
that CBS was biased against the little guys. 

The cards, at face value, were worth as much as the opinions of two 
old men. Changing people’s minds, earning “respect,” really wasn’t that 
important. 

What was important was that these things strengthened the bonds 
between those of us who weren’t out on the court playing. They helped 
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bring together proud George Mason alums, rallied the entire Eastern sea-
board conference behind the cause (the C! A! A! chants still ring in my 
ears, all these years later), and deepened the emotional investment of the 
unaffiliated. Those of us reporters who were paid by the column were all 
in; I would be going home for the summer whenever the Patriots did. 

When the pep band played “Livin’ On A Prayer” as a cheesy Tommy-
and-Gina karaoke singalong (and they did, over and over), it was all cute 
and everything. It would become as dull and nostalgic as the Bon Jovi 
original in later years. But in the moment, just beyond the surface, there 
was a dead seriousness to it. We’ve got each other, and that’s a lot. 

At the Sweet Sixteen, a short drive away from GMU’s Fairfax campus 
at the Verizon Center, the Patriots beat a sluggish Wichita State team that 
was trapped by its own internal hierarchy. The Shockers were no match for 
a five that played as one. Two days later, George Mason was beyond Elite. 
Against UConn, Larranaga didn’t substitute, not once, after the 12-minute 
mark of the second half. The magic quintet held the line against a team far 
more talented, and won in a startling and transcendent overtime session. 
The Patriots were in the Final Four. 

And all along the way, Larranaga said all the right things. He was an 
affable quote machine with no shortage of buzzwords and catch-phrases. 
We’re kryptonite! Connecticut Assassins Association! Hidden in all of them 
was a shared code: We Are The Same. All of us, each of us. 

In Indianapolis, George Mason played hesitant, unsure, overwhelmed. 
It was in large part due to the alien atmosphere in the RCA Dome, and the 
sheer talent of the eventual National Champion Florida Gators had some-
thing to do with it too. With so much to react to on an individual level, each 
player couldn’t meld minds with the other four. The game slipped away like 
a dream. “Not until I looked up at the clock and there were under two min-
utes left, when we were down 14 or 15 did I realize, ‘Gee, we’re not going 
to have a shot at this,’” Larranaga said afterward. “All through the second 
half, I thought at some point we’d start going into a nice offensive rhythm 
of inside-outside, taking the ball to the basket.” 

It’s almost five years later now. None of the players on that 2005-06 
GMU team played a second in the NBA. I covered that team to the end, but 
I’ll readily admit that when I remember back on those days, I forget some 
of their names, or transpose firsts and lasts (Tony Campbell?). As every 
year goes by, George Mason 2006 becomes more and more of a green blur 
in my mind. I’m sure that future generations will know those Patriots only 
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by their team name, by what they did, only in the abstract. 
And then I think, maybe that’s the point. We’re not supposed to remem-

ber five names, just the one. 
“It’s motivation for all those teams that thought that they had no chance 

to do something like this,” CAA commissioner Tom Yeager told me the day 
after George Mason was eliminated. “It’s going to have kids believing in 
themselves and each other. They’ll hit the weight room and work hard and 
stay together as a team. They’ll tell each other, ‘if George Mason could do 
it, we can do it.’ Whether this is exactly replicated or not is immaterial, but 
it’s going to give a lot of people a lot of hope.”
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IV. SACRIFICIAL LIONS
11.7.20 10 • SEASON 7

Servanthood is knowing your role and sacrificing as needed to 
make your teammates better. It’s a key element of team unity 
and greatness. It involves having a servant’s mentality when 
it comes to your team. Will you truly give of yourself to make 
your team better?

Manny Ohonme once shared a letter with me he’d received from a friend. 
“How do churches grow?” it read in part. “The answer is that they don’t. I 
don’t mean not at all. They tend to grow to the size of the charisma of their 
leaders only, and no more. That’s because there are two significant ele-
ments missing in the church today: touching and treating. Consider what 
happened with the idea of going barefoot for Jesus. The idea itself brought 
attention to the plight of the poor. If people went barefoot for food or 
medicine or food or shelter, going barefoot wouldn’t make a difference. But 
when it involves cleaning people’s feet and giving shoes, going barefoot 
ignites people. Why is that, Manny?” 

The answer came, rhetorically, in the following paragraph. “Because 
washing feet is a serious matter. Jesus said, ‘Unless I wash your feet, you 
have no part with me.’ That’s serious business. ‘I, your Lord and teacher, 
have washed your feet. You should wash one other’s feet too.’ There wasn’t 
a Samaritan’s Feet 2000 years ago.”

February 21, 2009 was one of those days from which destiny’s arrows 
pointed outward in all directions. The epicenter was just off Exit 30 of 
Interstate 77 in central North Carolina, at Davidson College’s Belk Arena. 
The home team was playing Butler University in the BracketBusters series, 
and it was yesterday’s small-college darlings against tomorrow’s. Stephen 
Curry against Gordon Hayward. 2008 against 2010, in the year between. 

For me, it was the first time I saw Manny. Davidson held a Samaritan’s 
Feet shoe drive at halftime of that game, and there he was, smiling and 
waving to the crowd, standing next to a giant sneaker. I’d already agreed to 
help him write his biography, but that will always be my first real memory 
of the man. 

Without basketball, Manny’s story is impossible. He grew up in a com-
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plicated family on the outskirts of Lagos, Nigeria. When he was nine years 
old, a group of missionaries came to his local park, and organized bas-
ketball games and contests for the local children. A man from Wisconsin 
named Dave gave Manny a pair of canvas sneakers. He’d never had shoes 
before. Manny used those shoes to become good at basketball. A local 
coach at Lagos State named Ganiyu Otenigbade, who once discovered 
Hakeem Olajuwon, picked Manny out of the crowd too. His videotape 
received interest from small colleges like Davidson and Lipscomb, but as 
a 6-4 power forward, he ended up with a scholarship from North Dakota-
Devils Lake, a Division II school. 

The education he received in America led to a high-paying career in 
the logistics industry. During the dot-com days, he helped create some of 
the first large-scale supermarket supply chain software. But his sense of 
compassion overwhelmed his desire for material wealth, and he left it all 
behind to start Samaritan’s Feet with his wife Tracie. The mission of the 
charity was to distribute shoes to needy children all over the world, but 
wash their feet first, in the spirit of John 13:6-11. Eventually, the goals 
became grandiose: 10 years, 10 million children, 10 million shoes. That’s 
a lot of kids, a lot of shoes, and a lot of soap and water. 

For the first five years, it was just another charity, first operating out of 
the Ohonmes’ garage, then from a small office in the Charlotte area. Then 
basketball played another big role. A member of the Samaritan’s Feet mar-
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keting staff had the idea to find a Division I head coach who’d be willing to 
walk the sidelines in his bare feet for a game, all in order to bring awareness 
to the cause. Half a billion people woke up this morning without shoes. 
That coach was Ron Hunter of IUPUI. It was a powerful message that was 
lost in the din for half a decade, but on the platform of NCAA Division I 
basketball, more people might listen. And they did. 

I presented the thumbnail sketch of this story twice, first in a magazine 
article that came out shortly after Coach Hunter’s first barefoot walk, and 
again for a national sports website in January 2009, one year on, exploring 
the growth and development of the movement. Three hundred coaches 
from all levels of basketball had joined up. That was my last column for 
the company before I was fired for speaking my mind elsewhere (or rather, 
here). 

Two days before I was let go, Manny approached me with a proposal. 
His marketers liked what I’d done with the story and thought I was the 
right candidate. It took me less than a second to say yes. I figured there was 
no possible way I could screw up such a great story, and, as it turned out, 
I had more time to work on it. 

The original plan was to present the story with detached, omniscient 
third-person narration, with a lot of quotes spliced with Manny said and 
Manny explained. The shift to first was my idea. Some would call that 
ghostwriting, but it’s difficult to be a haunting spectre with your name on 
the cover, and that kind of thing is a lot harder than people might think. 
Folks don’t speak in complete chapters, and organizing tens of hours of 
interviews in a compelling way, carefully organizing by chronology and 
theme, isn’t a cut and paste job. With Manny, the process required captur-
ing his tone and putting exclamation points in the right places. He gets very 
excited when talking about his cause! 

Plus, first person singular is a challenge that I love. It’s the opportunity 
to step outside myself, be somebody else for a few months, and see the 
world as they see it. I’ve written a book with a devout evangelical Christian, 
and another with a Mormon man. Someday, I hope I get to write a book 
with a Muslim, or a Jew, or maybe even an animist. I think those would be 
very interesting, and would help me understand the world better. 

I was working with people other than Manny, consulting with those 
inside the organization who would market and position the book upon 
release. They had ideas too. The plan was to get Manny on religious shows 
to plug it (“Benny Hinn? There’s 50,000 instant sales right there”), and 
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maybe, just maybe, go for the Big O. Over the summer, the book changed. 
There was more religion, more sermonizing, more self-help. It wasn’t my 
book, and they were paying me to write it, so all I could do was be disap-
pointed. I was reminded of a trip I took once to a religious art museum in 
Utah. To the right of each painting was a large placard, every one 200 or 
more words in length and printed in 14-point type, which explained the 
content of the work — reference Bible verses, explicit descriptions of the 
imagery, even the key emotions the viewer was supposed to feel. The cura-
tors of the museum refused to let the paintings speak for themselves. 

I saw how big Samaritan’s Feet had become. Manny’s garage was light-
years away. There were multiple offices and truckloads and warehouses 
and logistics patterns. It was amazing. Samaritan’s Feet was making real 
impact in the world, and none of it would have been possible without col-
lege basketball. And the difference between the old days and the new 
era was publicity and television and media. The marketers held more and 
more power in the organization, because, simply, marketing was the reason 
things had become so wonderfully outsized. Celebrities and sports stars 
helped get the word out. Manny told me that one of his favorite moments 
of the journey was when he first saw a NASCAR automobile painted in 
Samaritan’s Feet colors. 

But I saw a growing disconnect between the millions of shoes and the 
original transaction: one by one. One frustrated volunteer told me once 
that they had scheduled a shoe distribution with the Detroit Pistons the 
same day as a distribution at a local school. Nobody wanted to do the latter. 
And things were getting strange and sadly human. In the summer of 2009, 
Ron Hunter was the subject of an Andy Katz feature, in which the coach 
spoke of taking shoe distribution trips to South America without the help 
of Samaritan’s Feet. In January, when it came time to celebrate the third 
year of the barefoot coaching movement, Coach Hunter took his shoes off 
again. But the SF team spent the bulk of the evening across town, at Hinkle 
Fieldhouse, watching the nationally ranked Butler Bulldogs play Cleveland 
State. Butler head coach Brad Stevens had taken his shoes off too. While 
Manny held a halftime TV interview, the first coach to walk barefoot on the 
sidelines was at Conseco Fieldhouse, in front of over 10,000 empty seats, 
leading his IUPUI Jaguars against Oral Roberts. 

I was uncomfortable, conflicted and confused. There was so much good 
being done, but I didn’t know whom Samaritan’s Feet was serving anymore: 
celebrities and egos, or children. I knew what it would look like if I had 
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said anything out loud that criticized a good and well-known cause. So I 
said nothing. I told the marketers that I wanted to have as little to do with 
marketing the book as possible. My credit was promptly reduced from “as 
told to” to “with.” I wanted to take my name off the cover altogether, but it 
was too late. It had already gone to the publisher. 

I consulted with a friend of mine, an assistant coach who is one of the 
most devout and God-fearing Christians I know. He smiled knowingly and 
nodded. “I call that the Big Church Problem,” he said. “My wife and I went 
through that once, we had to change churches and it was very difficult. We 
felt all the things you’re feeling now, like corked bottles just about to pop. 
At a certain point, a church has to expend more energy sustaining itself 
than it does serving God. That doesn’t make any of the people involved bad 
people, and Satan has nothing to do with this. Tractor-trailers need a lot 
more gas than pickup trucks. It’s really as simple as that.” 

The day after the Butler-Cleveland State and IUPUI-Oral Roberts 
games, Manny called me up at the Crowne Plaza Indianapolis Airport. 
We needed to talk. 

“Manny, I love you,” I said. “I have never met anybody who is as close to 
God as you are. I would drop everything right now and go to Africa to give 
out shoes to kids if you told me to. But I hope you can understand what I’m 
saying here: I love you, but I don’t love Samaritan’s Feet.” 

It’s been almost a year, and we haven’t spoken since. 

Servanthood is complicated, even on the basketball court. The tradi-
tional servant role, the domestique of Our Game, is the point guard. The 
“one” brings the ball up the floor, relays the signals, reads the defense, and 
distributes to others. There is a lot of thinking and action and subservience 
there, and it’s a tough job. But we’ve devised a reward for point guards: the 
assist. We have league and national charts that measure whom the best 
servants are, and metrics for their performances: APG, the assist rate, the 
assist-to-turnover ratio. 

Brad Stevens has a great quote about servanthood: “The best way to 
lead is to step up and do something for somebody else.” But it’s so diffi-
cult to be a good servant, to get beyond the “me” and to follow the Gospel 
example. Being more independent-minded and headstrong than most, I 
struggle with it every day. The biggest thing is consistency. My Serenity 
Prayer is less Saint Francis of Assisi and more New York or Pennsylvania. 
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(It’s, you know, an NEC thing.) “Lord, grant me the serenity to accept the 
role of defensive specialist, the courage not to think about statistics, and 
the wisdom to know the difference between self-interest and the good of 
the team.” 

It’s easy to take off one’s shoes and walk a mile. I’ve done it. It may hurt 
a bit, but wounds heal. To wash a child’s feet and look into their eyes is 
an experience that would overwhelm anybody, crack even the most hard-
boiled cynic. It’s harder to do these things with a pure heart and without 
any selfish thoughts whatsoever. There’s a thin line between righteous and 
self-righteous. There’s a difference between acting as a mirror that reflects 
on the self and acting as a prism for divine light. It’s easier to do things for 
God Points and “hereafter credit” than to truly give of self to make this 
world better. It’s harder to be a sacrificial lion than to be a scared little lamb 
who’s afraid of losing its wool. 

My favorite part of “Sole Purpose” comes at the end of the tenth chap-
ter, which is called “Service.” There’s a story there about the earlier days 
of Samaritan’s Feet. A small church in Charlotte, made up of 40 or so 
immigrants and undocumented workers, was looking to help the cause. As 
Manny/I wrote: “The congregation realized that they were called to serve 
the needy of the community in Matthew 25:40, ‘as you have done unto the 
least of my brethren, you have done it unto me.’ So church members would 
each pick up change on the ground, keep it in jars at home and bring it in 
on Sunday. There was a wheelbarrow they used for the weekly collection, 
and people would drop their change in. And within six weeks, those poor 
families had enough to fund a 200-person distribution in Charlotte! 

“At first, that congregation didn’t have the resources, they didn’t believe 
they could do it. But we told them to dream beyond themselves. When they 
had accomplished that, you should have seen their joy. They thought they 
were poor, and they had worked together to help people in the community 
even poorer than they were! They were so proud to be a part of the economy 
of God’s blessings.”
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V. GRACE, TOO
11.8.20 10 • SEASON 7

Thankfulness involves being truly grateful when things go well. 
But equally or perhaps more important is to be thankful for 
what you learn in the hard times, and to have the wisdom to 
grow from them.

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 medioc-
rity. 

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 championships. 
It was a constant struggle to win more than half his games. Larranaga 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, Northern Illinois and Wright State in the con-
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ference tournament, then came within a point of a 14/3 upset of Purdue. 
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. 
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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 But-
ler head coach, the Bulldogs were the worst team in the conference. After 
a 12-game midseason 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 Musketeers’ long 
run to the Sweet Sixteen. 

Things didn’t, and couldn’t, get worse than that. But Collier found him-
self 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 
and diagrams, expecting a long discussion about championship basketball 
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 in March 2010. “Not 
just basketball philosophy, but a philosophy about life and a coach’s respon-
sibility 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. Humility: 
The sober acceptance of one’s own strengths and weaknesses, the knowl-
edge 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 respon-
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sibility 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 plea-
sure 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.” 

Five words, that’s all. One for each finger. But there are differences 
between platitudes and principles — or rather, Principles — between suc-
cess posters and success, between winning and talking about it. One can 
repeat words like “passion” and “unity” so often that they stop meaning any-
thing anymore, for anyone. Anybody can be a philosopher, any coach can 
write words on a whiteboard and act the professor. Turning words into flesh 
is alchemy of the highest order; water into gold is a cinch in comparison. 

But the following is true, and you can look it up: each of the three men 
in that room, on that day, later led a team to the NCAA Final Four. 

When the clock struck midnight at Lucas Oil Stadium, when it really, 
actually struck midnight, there was such profound sorrow there. If you 
have ever wanted something so much, to influence an outcome you were 
powerless to control, you might have felt this way yourself. If you have ever 
cried so hard that the vacuum in your lungs knocked you forward, and if 
you’ve ever attempted to heave out your soul and replace it with a new, 
clean and less painful one, you know. That was the kind of sadness that 
Butler students and alumni felt that night, and that was the kind of crying 
that was taking place in that parking lot. It wasn’t time to draw any sort of 
lessons from the experience, not yet. 

My favorite player on that Bulldogs team wasn’t Hayward or Howard or 
Mack, it was Avery Jukes. He wore the No. 24 shirt, a 6-8 senior forward 
from Snellville, Georgia who averaged less than three points per game on 
the season. During the long run to the National Championship game, he 
only received playing time as part of a fixed sub-rotation triggered by Matt 
Howard’s constant foul trouble. Jukes’ four-year college basketball journey 
was a story that had to be dug out to be discovered. 

He was recruited and signed by the University of Alabama, primar-
ily on a speculative basis — protein powder and weights would turn him 
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into an SEC power forward. When his 200-lb. frame wouldn’t accept any 
additional weight, he was summarily discarded. Jukes ended up at Butler 
University. There, he became an embodiment of The Way. Brad Stevens 
gave him a role on his team (a small one), but he retained his passion for 
basketball and did his best to fit in. He took servanthood seriously, and 
started the Jukes Foundation for Kids after a sports mission trip to Uganda 
during the 2008 offseason. And he was the first Butler Bulldog to turn the 
corner after the devastation of the last-second loss. 

He also happened to play the game of his life in the National Champion-
ship game. He led all scorers at the half with 10 points. Had Butler won, he 
would have been a star. Considering the tens of thousands of words spilled 
at the Final Four by a football field full of journalists, considering the 
hours of television analysis that are produced afterwards, he would have 
been properly lionized. Well, Seth, Hayward hit the shot that everyone will 
remember forever, but let’s talk about Avery Jukes. He kept this team in the 
game during the first half, one might say single-handedly. 

When that reality became an alternate one, Jukes had no regrets. As 
the sad scene played out in the parking lot, he was at the press conference 
dais. He was thankful. “It was a long, great season. Enjoyed the ride. Still 
thinking about it, really,” he said, smiling. “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.” 

Months after Butler lost to Duke, with the luxury of offseason retro-
spect, it really surprised me how angry I was. I wrote angry, outlined angry, 
tweeted angry, and even drew cartoons angry. There was nothing passive 
about that aggression. I was angry at the people and organizations that let 
me down, and there were all the lingering prior circumstances — health, 
marriage, job. I tried my best to suppress it, to slap palm over fist, but it 
came out. That’s just the way art goes: it all seeps out the vents somehow. 

My colleague and friend Luke Winn, in the foreword of “One Beautiful 
Season,” wrote about the redemptive power of Butler’s run. In an exceed-
ingly eloquent 1,200 words, he described how the Bulldogs saved his sea-
son. They saved mine too. They might have even saved my career. Every 
step, every win, every extra day without an Epilogue, each new friend and 
each surprising experience reminded me what a wonderful thing this is, 
Our Game. 

 Butler 2010 reminded me of something I knew from the beginning, 
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six years ago tomorrow: that college basketball is connected to just about 
everything else, and at its best, it can connect to the best of who we are. 
Those of us who are privileged enough to write about it have no excuse not 
to be thankful for the opportunity. 

The Butler Way really isn’t the Butler Way. There’s no trademark on 
it, and no valid claim of ownership. The Way is public domain, borrowed 
from a wise old sage who handed the tablets down to the next generation, 
who from failing hands threw the torch. Dick Bennett, after a lifetime of 
honing and perfecting his philosophy, jumped to the Big Ten shortly after 
the fateful meeting and had one last long run in him before burning out: 
Wisconsin 2000. After earning the job with his excellence at the lower 
levels, Bennett used The Way to turn one of the worst programs in the Big 
Ten into one of its best. 

In addition to Larranaga, who used The Way to lead George Mason 
to the Final Four in 2006, and Collier, the Butler athletic director who 
watched from behind the bench as his protege took things one step farther, 
Bennett passed the five core principles to his son Tony. He’s now the coach 
at Virginia in the ACC. But it’s different up there, more difficult. We all 
know that. Collier’s brief time at Nebraska is another reminder. 

The Way belongs to all of us if we choose to take the five words to heart 
and follow. It’s available to everybody, all of us, each of us.
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THE BEAUTIFUL
3.31.20 11  • SEASON 7

I remember my first fixed game. It was five seasons ago. In the final minute 
of a body-bag guarantee matchup in an ACC arena, with the home team 
up by 14, a player on the home team broke away for a transition layup. But 
before he could rise to the hoop, players on the bench yelled out. An assis-
tant gave the baseball “safe” sign, which in this context meant “don’t score.” 

The player pulled up, and the offense just stopped. There was time on 
the game clock, but the 35-second clock ran out and the ball was turned 
over. The few people left in the stands roared in disbelief. I didn’t under-
stand what had happened either, until an assistant coach on the visiting 
team (who had seen it too) reminded me what the point spread was: 15.5. 
They call it “shaving points,” and we’d all witnessed two of those, cleanly 
lopped off with a straight razor. 

Or maybe it was a 10 point lead, and the spread was 10.5, and maybe it 
was six years ago. And it was the Big Ten, maybe. I go to so many games, 
I lose track. Years have passed, and no players from that game remain in 
college. The coaching staff of the school in question has turned over twice. 
The game is forgotten by everybody who played in it or paid to see it, and 
whatever money changed hands is long since spent. 

I’m not being purposely coy, I do have to fudge the details because I’ve 
been asked to give a statement before. In January 2006, I wrote a feature 
article for ESPN.com about sitting in the stands with the late Jerry Falwell 
as his Liberty Flames played Marist in a non-conference game. The “com-
pliance people” who contacted me didn’t want further clarification on how 
good Jared Jordan was, they were compiling a report, and wanted me to 
provide a greater context for a specific passage I wrote. 

As the crowd cheered, Falwell turned to a sweatshirted teenage 
boy seated with friends across the aisle. 

“Can you make that play Blair just made, son?” 

It was Matt Dunton, son of Liberty coach Randy Dunton. Matt 
is a junior point guard for local Brookville High who dropped 
28 points in his game the other night. 
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“Yes, sir, I can,” came the respectful reply. 

Falwell beckoned him over, summoned him close. He wrapped 
the young man’s hand in his. 
 
“I hope you consider coming to LU,” the master recruiter whis-
pered. “We’ve got a place for you.”

Matt Dunton never ended up playing Division I college basketball, Jerry 
Falwell died soon thereafter, and there was no NCAA investigation. But 
back then, my story triggered the “potential impermissible contact” button. 
I reported that both Dunton and Falwell were smiling, fully cognizant of 
the man with the notebook and tape recorder next to them, and that it was 
clearly a joke between two people who clearly knew each other well. 

If I ever did get another call or a request to be a see-something say-
something snitch, I’d simply reply, “Why don’t you do it?” Most of the 
games I go to, there are a few journalists, maybe a league official or two, 
and occasionally an officials observer taking notes. The only reminder of 
the national governing body is usually the Respect: It’s the name of the 
game banner hanging in the corner with the blue-disc logo. 

Had there been a trained NCAA observer at that game, they would 
have seen exactly what I did. But there’s nobody on site to keep an eye on 
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every single 5,500 Division I games that occur each year, nobody dropping 
in randomly on practices to watch how they are run. If there were preemp-
tive measures, maybe there would be no Binghamton or Coastal Carolina. 
Maybe there would be a chilling effect. 

But that’s not the way NCAA justice works. It’s not oversight, it’s after-
sight. There are no patrol officers on the street, but plenty of detectives 
who demand paperwork after the fact and assemble patchwork pasts. This 
tends to happen months, years later. There is no preventative aspect with 
this approach, and so programs are free to cheat until they get caught. And 
not very many get caught, but those that do become sportz punchlines. 

NCAA men’s college basketball has a real problem, and it’s not barbecue 
nights or telephone calls or drugs or a $20 bill for the winner of a shooting 
contest in a closed practice. It’s not just Toledo that’s been doing it. I know 
there are others on press row who have seen it too, but it’s easier to break 
stories about technicalities not covered by federal law, and I probably have 
less to lose than most on the row do. Besides, being McGruff the Crime 
Dog really isn’t part of a journalist’s job description anyway. 

There is so much about this sport in its current state that is ugly and 
twisted. That night, and others like it, strengthened my resolve to focus on 
the good in Our Game, and cling to the tattered idea of a Beautiful Season, 
because I love basketball so much. It’s been difficult to be positive, because 
there is so much soul-crushing negative all around. But lately, patience has 
been rewarded. I didn’t know it, but we were all waiting for Butler. 

 

Analysis has failed you, it’s failed us all. It didn’t warn anybody that the 
Bulldogs were breaking through last season, and it certainly didn’t prepare 
us for the idea that the second verse would be same as the first. 

The Way, Butler’s Way (a/k/a George Mason’s Way, and originally Dick 
Bennett’s Non-Negotiables), doesn’t account for things like rebounds, ball 
control or shot selection. There are no analyst catch-alls like “clutch,” “grit” 
or even “magic,” whatever that is. These things can be broken down further 
to their base elements, and there The Way can be found. Defense = pas-
sion + unity. Balanced offense is a function of sacrifice and servanthood to 
a team concept. You try to win with humility and lose with thankfulness. 

Maybe in the future, in large part thanks to Butler, teams with central 
philosophies will thrive. Conventional wisdom will be written in this lan-
guage, this underlying source code. Teams and players and coaches might 
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someday be judged based on their adherence to a philosophy, not a general 
statistical standard. Perhaps this will be a step in the direction of poets 
reclaiming the game from the geeks, in a sport that’s long since had all the 
poetry beaten out of it.
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THE MID-MAJORITY vs. TOTAL CHAOS
11.4.2005 • SEASON 2

In 1891, as James Naismith considered the equation of ball and hoop, a 
French physicist named Henri Poincaré was contemplating a similar issue 
involving roundish objects. Kepler’s laws of planetary motion had only dealt 
with the orbit of one planet around one star; Poincaré threw a third item 
in the model, and found that slight differences in the starting state of the 
bodies resulted in massive differences in orbital trajectory later on — these 
aberrations could easily be mistaken for random movement, until you 
traced the paths back to their initial positions. The “three-body problem” 
would serve to underpin what would come to be known as chaos theory.

A popular modern application of chaos theory is the so-called “butterfly 
effect,” which holds that tiny movements have far-reaching consequences. 
How could the good Canadian doctor have known that his humble adap-
tation of “duck on a rock” would be so good, so fun, so engaging, that it 
would someday unleash a conundrum of massive proportions? Over three 
hundred planets of differing shape and size, spinning and whizzing around 
in regional, conferential — not a word — and even make-believe orbits, 
bumping into each other now and then, but never colliding. (Tests as to 
whether the flapping wings of a Hawk at Maryland-Eastern Shore result in 
an Iowa State Cyclone have, so far, been inconclusive.)

Now, Henri Poincaré was one smart dude; even old Einstein himself 
cribbed his notes on relativity on his way to E=MC2. But I’m wondering 
how he might have approached a 334-body problem... why, it just might 
have blown his Brie. But at its core, the idea that chaos could very well be 
an illusion is a calming notion — perhaps, underneath it all, the universe 
is one tidy, well-oiled, extraordinary machine.

Because we’re pattern-seeking creatures, you and I. We fear the Absence 
of Meaning, and demand that things around us make sense. As a species, 
we’ve developed complex arrangements to ensure that things have order 
— rules, laws, religions. We’re fascinated by rigid systematic codifications 
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that have stood time’s test, and are drawn to their structural integrity — 
the military, the British monarchy, papal selection,Kansas basketball. 

As the college hoops cosmos has exploded in size over the years, weights 
and measures have struggled to keep pace. As it stands, the key calculation 
during the regular season is a subjective survey of designated observers, 
most of whom get the same TV channels you do. The system works because 
most fans cling to the polls as a way to filter out the seemingly vast chaos 
outside, and randomness can be scary. (Side-note to the folks in charge: 
if you really want to reduce things to an easy-to-digest league-like tablet, 
then keep up with NBA expansion and make it the Top 30 already.) 

Bringing D-I college basketball into line is a fascinating problem, a 
seemingly never-ending math equation: hundreds of entities, each one only 
coming into contact with about one-seventeenth of the rest. The tools of 
evaluation are limited and blunt — wins and losses and fractions of same 
based on location, as well as the records of those few teams one’s had the 
opportunity to play, the records of those other teams, and so on.

So I’ve come to appreciate, admire and respect the work of those great 
modern minds who have undertaken the brave and noble task of instilling 
science and structure, searching for new types of objective data to mine, 
attempting to eliminate chaos from our game. They have names that sound 
like they belong to legendary scientists — names like Sagarin, Pomeroy, 
Miraski. None will ever come close to solving Poincaré’s still-unsolved con-
jecture, but by impressing order onto the entire college basketball galaxy 
in real time, they’ve put private computers to far better use than SETI@
home ever did. 

It’s fascinating stuff. But I don’t personally find it interesting as a predic-
tor of March brackets per se, but rather as a sort of celestial yardstick. Liv-
ing in Hoops Nation is not about awww-shucks underpuppy cuteness, or 
trawling for temporary sympathies by offering human interest. That stuff 
gets old real quick. When it comes down to it, being a mid-major is about 
living somewhere in the middle, as nearly all of us are. 

Existence in the space between crowned champion and total oblivion 
is all about finding, then knowing, and finally accepting one’s location in 
the universe at any given time. Sometimes that place can be on the 223rd 
rock from the sun, swinging between the orbits of High Point and Mercer, 
but it’s important to know where you stand. That knowledge is a lot better 
than the feeling of hurtling listlessly and perilously through an endless 
nothingness, at the mercy of a cruel and random universe.
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THE STRUGGLE
11.3.2007 • SEASON 4

Mid-major universities tend to fall in one of three categories. There are the 
expensive and tiny religious schools in remote and leafy locations, flame-
keepers of Christian sub-sects born out of the Great Schisms. You have 
your specialized colleges: the teacher’s schools, the agriculture and mining 
institutions, the technicals and polytechnics, the private liberal arts outlets 
named after dead guys. And then there are the public universities estab-
lished by state school boards of ed that are intended to serve smaller cities 
and towns, the ones that had the misfortunes of springing up too far away 
from the motherships. These directionals and satellites often find them-
selves living on scraps, with money piped through a tube that is just about 
as thick as the hyphens in their titles. Or perhaps those represent ten poles. 
With the exception of the Ivy League, which predates basketball and the 
wheel and fire itself, mid-major colleges produce much of America’s middle 
class. We are cubicle dwellers with Japanese vehicles and multiple mort-
gages and children who don’t always get what they want for Christmas. We 
are passed over though we work harder, and we take jobs that are all too 
similar to “guarantee games,” exchanging humiliation for pittances. 

We are mid-majors, and most of the time our glass ceiling is middle 
management.

We are underdogs in the business world as well as on the hardcourt. 
We don’t have nationwide alumni organizations that wield great power, 
rule golf-course clubhouses, and serve as I-know-a-guy networks that write 
letters of recommendation and easily pick locked doors. For example, the 
San Francisco alumni chapter of my own school, Drexel, is a group that 
meets once a summer when the Phillies come to visit the Giants. I’ve seen 
the pictures, and it looked much more like a “Deadspin Pants Party” than 
a high-powered business summit.

We tend to lack the rolls of famous, wealthy and globally successful 
alumni that schools in the Big Ten and ACC have; most of the schools we 
went to consider themselves lucky if they can boast a Nobel chemistry lau-
reate or a country singer. This is no more evident than in March, when the 
announcers are trying to fill space during Championship Week or during a 
NCAA No. 2-vs.-15 walkover. 

We sell ourselves out, and we sell out where we come from. We adopt 
teams that don’t remind us of ourselves and represent what we aspire to be. 
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We don the powder blue of Carolina, or the medium blue of Kentucky, the 
blood-red of Louisville, just to be in the same conversations as the others. 
They eventually ask, “What year were you?” And the sad reply is something 
like, “No, I didn’t go to Illinois. I went to Eastern Illinois.” “Awww, bum-
mer,” comes the response.

Awww, bummer.
Basketball is all we have. Those are our ambassadors out there, sweating 

and bleeding — and a lot of the time, losing — for us. To turn your back 
on your true team, to front-run for the sake of frontrunning, is to deny a 
piece of who you know you really are. Their struggle is your struggle, our 
struggle. 

Embrace it. Embrace the struggle.
Root on your boys whether they’re 23-8 or 8-23. Learn your team, know 

their names. Get involved, watch them when they’re on TV, even if it’s 
ESPNU. If your team isn’t doing right by your school, do something about 
it. Write a letter to the athletic director and tell them that you’re ashamed 
of the team’s performance, let him or her know that your basketball team 
is letting you down. Let them know that you want so badly to care.

And I can feel the tide turning, even if it’s just a little bit. Everywhere 
I go, I see new fan sections sprouting up, named in honor of their head 
coaches or utilizing the team nickname prefixed with “Crazy” or “Rowdy.” 
I see it on new websites where fans of small schools congregate, plan game 
outings and road trips, and make up derogatory nicknames for their confer-
ence rivals. I see it in my online chats, where I hear from Big West gradu-
ates in fluorescent-lit cubicles who are sick of pretending they like USC and 
UCLA so they can make chit-chat in the break room. There is pride and 
passion in the veins of mid-major America, and it’s beginning to course.

The ultimate payoff, of course, comes in March. This is when paupers 
upend kings, when basketball can serve as the safe and bloodless kind of 
class revolt. If that’s your teen-seed out there running around the court 
like idiots after the final buzzer, that celebration belongs to you. And who 
knows, maybe the frontrunners will even start wearing your school’s colors.

I’ll never forget a moment I had at the Final Four in Indianapolis two 
years ago. At the designated George Mason hangout bar, I met a few alums, 
including a nice middle-aged woman who was holding a 20-oz. cup of 
green-dyed “Kryptonite Ale” — one, apparently, of a long series.

“I got my master’s there, yeah,” she said when I asked about her connec-
tion to the school. “But I went to Virginia for my bachelor’s. So for years I 
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was all like, U.V.A.! Yeah!!!” 
[NOTE: This is where she made a hand gesture which may or may not 

be considered offensive in some countries.]
“Now,” she continued. “Now I tell people I went to George Mason.”
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WHY YOU SHOULDN’T ENTER YOUR OFFICE POOL
3.18.2008 • SEASON 4

I remember my first March Madness office pool. The year was 1992, I was 
about to leave my teenage years behind. I had just nabbed my first real 
actual journalism job, working for out-of-state tuition as a junior copy edi-
tor at a farming magazine in Oregon. I recall that the whole bracket thing 
was a strange and off-putting experience.

The keeper of the brackets was one of the publishing partners at the 
company. His name was Jeff, I think. Jeff was one of the pioneers in “busi-
ness casual,” coming to work every day in a polo shirt with the embroidered 
logo of some golf course or other. Everywhere he went, he carried a cellular 
phone the size of a Subway sandwich.

During a weekly meeting (there was no mass email in the Stone Age), 
he announced that we’d be having, once again, the annual office bracket 
contest. Ten-dollar fees and completed brackets would be due into him on 
Wednesday. Everybody knew how it worked, except for a few secretaries. 
And me.

“So we fill the bracket out, the whole thing?” I asked him privately after-
wards, hoping to save myself some public embarrassment.

“Yes, jackass, the whole thing,” came the reply. “That’s how you win, 
see.”

I’d filled out brackets before, sure, but not like that. And people don’t 
believe me when I say this, but I haven’t filled out a bracket like that since 
2003. And I know I don’t have time — the deadline’s coming up fast — but 
I’m going to try and convince you that you shouldn’t either. Don’t fill out a 
bracket this week.

The brackets I filled out as a teenager took weeks to fill out. When the 
pairings were announced, I’d enter the team names on a blank bracket, one 
I usually drew myself with a straight-edge and Bic roller. Then, I’d enter the 
winning teams on the next lines as they won each round.

But my brackets were my own. If a team won that I liked, or adopted, 
or suddenly went madly nuts over (Cleveland State 1986), I’d put its name 
down on the next bracket line in heroic bold handwriting, all-caps, maybe 
with an underline or three. If a Big Ten or SEC team advanced, I’d enter 
their names as small as possible, in lowercase... hoping that maybe they’d 
become so small they’d simply disappear. The University of North Carolina 
would be three letters, illegible, and in pencil.
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Each naked tree branch on my bracket was a place where new spring 
leaves would soon sprout and unfurl. The blankness was a canvas for 
dreams as I waited sleeplessly for the next round to begin. When the cham-
pion was crowned, I could look back on my bracket and recall the emotions 
I felt during each game. I still have most of my brackets from the Eighties; 
each one is a map to my NCAA memories. Together, they form a book that’s 
all about how I fell in love with college basketball.

When the spots are filled out ahead of time, there is expectation and 
angst. The Tournament plays out behind a prefabricated lens, its magic 
and enjoyment diminished when the real thing doesn’t live up to predic-
tions. The gaping hole between an office pool bracket and the one that 
plays itself out on the basketball courts is paved over with disappointment, 
and perhaps that’s why Our Game disappears so quickly from the public 
consciousness in April.

Because in March, everybody complains about their brackets, and how 
busted they are. Or they’re crowing about how well they can predict ran-
dom events, how tapped in to the sporting cosmos they are. That’s all peo-
ple talk about this month. When I’m down in Birmingham this weekend, 
maybe I’ll run into you, and maybe you’re going to start small-talking me 
about your brackets. I’m going to smile and nod, but deep down inside I’d 
rather hear about that colonoscopy of yours that went horribly wrong than 
your goddamned fucking office pool. 

I understand that office pools and bracket contests are a huge part of 
what’s made this a nationwide event over the past three decades, and I 
do appreciate their existence. I would be making a whole lot less money 
at this if there weren’t such thing as casual fans. But this is a nationwide 
phenomenon because it’s tapped into American narcissism, the need to feel 
connected to something everybody else is connected to, but via a personal 
channel that each participant has defined with their own personal selec-
tions. 

So March Madness, the mainstream kind, has become less about bas-
ketball than it is about presumed psychic powers and calling people idi-
ots. It’s hardly about hoops anymore. Seriously, we’d be doing this about 
the NCAA women’s bowling tournament if enough people agreed that the 
NCAA women’s bowling tournament would be the touchstone. We’d still 
have the total and complete weirdness of people claiming expertise over 
something they’d previously ignored.

I know my opinion is the minority one — it usually is — and we could 
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fit the entire audience of this site into a single subregional venue. But I am 
begging you, imploring you not to fill out a bracket this week. There are 
enough brackets being filled out this week that you don’t need to follow 
their lead. Trust me, it’ll feel great. You’ll see.

Download a blank bracket, print it out real big, fill out the teams your-
self. Put the schools you like in bold, the ones you hate in creatively mis-
spelled small print. Then sit back and watch the greatest sporting event in 
the world happen before your eyes. As the Tournament progresses, express 
your opinion of the unfolding event with your bracket markings. Color-
code things if you want — red for surviving and advancing teams that 
make you angry, blue for ones that make you blue. Do anything you like, 
just don’t work yourself into a position that you’re rooting against teams 
because they’ll ruin your chance to make fifty lousy bucks.

Try putting shorthand notes in the blank spaces and the margins about 
your experience of each game — player names, the name of the bar where 
you watched, who you were with. Staple ticket stubs to your bracket if you 
go to games. Draw little cartoons if you’re so inclined. Make your bracket a 
diary, a memory bank that you can tap into 20 years from now, and remem-
ber exactly what this March felt like. 

This is spring, sweet spring, and you don’t need all that office pool gar-
bage. This should be about enjoying great basketball games until it’s warm 
enough to go back outside. And besides, if you do it this way, you’ll get all 
the games right. I guarantee it.
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SPORTZ MAKE YOU STUPID
11.3.2009 • SEASON 6

Sports are great. Actual participation is awesome, but watching other peo-
ple do sports can still be pretty good too. These days, people can watch 
sports anytime, anywhere and in whatever state of undress they choose. 
These are truly the days of miracles and wonders! All thanks to the Sports-
Industrial Complex, which brought you mantertainment, lite beer and the 
Sports Bubble.

When sports became industrialized in the latter part of the 20th Cen-
tury, the SIC became the conduit between the viewer and the games, 
between you and your sports. That was the original idea, anyway. What 
happened instead was that consumer intelligence was insulted in spite of 
the action. Instead of bringing sports to the public in absentia, the delivery 
mechanism ended up sending something else entirely — non-analytical 
analysis, lifestyle features, reference comedy, “babes,” sports that aren’t 
sports, and a frat party that never ends. It’s all something I call “sportz.”

You probably know sportz-with-a-Z when you see it, because you feel it. 
It produces a visceral reaction that’s unmistakable. Every time a television 
commentator says something like “a walk’s as good as a hit” or “both sides 
of the football” or “upside,” it makes you angry and sick. It diminishes your 
mental capacity. A world full of cumulative points should never decrease 
something like your IQ.

The SIC is made up of hundreds of television channels, thousands of 
websites, and a rack full of magazines. There are also 11 or 12 surviving 
newspapers, which all have websites too. All must have fresh content on 
a 24/7 basis, way too much for anyone to worry about constant high stan-
dards. Quality always suffers when there are too many glasses and not 
enough wine. 

But that’s too logical a reason for sportz, and it doesn’t cover the true 
reality of the situation. The depth of this horrible conspiracy is far more 
sinister.

The internet brought opinion broadcasting to the masses — there are 
bloggers and Serious Web Journalists Who Are Definitely Not Bloggers 
(SWJWADNB’s) and message board legends and tweeters. In this, the 
worst decade in the history of modern American sports, they’ve all been 
priced out of the big arenas and stadiums. Most lack the education (or 
dumb luck) to get seats on press row. So without tickets, credentials or 
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access, the new independent sports web is dependent on the filter provided 
by the Sports-Industrial Complex.

Some fall into a deep trap of temptation. They’ll blog about all the stupid 
clichés on the highlight show, or tweet about some sports celebrity scandal. 
They might go on Facebook and post a status update about a former jock 
analyst and his huge ego, or start a message board discussion about how 
the studio hosts are killing everybody’s brain cells. Some guy might even 
start openly speculating that he could do a much better job from his couch.

And that’s when the trap snaps shut. That unfortunate sports fan has 
been manipulated into being a distraction from a distraction. By fighting 
what he most detests, he’s become part of the problem. He’s not discuss-
ing sports anymore, he’s debating the quality of a delivery mechanism. It’s 
talking sportz.

“Sports media criticism” is sportz about sportz. It’s as boring as anything 
else that’s two steps removed from a subject — it’s analysis of analysis. It’s 
a hall of mirrors. It makes as much sense as reviews of Amazon reviewers, 
or music criticism criticism, and only invites sports media criticism criti-
cism criticism. 

Sportz is contagious, and doubles like mitosis as it spreads its stupidity. 
There is nothing smart that you can say about anything stupid — especially 
something that’s designed to be stupid. Ignorance and anti-intelligence 
spread like disease, infesting every context in which they are allowed to 
exist. That’s as real a reality as the indisputable maxim that says big-time 
players make big-time plays in big-time games. 

The Sports-Industrial Complex has no reason whatsoever to make you 
smarter about sports. There are no best interests to provide you good gam-
bling advice (in fact, the opposite is more profitable). The SIC is not in the 
teaching business, because it hates competition. It must perpetuate itself, 
and protect against dilution of power and dissipation of resources. It must 
maintain its relative exclusivity and separate standing; it has no room for 
you and your blog. 

It has every motivation to make you stupid, and keep you stupid. 
Around 20 years ago, the hive-mind of the Sports-Industrial Complex 

realized that the games weren’t enough to keep fans interested, and that 
82- and 162-game regular seasons are well beyond the average attention 
span. Sports for sports’ sake don’t drive traffic or peel eyeballs. Pure com-
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petition is only of interest to purists, and sports needed to go mainstream 
to capture more of the 18-34 male demographic. 

So soap operas for men were born. Athletes became celebrities in a new 
world of “sports entertainment.” There’s now an assembly line of controver-
sial, polarizing, generic figures (usually African-American football players 
who pretend to be Ali in 1970). The athletes get the attention they want, 
and the SIC gets viewers and hits and ad revenue. It’s all sold to you as 
sports programming, but that doesn’t mean it’s not sportz.

The Sports-Industrial Complex will be as stupid and obnoxious as its 
audience will let it be; it will bring as much tits, tail and T.O. as it can. It’ll 
attract catty snark about how ridiculous it is, the kind once only found in 
nail salons and ensemble comedies about menopause. It will lull people 
into a false sense of superiority. Hardly anyone stops to consider that com-
plaining about something draws attention to it. They’re living in a sportz 
world, where they’re considered consumers instead of fans.

The true and singular genius of sportz broadcasting is its wide impact 
zone. The SIC gets all the sports-guys who buy lite beer for its “drink-
ability” and think the secret to a MegaDong™ can be found in an herbal 
pill. It persuades red-blooded dudes to buy body wash — can you imagine 
that? At the same time, real actual educated people are being tricked out 
of enjoying sports every day with sportz. They’re suckered into the cheap 
entertainment and fake controversy, and it’s sad to see. 

Every moment spent bitching about sportz is time not spent contemplat-
ing the excitement of experiencing actual human competition. It’s time that 
can be used defining one’s own relationship to spectator sports. Those are 
minutes and hours that could be spent creating real sports commentary 
of one’s own. 

Despite all the new broadcasting opportunities the internet gives us, 
being an alternative voice becomes more difficult as the years go by. This 
far into the sportz age, it’s nearly impossible to keep from using the same 
language, techniques and methods that the Sports-Industrial Complex 
uses. 

A whole generation has grown up with this kind of content, consum-
ing its sports from Fox, ESPN, Turner, NBC and CBS. So a new breed of 
sports journalists has learned about eliciting reaction, instead of the art 
of drawing interest with information and perspective. Most of what you 
get nowadays are judgments on perceived quality, televised performances 
measured against other televised performances, lists and “takes.”
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Some in sportswriting’s old guard have caught on to this new reaction-
based reality. Some have given up on old-fashioned storytelling altogether, 
and push buttons in order to remain employed and relevant as new-school 
sportzwriters. I know some of these folks personally, and I’ve found them 
to be pleasant and upstanding people. They’ve just learned how to separate 
work and real life, to create print personas that are entirely different from 
their actual ones. I still pray for their sportz-loving souls, though. Some-
times I wonder if I could do that, if I could build a professional alter ego 
too. By that I mean a modern one. 

The need to expand the audience beyond actual sports fans has blurred 
the lines between the games and popular culture. Is there really anything 
in sports history or future that has anything to do with Eric Stoltz having 
to choose between Mary Stuart Masterson and Lea Thompson? I’ve never 
experienced any sports moment that Beverly Hills 90210 or The Office or 
Rowan & Martin’s Laugh-In is a metaphor for. Seriously, have you? Refer-
ence comedy is nothing new (Bugs Bunny cartoons are full of celebrity 
gags that only old or dead people get), but reaching beyond the perimeter of 
the sports world for a cheap generational connection is pure sportz. Sportz 
manipulates our desperate desire for a shared consumer experience.

Sportz journalism is easy and effective. It’s cheap to create, doesn’t 
require a lot of thought to produce, and it’s often free to publish. But for 
bloggers and SWJWADNB’s, a lack of access, favor and discretion doesn’t 
have to mean another online Us magazine for boys. New technology and 
new media are creating opportunities to tell new kinds of stories and parse 
tremendous amounts of data, and there’s a lot of great independent work 
being done. 

Sports knowledge is being distributed in ways that simply weren’t pos-
sible 25 years ago. Many of the creative forces behind these efforts are our 
friends and inspirations, and very few are making a lot of money at this (the 
idea of getting rich off sports without owning a team is only about 40 years 
old). To list these legends is unnecessary; you can tell them apart by their 
basic approach. They strive to inspire and engage their readers, instead of 
instigating, insulting and ingratiating them.

We like to pretend that we’ve always chosen wisely, but we’ve certainly 
fallen short of those ideals on occasion. We’ve had our regrettable episodes. 
Over the years, I’ve learned a good rule of thumb about recognizing sportz 
in one’s own work: you’re part of the layer of static between the action and 
the audience when you’re attracting that same static. If most of your audi-
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ence feedback arrives in complete sentences and paragraphs, you’re doing 
a good job.

Stupid is stupid. Stupid is a magnet that attracts everyone in the neigh-
borhood, a stupid lodestone that draws people from far and wide. Dumb is 
a black hole that’s always lurking just around the corner, waiting for you to 
fall into the dumb vortex. Brainlessness never announces itself, and wears 
a thousand brainless disguises. 

Sportz is everywhere. There’s so much of it that it’s contributed to the 
inflation of all the numbers and values in the sports industry, and as a result 
we now have a Sports Bubble. It’s up to each of us to stand up to the TV or 
the sports blog. We need to point the finger of shame and yell out, “That’s 
not sports.” We need to stick together, stand and fight, and somehow rise 
above what we’ve been sold. 
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EMOTIONAL INVESTMENTS
11.4.2009 • SEASON 6

Do you mind if I talk baseball? Just for a second. 
This is an American League Central-centric college basketball website. 

I’ve loved the Minnesota Twins since I discovered baseball back in 1983. 
My Twins chased down Detroit in the standings, erasing a three-game 
lead in the final four games. Then, they won the AL Central on an exciting 
extra-inning division tiebreaker. Thrills! Chills! Zach Miner!

 But something didn’t feel right. 
The three-game ALDS loss to the Yankees was a fully expected result, 

so it wasn’t that. It wasn’t the guilty feeling that comes when you know 
you’ve expended all your sports karma points for the year (or, quite possibly, 
for the next decade). Back in July, there was a rough stretch of games that 
included a blown 10-run lead in a 14-13 late-night loss at Oakland, and 
that’s when I gave up on the Twins’ 2009 season. I withdrew my commit-
ment to save myself a summer full of heartbreak, just like I’d done every 
year from 1993 to 2000. I spent my evenings writing books instead.

I know that it’s self-centered and wrong-headed to give up on your ball 
team like that. It’s opportunistic and inconsiderate to only show up for the 
good parts, to be part of the September crowd of 50,000 and not one of 
the 18,000 scattered across the lower bowl in April. There’s no such thing 
as a marriage made of honeymoons and vacations, and no human life is 
one long 80-year highlight reel. Front-running, bandwagoneering and lead-
dogging are all empty and unrealistic sports fan experiences.

And I paid my price. On that cold Tuesday night in October, when Car-
los Gomez dashed home with the winning run, I jumped up and down on 
my couch at home. I whooped and hollered for a minute or two. This being 
2009 and not 1983, I texted and tweeted. 

Then I called my 71-year-old dad. He listened to all 163 of the Twins’ 
2009 games, up in the woods of New Hampshire, on the XM radio I bought 
him for his birthday last year. He never let his exasperation eclipse his 
optimism, even during the losing streaks, the season-ending injuries and 
the failed personnel experiments. The last time I’d seen him that happy 
was when his third divorce was finalized. 

His happiness was truly genuine, and I couldn’t keep up. I was just going 
through the emotional motions, and I knew it. When I hung up, I sat alone 
on the couch with a weird feeling in my gut and chest. I didn’t ride the 
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whole ride, so I didn’t get the full high. I didn’t deserve to celebrate at all.

The desire to hitch a wagon to a sports champion is fully understand-
able. It’s a basic human need that many sports fans have — to deny private 
feelings of inadequacy by dressing up like a winner. It’s why a good percent-
age of Association Nation traded in Bulls jerseys for Lakers shirts a decade 
ago, and why the speculative Cavaliers jersey market was so hot in recent 
years. Right now, it’s wise to go long on the Boston Celtics.

People want to be in the right place, wearing the right costume at the 
right time. They want to have their happy-buttons pushed. If you’re sitting 
in the Buffalo Wild Wings in your brand new off-the-rack No. 13 pinstripe 
jersey when the Yankees clinch the World Series title, your arms raised in 
glory, then you’ll have put your chips on the right number. Well gambled, 
you chose correctly, and you have your own, small, insignificant share of 
that victory.

There’s no reason to be anything but straight-up about this. Bandwag-
oning is the sports equivalent like rubbing one out in an airport bath-
room stall. It doesn’t compare to a hot, wet, sloppy lovemaking session 
with someone you’ve had your eye on for years. I’ve lived every minute and 
game of five world championship seasons in three major American sports, 
so let me tell you all about the difference.

In matters of life, love, or money, no yield is ever guaranteed. But with 
spectator sports, you get out what you put in, and that’s bankable truth. 
The amount of time you spend on the thrillcoaster will parallel the size of 
your payoff. It’ll determine the depth of your feeling. And isn’t that why we 
do this, for the feeling? 

Non-participant sports are unique in that they allow for complete sur-
render to an external locus of control, without a lot of the physical danger 
that capitulation usually involves. When you relinquish emotional control 
to a sports team, you let exterior forces have their way with you. To tie your 
emotional fortunes to a group of people who don’t care about you is a true 
leap of faith indeed.

And because the sports industry has become so gigantic in the last 
three decades, there have been plenty of studies and bad science about 
endorphins and adrenalin and seratonin as they relate to fandom. There 
are a lot of fluids sloshing and electrical reactions going off inside us while 
we’re sitting around, looking at athletes do stuff. Watching games and 
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following teams allow us to feel Big Feelings, unleashing passions that a 
routine-driven existence just can’t offer. Spectator sports can jailbreak us 
from ourselves.

Championships, wins and great plays produce lots of euphoria and 
happy chemistry. A world title for your longtime beloved team is right up 
there with first kisses and new children. If you’ve waited long enough for 
a title, it’s even better than those! On the other hand, losses, deep deficits 
and ends of seasons bring darkness and desolation, especially if you had 
false hopes. The grief can be unbearable; sometimes, the only frames of 
reference for team elimination are ends of relationships and deaths in the 
family. 

Winning is preferable, sure. That’s why people buy North Carolina hats 
and Duke t-shirts at their local Sports Authority stores... even in Oregon. 
But what about losing? 

Sports suffering can be a powerful motivator. Losses offer sharp focus 
that the endless .500 of 9-to-5 can never provide. A deficit measured in 
scores and statistics carves out a void that can be quantified and mapped; 
in the vague and indistinct deficiencies of daily existence, you never know 
how many points you’re down by. 

The Cub fan and the Clevelander and the Buffalo Bill know this. If you 
have a true understanding of loss, you’re better equipped to recognize vic-
tory — whether it comes or not. 

Every March, there’s always an increase in traffic. People just seem to 
show up. The Mid-Majority’s server buckles under the severe strain, and I 
have to order more bandwidth from the web host. Incoming email volume 
reaches ridiculous levels, and there’s no way I could hope to answer even 
a small percentage of it. 

I like to believe that it’s because the quality of the work gets better then, 
that I’m really hitting my stride as a writer. I imagine that I’m rounding into 
true late-season form. 

But that’s my own kind of fantasy basketball. The truth is that The Mid-
Majority becomes more relevant to more people in March, as casual sports 
fans prepare for the Big Dance.

The NCAA Tournament is a time when a lot of folks go “underdog 
shopping.” They’re looking for the next best out-of-nowhere story, the team 
most likely to spring the 15-over-2 upset. They want to know who the “next 
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George Mason” is, and who has the weirdest and most lovable mascot. 
They want to cherry-pick their way into a big sports experience.

I fully accept that some folks treat us at TMM as one-dimensional 
extras in their consumer sports lives. I know they’re looking for something 
to do before baseball season and will disappear as quickly as they arrived. 
And while I don’t like being the friendly Green Grocer who helpfully rec-
ommends fresh Bulldog over out-of-season Wildcat, I’ve grown to tolerate 
it. I politely answer as many questions as I can, based on what I’ve seen in 
my extensive travels around Hoops Nation. 

But I keep reminding myself of this: those who adopt-and-abandon will 
be left empty. Even if that cute underpuppy that they rented at the Mid-
Majority ‘Dog Pound wins a game or two, those come-latelies will never feel 
the same overwhelming emotions that students, alumni and true fans will. 
An afternoon of internet research in a cubicle can’t possibly measure up to 
months and years of hoping and wishing; buying a last-minute t-shirt will 
never replace the investment of sitting through October exhibition games 
and hanging on every possession. 

I mention all of this now, as the autumn leaves swirl in November, 
because this cycle will repeat itself all over again. It always does. Spring’s 
flowers will bloom in March, and they’ll be back. 

But now, right here, this is the time to get on the ride.
Because if you don’t ride the whole ride, you won’t get the full high.
You might be an alumnus of one of the 251 colleges and universities 



 H A R D  P R O M I S E S6 2

below the Red Line. You might even be attending one now, and living in 
that pleasant time-window before the student loan bills start coming. If 
you didn’t go to a small college, or if you didn’t go to college at all, it doesn’t 
matter — you can still join in. But this — right now — is the time to jump 
on board, when the slate is clean and opportunities seem boundless. Even 
if you’ve never heard of these schools and don’t know where they are, this 
is the time to adopt. Choose your allegiance now, and definitely not later.
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THAT TEENAGE FEELING
11.5.2009 • SEASON 6

In 2,000 years, when a master race of warrior-thinkers has built their own 
seemingly infallible civilization, they’ll have plenty of material with which 
to study us. They’ll have the same big-picture perspective on the modern 
“first world” that we currently enjoy when it comes to Rome, Egypt and 
Mesopotamia. They’ll be able to pick and choose the lessons they want to 
learn from us.

I like to imagine that the great historians and philosophers of 4000 AD 
will be impressed by Western breakthroughs concerning ownership. We’ve 
spent hard centuries hammering out a comprehensive set of property laws, 
and we should be proud of them. People own land, animals, food, com-
panies, money and so much more. Many modern wars have been fought 
because one side wanted what the other had.

People have even tried to own each other; that didn’t work out so well. 
But proprietary interpersonal rights live on with modern Western love, 
which is an implied covenant of ownership that culminates in “to have 
and to hold.” This summer at the beach, I saw a fistfight over some natu-
ral resources; in this case, it was a stolen girlfriend. It was an epic battle 
between two determined forces, like Russia and Georgia fighting over stra-
tegic oil reserves... writ very small.

We’ve gone to such great lengths to define possession, it would blow 
ancient minds. If only we could explain “intellectual property” to a Mayan. 
Earlier peoples rarely signed their names to anything, and the idea of tak-
ing credit was often beyond foreign. But we’ve taken it to a new level — 
paintings, architecture, poems, books and blog posts are all property of 
somebody. Ideas are copyrightable as patents. Visible, tangible things are 
all eligible for title and deed, but now concepts are as well.

Nowadays, everything is owned by somebody.
Sometimes, when I’m sitting opposite the scorer’s table with my black 

notebook, waiting for the game to start and taking in all the rituals, I 
wonder about ownership. To whom does Our Game belong? There are 
many forces competing for the soul of college basketball, and everybody’s 
registered a claim.

Over the past decade or so, the National Association of Basketball 
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Coaches has pushed a vague concept called “Guardians of the Game.” You 
might remember a November tourney with that title; maybe your favorite 
coach was given an award with that same name. You may even own the 
NABC-sponsored book, and perhaps it was a pleasant and unexpected 
holiday gift. (It’s sitting on my coffee table at home.) You’ve probably spent 
a few seconds wondering what the phrase is supposed to mean.

“As coaches, we are ‘Guardians of the Game,’” the NABC proclaims in a 
website mission statement, displayed alongside a slideshow of men making 
earnest facial gestures. “We have a responsibility to protect the integrity of 
student-athletes, coaches and the game of basketball.”

But only a select few in the fraternity can afford to live up to those lofty 
ideals. Most of them simply don’t win enough games, or have enough fund-
ing in their programs, to transcend temptation and compromise. When it 
comes down to it, coaches are guardians of their own jobs, like any of the 
rest of us, and they do what they can under their individual circumstances. 

How much power do coaches really have? The game would fall apart 
without them; with nobody to guide performance or manage in-game sub-
stitutions, it would devolve into schoolyard chaos. But each individual 
coach is available to the highest bidder, a mercenary. Each is disposable 
in the case of failure, and a flight risk when success is sustained. When 
a player loses his coach this way, there’s a real sense of betrayal, because 
somebody hasn’t lived up to their responsibilities as a protector.

And each coach fades in time. There will always be 18-year-old fresh-
men and 22-year-old seniors, but the destiny of every coach is that college 
basketball will pass them by. Each gets older and farther out of touch from 
the players who play for them, from boom boxes to iPods, MySpace to 
Facebook and beyond. The father figure eventually becomes the grand-
father figure, and the body and mind inevitably fail. All that remains are 
numbers, memories and video footage. Sometimes that will add up to an 
individual legacy.

Our Game does not belong to the coaches. How could it?
What about the journalists who sit on the opposite side of the floor; 

does this belong to us? College basketball writers transform action into 
narrative. We measure the present against history, and we’re always mak-
ing some kind of list or ranking or All-Whatever team. We’re always trying 
to be hero-makers and diligent watchdogs. We celebrate victories, build 
eccentric personalities into grand totems, and root out corruption where it 
hides. We try to keep a keen eye on Our Game’s integrity.
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But if there’s anything that five years as an accidental sportswriter has 
taught me, it’s that everybody on press row has a private agenda that super-
sedes the sport’s best interest. This is a competitive business, and most of 
these agendas involve attracting attention to oneself. There’s a lot of self-
validation and fantasy going on too.

One recurring trope in college basketball coverage is the Coach/Genius. 
In the popular press, famous coaches combine secret knowledge of sports 
alchemy with outstanding fashion sense. Those of us on press row are 
getting older too, and every year the players on the court get farther away 
in age and more difficult to relate to. It’s only natural that sportswriters 
would gravitate towards those experiencing the same season of life, and 
that’s why a lot of us write them up like übermen. Once you recognize this 
cycle for what it is — middle-aged white men trying to make sense of their 
lives — you’ll stop taking college basketball journalists seriously, for good.

Individual colleges don’t own college basketball, because they’ve signed 
their rights away to a central administration. Does the National Collegiate 
Athletic Association own Our Game? It has no exclusive rights to the 
sport itself. There are many American colleges outside its three-division 
structure, other leagues and other governments. There are the NAIA and 
NJCAA, where the games can be just as good as the games up here. As long 
as there are two evenly matched teams on the floor, it’s always a beautiful 
game.

The NCAA has the same problems that all sports administration orga-
nizations face, from the International Olympic Committee to FIFA to any 
of the professional league offices. They must balance pure, uncontami-
nated competition with the economic requirements of big business. To rule 
a sport, those in charge must set aside selfishness for the sake of the games. 
After a century of modern sports government, we can conclude that this is 
an impossible equation.

When you go to a game, the NCAA never seems to be around, like an 
absentee landlord. It’s only the guardian of the gates. The NCAA only 
decides who’s in and who’s out, and provides judge and jury. When a school 
or coach runs afoul of selectively enforced laws, Our Game’s governing 
body tosses them out of the walled garden. It rules by fear and relies on 
chilling effects.

In mid-March, a sanctioned NCAA committee guards the gates of the 
meaningful national postseason. The NCAA decides which consumer 
products are allowed through the door, and who the Corporate Cham-
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pions are. Any venue designated for Tournament play must move inside 
those gates; if you’ve been to the Big Dance, you’ve seen arena ads might 
be covered with black tarps... but the NCAA gets to put logo water tanks 
wherever it wants.

The gatekeepers have become so convinced of their power that they 
feel they own the time and space within these walls. They can say that 
something that actually happened didn’t really happen. But we trust our 
own eyes, and can’t be fooled. We know that men in suits can’t tell us what 
we have and haven’t seen. In real life and real time, performances aren’t 
measured by whether they’re “Pontiac Game-Changing” or not. College 
basketball has nothing to do with American cars, “more bars,” or Vitamin 
Water. 

These are all distractions, perpetuated by people who claim ownership 
of something that doesn’t belong to them. This doesn’t belong to executives, 
corporations or administrators. It’s not owned by typists in shabby brown 
sweaters, announcers in expensive suits, or coaches crouching on the side-
lines. This has very little to do with old people at all. 

College basketball is about college, and it’s about basketball. Our Game 
belongs to those who are still young enough to play it. 

College basketball is an experience that’s only fully understood by actual 
students. There’s a special bond between a student section and players 
(especially walk-ons) that’s hardly ever captured in published words, much 
less “Coke Madness.” As you watch from the bleachers, you know those 
players made the same choice as you did. You might not have been actively 
recruited like they were. But those are your friends and representatives, 
working on your behalf to validate a shared, life-altering decision about 
where to get educated. 

College is a beautiful, intensely irrational world. It’s a place where you 
can still survive on tomorrow’s money. It’s a safe sphere where you can still 
alter your own reality in order to make life feel less complicated. 

In the gym, everyone is either a hero or a villain. It’s an arena of unrea-
sonable dreams, where everything is in black and white. Later on, the 
twenties and thirties will present overwhelming grayscale; but in college, 
everything points to the momentary success and failure of right now. It’s 
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. Some try to 
live at university forever, and some try to do so by becoming professors 



T H E  E S S A Y S   6 7

or coaches or college basketball writers. Everybody who leaves wants to 
return; college is a bridge that takes a half-decade to cross, but you’ll spend 
the rest of your days trying to get back to that overpass between adoles-
cence and adulthood. 

You’ll spend considerable effort, even desperate attempts, to recapture 
that feeling of perfect simplicity. You yearn to go to a place where every-
thing makes sense again. You need to go back.

A college basketball ticket can be a way into that world again. A game 
represents two hours outside the time-space continuum, a temporary 
return to college. The cheerleaders are still young and pretty with bows 
in their hair, just like you remember. The players are still the same age 
they always were, running up and down the floor, with the name of your 
school in proud letters across the front of their shirts. The fight song hasn’t 
changed, and never will.

And don’t tell me that isn’t magic.
For those of us whose eligibility has long since passed, autumn rep-

resents a reopening of that portal after seven months of sweaty melan-
choly. No fabricated soap opera, no product sales pitch, no manipulation 
or exploitation could ever take away our desire to come back to the gym.

It’s November, and we’ve found the bridge again. We can go back, but 
we can never stay for long... this is not a home we can own, and there’s no 
real shelter for us. All we can do is enjoy the opportunity to turn back the 
clock and become young again, two hours at a time.
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THE NAME ON THE FLOOR
2.9.20 10 • SEASON 6

Most of the great coaches in college basketball came from down here, 
below the Red Line that divides the richest conferences from the rest of 
us. There are plenty of old friends in the national polls. Bill Self got his 
head coaching start at the Badlands Conference’s very own Oral Roberts. 
Jay Wright got his current Villanova gig because he was so good leading 
Hofstra. There’s Matt Painter at Purdue, another in the great line of South-
ern Ilinois graduates. And, of course, Michael William “Mike” Krzyzewski 
started his illustrious coaching career at his alma mater, the United States 
Military Academy.

The hoops media perpetuates the idea that this ladder is somehow 
endlessly fascinating, some sort of stairway to basketball heaven. Being 
a “national writer”requires full coverage of the coaching carousel, hot 
rumors, and speculation. Who’s going to be the next to make the big climb 
over the Line? How long will Fran McCaffery stay at Siena? And Brad 
Stevens... how long can Butler hold on to that guy? Will this be the summer 
Steve Donahue leaves Cornell behind and goes for the big money? He does 
have a lot of talent graduating, this would be the right time! The iron is hot!

For every Self and Wright, there are a dozen who found the going rough 
when they made it to the Bigs. Greg McDermott, predecessor of current 
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hot property Ben Jacobson at Northern Iowa, has struggled to keep Iowa 
State relevant in a state currently run by a team that wears gold and purple. 
It’s certainly not the gold and black team that’s in charge there; in Todd 
Lickliter’s three seasons at Iowa, the Hawkeyes haven’t been able to crack 
.500. As a result, he’s not even getting .333 of the national attention his 
former protégé is receiving back east at Butler. I look at the recent classes 
of the upwardly mobile, some saddled with NCAA sanctions from previous 
regimes, or trying to carve out basketball identities at football schools. I 
wonder how long they’ll have to prove themselves, how many wins they’ll 
have to collect to stay off the hot seats. (And who came up with that expres-
sion, anyway? Since the cars that only BCS-level hoops coaches can afford 
generally have heated seat-cushions, isn’t that a good thing?)

Some will come back. Some already have. Because of this, there’s a 
popular perception that there are “mid-major coaches” and those that have 
the skills to hang with the big dogs. To be one of the former constitutes 
some sort of failure.

But the way I see it, the secret to making the transition is the ability to 
get the same results in a fraction of the previously available time. When 
you’re coaching in the Valley, or the CAA, or any of these conferences, you 
spend most of your time being a basketball coach. Up in the higher reaches, 
you’re taking hours out of every day being something else entirely.

Being the bench boss at a big-time school has nothing to do with the 
sport itself. You’re having your picture taken, doing car commercials, talk-
ing to Andy Katz, appearing in TV spots, and fulfilling a variety of various 
sportz engagements. These are generally filed under the “added pressures” 
of the job. But every minute you’re doing those things, you’re not with your 
team, or learning about the next opponent, or getting better at what you’re 
paid for. You’re being a celebrity.

I can only speak from my own experience. (My single coaching win was 
a forfeit, after all.) When I was 12 years old, I wanted to be famous. I had 
a defined career path in mind, too: I would be a late-night talk show host, 
but my talk show would be all about sports. That was going to be my angle; 
I’d be a combination of Roy Firestone and David Letterman. But then I 
grew up weird-looking, my nose was all wrong, and my eyes were too far 
apart to make me telegenic. Or too close together. Lucky for me, I could 
do other things.
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I’ll never forget the first time somebody stopped me on the street because 
they recognized me from my mugshot on a national sports website. “Hey, 
aren’t you...” It should have been the culmination of everything I’d ever 
hoped for, but it was the most bizarre and awkward moment in my life. I 
was just trying to eat a candy bar. 

I really don’t do interviews of any kind anymore. When I refuse them, 
most booking agents or producers think it’s because I’m self-conscious or 
shy or something. When I turn down a halftime spot at a game, I’ll get 
something like, “What are you, scared?” all playful-like. I just don’t want 
to do them. If they’re looking for someone with stock answers to “who’s 
hot in the mid-majors” or “is Gonzaga a mid-major” or “let’s talk about the 
increased parity in college basketball” — which are usually the requests 
— they’ve come to the wrong place. 

Ask Alcorn State about parity in college basketball.
If they “love the site” and it’s supposed to be more in-depth than that, 

then talking about the interesting things I’m doing cuts into the time I 
spend doing them, and I’ve grown to resent that. What I love is traveling, 
writing, programming computers and drawing silly cartoons, and blabbing 
about them doesn’t get any of those things done. Besides, in that 15 min-
utes of halftime, I could be reading the media guide or talking to a beat 
writer. I don’t learn anything on the air, and getting better at what I do is 
more important to me than getting famous. 

The freedom from desire, transcendence over want, does not represent 
a lack of ambition. Contentment is a powerful motivator, and the pursuit 
of happiness is best defined as the pursuance of a comfortable state. And 
there’s no reason why that place can’t be the current one. I remember some-
thing that Gregg Marshall told me back in 2006, while we were sitting in 
his white-walled office at Winthrop University. 

“I want to make my current job my next job,” he said. 
His theory was that if he worked really hard at being the best he could 

be, things would take care of themselves. And they did. Two months later, 
he accepted the head coaching job at Charleston, only to return a day later 
after a scene-survey and a change of heart. The next season, he won his 
seventh Big South title and upset Notre Dame in an 11-vs-6 NCAA first 
round game, and now he’s building a Wichita State program that will likely 
be one of the powerhouses of the Valley in the 2010s. He has a beautiful 
wife and children, a fantastic house, and he’s never struck me as the greedy 
type. I’d guess that he’d much rather earn a BCS-level contract from WSU 
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than cross the Line to get one.
As his MVC compatriot and rival Dana Altman almost did, when he 

accepted a reported 5-year, $1.5 million contract to from Arkansas, only 
to turn around and head back to Omaha the next day. Instead of being 
hired to be fired in the SEC, he might end up surpassing Eddie Hickey 
as the most accomplished head coach in the history of Creighton’s men’s 
basketball program. 

Last winter, I went out to Logan, Utah to write a feature story about the 
Utah State Aggies. They’re led by Stew Morrill, who’s won 75 percent of his 
games there, has a decade’s worth of 20-win seasons, and has gone to the 
NCAA Tournament six times during that stretch. As would be expected 
with such a track record, he’s mentioned every summer as a replacement 
for this coach or that coach. (Perhaps in a couple of months, the media will 
“connect” him to the Iowa or Iowa State jobs.)

After a game, he and I set up in the Aggies’ team room, a stadium-style 
class space. As we talked, Coach Morrill was fidgety, adjusting his cuffs, 
looking around the room at the team pictures. He likes being interviewed 
about as much as I do, I thought. 

Finally, I threw out my prepared questions and tried to connect with 
him as an actual human, not a lab project. “Coach, why haven’t you left?” 
I asked. “There are schools in the Big XII and SEC and Pac 10 that would 
break the bank to get you.”

“Money isn’t everything,” he replied. “I’m from Utah, my family is all 
within a few hours’ drive, and the school has been very good about taking 
care of me financially.”

I left that interview thinking, “This guy’s beat the system.”
It’s good to live well, and there’s plenty of joy to be found in finer things. 

It’s important to accumulate enough resources to pass on to the next genera-
tion, especially in an age where such transactions are increasingly rare. But 
this math is constant: 10 years at $200,000 is always greater than a 5-year, 
$1 million contract that’s terminated after two seasons — all because the 
team didn’t make the NCAA Tournament. Among the thousands in Our 
Game who are capable leaders of men, there are only a handful of Hall 
of Fame legends, the “great ones.” But greatness requires a context within 
which to exist, and there’s nothing shameful about being, say, the greatest 
coach in Utah State history.

Legacy is important; a boat full of small yet substantial victories sails 
much farther than a vessel of empty and unfulfilled ambition. Many 
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coaches aim for disposable headlines as traveling mercenaries, but some 
aim for accomplishments that will transcend the time they spent in a single 
place. Someday, they might even get their name on the floor.
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THE WEAK ONES FALL, THE STRONG CARRY ON
3.12.20 10 • SEASON 7

It was February 19, 2009, 11:49 a.m. Eastern Standard Time, during our 
nine-hour BracketBusters marathon chat. We have a lot of people sign in 
with names that aren’t theirs, but we hadn’t had any multi-platinum rock 
stars show up before.

[Comment From Tom Petty]
Two questions. 1) What are your top 3 favorite songs of mine, 
all-time ... 2) If you had to start your college team with one 
player for one year would it be — Blake Griffin, Hasheem Tha-
beet or Jodie Meeks.

OK, so it wasn’t really him. And I can’t speak to the quality of those 
three players, having hardly watched them play. But I bumbled the ques-
tion, something about having sold all my Petty CD’s. So it wasn’t my doing 
when all of a sudden, every other question was about Tom Petty. It came as 
a complete surprise — people sending in links to YouTube videos, remem-
bering concert experiences, and inserting TP lyric puns in their questions. 
We’ve known for years that Bally is a fan, sure, but was there really this 
much overlap between Mid-Majority readers and Petty fans? And c’mon, 
really, how?

I mean, Tom Petty isn’t exactly a “mid-major guy.” He often shows up 
at concerts with a guitar that has a giant orange and green University of 
Florida Gators logo. He never attended, but there are stories about how he 
used to mow the athletic fields for extra cash, growing up in Gainesville. 

But looking over his life and career, Tom Petty’s the kind of underdog 
who fought to earn everything he got. He’s the son of an insurance sales-
man. He doesn’t have the European features that most rock stars have; I 
was in Florida recently, and there are a whole lot of people who look like 
Tom Petty there. Tom quit high school and once filed for bankruptcy. When 
he became a rock star, his mansion burned down, and has had plenty of 
legal battles throughout his career. He certainly didn’t innovate anything 
— there were three chords, chiming guitars and rock songs about girls 
before there was a Tom Petty, and he built his career on the shoulders of 
giants. His slurred nasal vocals could never get him beyond the “ha-ha 
round” on the first week of “American Idol,” but he rocked the Super Bowl 
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and built a legendary career on his own terms anyway.
Also hidden in his life story are lessons about loyalty and friendship. Mr. 

Petty’s Heartbreakers are a group of merry men who help him fulfill his 
vision, and most of them have been together on the same team for a quar-
ter-century. He also remembers and helps his old friends; he reformed his 
old band Mudcrutch, with whom he moved from Gainesvlle to Los Angeles 
in the late 1960s, for an album and tour. His power in the marketplace is 
primarily derived from living up to his audience’s expectations; he serves 
the fans before he serves the industry or popular convention, and he barely 
ever gives the impression that he’s in it only for himself.

Tom’s career has been pocked with misfires and questionable experi-
ments, and there have been plenty of misses among the many hits. But 
that’s because he’s never been afraid to try out ideas in public, push him-
self, or just fail outright. There were the albums that didn’t really work or 
hang together, critical and commercial failures like Let Me Up (I’ve Had 
Enough) or She’s The One, and there are plenty of album tracks (like 
“Zombie Zoo”) that make you cringe a little. But it’s not like skipping songs 
in your shuffle is going to hurt Tom Petty’s feelings.

Because most of Tom Petty’s high-risk gambles have paid off. In 1979, 
he refused to be moved from one record company to another without his 
consent (upon ABC Records’ sale to MCA), and when MCA threatened to 
raise the retail price of his fourth album from the industry-standard nine 
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dollars to ten, he threatened to name it Eight Ninety Eight before MCA 
relented. That album turned out to be Hard Promises. Much later, he was 
one of the early pioneers of free MP3 distribution, back when nobody even 
knew what MP3 was. 

But the greatest Tom Petty songs have basic ingredients. One is a narra-
tor in a fixed position in time (not necessarily in place; see “Runnin’ Down 
a Dream.”) The second ingredient is a destination. The songs themselves 
are about everything in between point A and point B, a road, the sky, a girl, 
a moment, Hollywood, fear, hesitation, faith, desire, anticipation, life itself. 
But in some cases, the narrator isn’t even sure what that destination is — 
just somewhere else that’s better, where a second chance may lie. 

They aren’t exercises in writing obliquely, because most rebels don’t 
have a clue and mysteries always need to be run down. All these songs — 
like “Learning to Fly” and “Into the Great Wide Open” and “Room at the 
Top” and “A Higher Place” — were written in the past 30 years, after the 
15 years Tom spent locating his true voice. This was the first one, form that 
Hard Promises LP that I once bought for nine bucks (plus tax).

These songs represent true and basic human experience, and they’re 
what separate Tom Petty from the average rock hero who sings about party-
ing and women. I don’t remember a time when Tom Petty ever wrote a song 
that exploits the lowest common denominator (which is very difficult when 
your signature vocal style involves repeating “baby” a lot). 

I’m not trying to draw any parallels here between what Tom Petty does 
and what we are trying to accomplish in this space. This is a site about col-
lege basketball, one of the most corrupt sports in America, one in which its 
chroniclers would be blacklisted for life if they revealed even a tenth of the 
“real reasons” why things happen. We just try to use it as a metaphor, and 
pretend it’s beautiful. I’ll never have a hit single or play at the Super Bowl... 
mostly because that would require knowing what the score is.

Tom and I work in different mediums. While I only dabble in songwrit-
ing, I’m primarily a children’s book illustrator. But Tom Petty is an inspira-
tion to me, and to many of you, because of his resilience, defiance, daring 
and loyalty. TP taught me to be try and be good to my fans, and engage 
them in down-to-earth discussion (he has a radio show!) — I used to be 
really bad at that. When I’m told I’m being too strident and precious, I think 
about The Last DJ — Tom had something he wanted to say about money 
and greed, and he knew that his true fans would understand where he was 
coming from. And whenever I experience one of the many setbacks and 
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failures this site has gone through in the past six years, I remember the line 
from “Straight Into Darkness”: The weak ones fall, the strong carry on. No 
matter what, we have to keep going.

I haven’t gone nearly as far, obviously. I’m still waiting for my Hard 
Promises moment that will never come. Even if it arrives, I’ll still be three 
decades away from performing the Epilogue at the Final Four. I will be in 
at least my seventies by then.

Tom Petty is so prevalent in our society — 60 million albums sold and at 
least that many spins on terrestrial and satellite radio every year — that his 
songs just show up everywhere. A lot of times, he’s like a bird on your shoul-
der, a better conscience, or just an observer of the state of things, making 
remarks and comments about proceedings in the foreground. Sometimes, 
it’s uncanny how Tom always says the right things.

Like last night. It was March 11, 2010, at 11:45 p.m. Eastern Standard 
Time, after a long 12 hours of MAC quarterfinal games. It was a crazy 
day: a No. 7 seed beat the No. 2, and the top seed had been dumped by a 
No. 9. As I was driving back to my hotel south of the Cleveland-Hopkins 
International Airport, I had to pull over to dispense with all the coffee I 
needed to get through the afternoon. Luckily for me, there was a late-night 
McDonald’s.

And as I walked in to duck into the bathroom, there was Tom, singing 
to me over the speaker system.
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THE JOURNEY OR THE CONVERSATION
12.9.20 10 • SEASON 7

 Recently, at a game, I sat next to a “national columnist” as I tapped away 
at my keyboard, scribbling notes in a notebook, wearing my suit with 
sneakers, accompanied by my stuffed basketball companion. Afterwards, 
as I was packing up, he extended his hand tentatively. 

“Kyle, right?” he asked. “I’m a big fan of your work.” I immediately knew 
he wasn’t. For one, he complimented me on the great top 25 poll I run 
every week and how good it is. I disengaged quickly and abruptly, turned 
my back, and walked off. 

With very few exceptions, I don’t talk to sportswriters at all anymore. I 
don’t acknowledge them at games, and I ignore their emails when they ask 
me my opinion about such-and-such a team. I refuse when they request/
demand review copies of my book (sportswriters always feel so entitled 
to free things) so that’s probably cost me some money, and I’m sure the 
middlemen who share the profits wouldn’t be happy with that sort of behav-
ior. But I don’t really care, and the book is selling well enough that I can 
afford not to. 

The only journalists I chat with nowadays are the students and the 
brick-breaking bloggers, the ones who will destroy this system and lead 
the craft forward. We always have such a great time exchanging thoughts 
about the future. As for all the others, we’re just not in the same business. 
I do one thing, and they do another thing. And most of what they do is talk 
to each other. 

Perhaps you are aware of how elite basketball thought is generated. If 
you aren’t, it’s a giant unscripted Pardon the Interruption episode. Writ-
ers chatter endlessly on press rows and in media rooms, on closed mes-
sage boards and in private email loops, debating and sharpening points 
and takes. Out in the world of unpaid opinion, the model repeats itself in 
reverse miniature. Thousands of aspiring discussion leaders, dreaming of 
breaking through to work for ESPN, where they will ascend to positions of 
such importance that their own thoughts will be critiqued and debated on 
fan forums and Twitter. 

So what’s your opinion about Enes Kanter’s eligibility situation? Pur-
due’s National Championship chances without Robbie Hummel? Can 
Duke go undefeated this season? And seriously, how absolutely and totally 
great is this Champions Classic thing? (And, while we’re on the topic, did 
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North Carolina get shafted?) And OMGWTFBBQ, Bruce Pearl, amirite? 
Everybody’s bending over backwards to say something new and insightful 
about all of these things. But taking a side, for or against, is always good 
enough, and so is adding some small piece of tangentially relevant informa-
tion to the roundtable discussion. 

I recognize the social science behind all of this, because a good Ameri-
can mid-major university taught me about such things. The glue that holds 
these conversations together is the same binding agent that fastens together 
talk-fragments about politics or reality television. It’s the same force that 
compels a fan to declare allegiance to a team, buy a twenty-dollar hat, and 
seek membership in a tribe of like-minded others. So much of spectator 
sports now represents an escape from cold non-martyred singularity. Fan-
hood offers endless opportunities to be parts of greater and colorful wholes 
instead of wasting away as silent, sad, lonely Ones. Sports give people 
something to talk about. They also help make people interesting enough 
to be worth talking to. 

This is not our game, and it never has been. For six years, we’ve been 
on a long and twisting ride, and I’ve slowly become better and better at 
recognizing that and reporting the results correctly. There are always two 
orbiting perspectives: my own personal one, as your narrator, and also that 
of the place where I find myself on any given day. The Mid-Majority is 
motivated by the twin spirits of curiosity and exploration, and those are 
very different from the fear of existential loneliness. This is why this is not 
like the other sites, and why it is so hard for some to understand, and why 
there are not millions of us. Some really don’t understand, like the sports-
writers who go on message boards and talk about what a dickish snob I am 
at games. 

In the long run, my journey is irrelevant. You will barely remember my 
name when this is over and I am gone. But my favorite readers, the ones 
who will be my friends in my post-TMM era, are the ones who took to 
the road themselves. I will always hold a place for those who went to tens 
of small-conference college basketball games they wouldn’t have gone to 
otherwise. 

My people are the ones who find happiness in the struggle of imperfect 
unions, who contemplate the meaning of mascot basketball and chronicle 
media time-out contests. My people are those whose hearts melt for red-
headed cheerleaders, the most lovely and rare and misunderstood souls 
attached to Our Game. If you are at a gym with your handheld Robot, 
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tweeting ephemeral game reports at us, I will always make sure to RT. You 
are, after all, following the original directive of this site, which is over six 
years old and dates back to when this was just a map and a schedule. Go. 
And while you’re there, document everything you see. 

The conversationalists, I don’t have much use for them. I’m not traveling 
these thousands of miles as a way to bide time before I die, so it’s a wave-
length issue. I don’t know what to say to those people anymore, and there 
really isn’t anything for them here, and I don’t care when they leave in a 
huff. But, this: for the next generation of sportswriters, the students and 
the bloggers, there is a choice. Perpetuate the closed-circuit sportz dinner 
party, or step out on the real road. 

It’s not an easy decision, I know. You can’t be afraid to be lonely. There 
aren’t many people out here, even fewer to talk to, and no sides to be taken. 
Most of your time would be spent trying to convince others, anyone, that 
your chosen subject matter is worthwhile. But the rewards are strange and 
beautiful.
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DON’T KNOW MIND
3.28.20 11  • SEASON 7

SAN ANTONIO — All media is local, and it’s been that way since the 
beginning: the rumor mill, the town crier, the news bulletin printed on a 
hand-cranked press. The more technology is involved, the wider a mes-
sage’s potential reach. Distribution networks, moving pictures, automa-
tion, and any tool too expensive for a local outlet enhances media authority 
as national and global. But everything happens in only one place at a time, 
and each single perspective is a local one. But many of these add up to a 
big picture. 

The power of a media outlet is gained through aggregation, but exer-
cised via filtering. It’s up to the entity to decide what is important and what 
is less so, and items are arranged accordingly. But the Internet has changed 
things, and has allowed people to become actively involved in the filtering 
process with things like RSS feeds, Google Reader and selective social 
media. Each major outlet, no matter how big, can be reduced to a simple 
wire service now. Consumers can make decisions about which outlets are 
reputable, honest, fair and above all, entertaining. That’s real media power. 

This shift, which only took a decade or so to occur, has been devastat-
ingly disruptive to the Old Media model. Many outlets’ internal logic has 
collapsed. Lower marketplace worth leads to lower advertiser income, so 
they can’t pay writers and producers to gather like they used to. Faced 
with irrelevance and extinction, they empty the engines of real fuel — 
local reporting — and substitute something as common as water: national 
opinion. 

Reportage and story deepen understanding. Expert opinion is an unnec-
essary distraction. It forces a viewer to pit what they already know and hold 
true against what a presumably more erudite person believes. I often feel 
that in my own ongoing knowledge quest in the dark woods, I’m constantly 
assaulted by people popping out from behind trees, all of whom want to 
have one-sided exchanges of ideas. 

Substituting opinion for narrative steals the power back from the read-
ers. It allows megamedia outlets to calculate exactly what the audience 
wants to hear, as well as the direct opposite. If you agree, your own local 
opinion is validated by a higher source. (“Thank you, somebody finally said 
what I’ve been feeling.”) People always gravitate towards the like-minded. 
If you disagree, you’re angry and engaged, and they’ve got your attention. 
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Either way, nobody’s learning anything. But either way, you’re not switch-
ing it off, are you? 

But this is why certain people still have jobs, despite all that wondering 
you do about how they manage to keep them. 

 

The first decade of the 21st Century solved the Old Media-New Media 
battle (New won), but not much progress has been made resolving the 
difference between the big and little pictures. It’s not print vs. digital any-
more, but there are two kinds of expert now: the local chronicler and the 
global analyst. Nowadays, both sides are empowered with the tools and 
means to get their messages out to whomever wants to receive them. 

But this has become a cybermindwar, but not exactly the kind that the 
sci-fi writers envisioned, with finite expertise on one side and overreaching 
generalization on the other. “I know everything” versus “You don’t know 
what you’re talking about.” The two sides need each other, but they’re too 
proud to realize it. Both have something the other needs: recognition that 
the small thing is important in a larger context, and a greater understand-
ing of each specific little picture. Both are easily possible now, and 20 years 
ago they weren’t quite so. 

This is all applicable to “news,” certainly, which has always been a global 
hierarchy of local events. But this entire architecture can be ported over to 
the sports world, which is where we live. It takes a special level of hubris 
to present oneself as a national-grade expert opinion on political matters, 
but that pales in comparison to the focused megalomania needed to get on 
television or the Internet and predict future game results. It’s difficult to 
understand why people take these folks seriously, but many do. 

Expert opinions in college basketball come from players Our Game has 
hurt and passed by, 100 bellies hanging over 100 belts, or former coaches 
who can’t get coaching jobs. Or fans who watch a lot of games and feel qual-
ified to comment from the dais. They will all tell you what you just saw, and 
then what you’re about to see, even if they didn’t see any of it. They’re not 
idiots or morons, they’re just local-level experts who insist they’re not. And 
the real local-level experts sure do love to point out when they’re wrong. 

There’s a great gulf in between the two sides, the map-readers and the 
pushpins. The space between is unknown, as in the literal “I don’t know.” 
More exploration into this area has been done by Eastern thinkers than 
Western ones, but I’ve heard American Buddhist teachers (specifically Jack 
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Kornfield) refer to this state as “Don’t Know Mind,” a realization that reality 
is far too complicated to calculate with a human brain, which is an accep-
tance that’s much more surrender than transcendence. It’s knowing that 
we have no power over the future, but that we can be part of God in small 
ways with our small actions. 

Recent events in the NCAA Tournament have been so unprecedented 
and illogical, they may push more and more people into Don’t Know Mind. 
I hope so. There might be fewer brackets filled out next year, more As-You-
Gos. Analysts might stop trying to predict the future, throw their hands up, 
and start using words like “random.” Look around you, it’s already happen-
ing. Local fans might stop making this event about what Jay Bilas and Dick 
Vitale say, and focus on the beauty of the event itself. And it is so beautiful. 

VCU is in the Final Four. 
Butler is in the Final Four. Again. 
I saw both teams win their Regional Semifinals with my own eyes, and 

I don’t really know why any of this happened. And we’re going to take next 
seven days and try to figure it out how to truly explain it, but we won’t. 
We’re just going to continue to not know, and enjoy it anyway.
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DOLPH
2.14.2008 • SEASON 4

In 1969, Drake achieved the Final Four with a 26-5 record. Adolphus (Dolph) 
Pulliam was the emotional leader of that team, and his Bulldogs lost in the 
national semifinals to UCLA and Lew Alcindor by a single point. After his 
senior season, he was drafted by multiple professional basketball and football 
teams, and three decades later, he’s the Director of Community Relations and 
Development at the Des Moines school. In 2003, then-coach Dr. Tom Davis 
invited Pulliam back into the program, asking him to provide commentary on 
Bulldog radio broadcasts and be generally available to the players. Now that 
Davis has retired and handed the reins over to son Keno, Pulliam has remained 
an important link to the program’s past, an important advocate and friend to 
the team in every way.

In journalism school, they fill your mind with a lot of ideas about inter-
viewing, stuff about asking leading questions and guiding the flow of the 
conversation and all that. But every so often, you have to just roll the tape, 
keep your mouth shut and let a legend unspool his remarkable life story for 
the public record. Mr. Pulliam was ever so gracious to give us an hour of his 
time before Drake traveled to Southern Illinois this week; he spoke about the 
parallels between the magical Drake basketball teams of 1969 and 2008, the 
$800 blue leather suit that brought the team luck on its recent 21-game win-
ning streak, and the importance of friendship on a championship basketball 
team. We also reveal an exclusive, shocking surprise — he and I are, in fact, 
both men of the cloth.

Listen, too, as he talks about why he turned down his childhood dream (a 
career with the Boston Celtics or Dallas Cowboys) in order to fulfill his destiny 
as a destroyer of racial barriers.

After a long period of mediocrity, Drake is running away with the Valley. 
What’s so special about this team, and what the heck is going on this year at 
Drake?
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No one predicted that this 
team would be as good as it is 
today. As you know, this team was 
picked to finish ninth out of ten for 
the conference, and we lost four 
starters from last year’s team. And 
so it was just not on the horizon 
that we would be there this year. 
Maybe next year, the year after, 
but not this year. 

And so what we have found is 
that this group of understudies 
have learned very well from those 
guys while they were looking for 
their time to get on the floor and 
play last year. And last summer, 
they worked out and really started 
to blossom and come into their own and become friends.

That’s the thing that’s happened with this team, why they’re so good. 
These kids are all good friends. Many of them have lived in different apart-
ments just south of Drake’s campus, and they get together and hang out 
together, cook each others’ meals, play computer games together and what 
have you. Klayton Korver bakes desserts for them! They’re just like a family. 
And all of that has translated into great chemistry on the basketball court. 

As a broadcaster, this team has given me a sense of confidence and 
quiet. I don’t fear that they’re going to lose even if they’re down by 10. I’ve 
seen that they don’t get too excited, they don’t get too emotional about 
things, they just go out there and do their jobs. These are blue-collar work-
ers, and these kids get out there and they just play steady as it goes. They 
just give you everything they’ve got for 40 minutes, and they don’t care who 
gets the credit. They don’t care who is the leading scorer. 

To me, that is what’s going on with this basketball program. And these 
coaches, I’m telling you, Keno Davis has stepped it up and placed his own 
stamp on the program from what his dad started for him. Keno said to his 
kids at the beginning of the season, “I will pull you out of the game if you 
get a shot and you don’t take it... but I will not pull you out if you take the 
shot and miss it.” And when he said that, the team just lit up. Klayton said, 
“But coach, what about me? I’m going to shoot that ball a lot!”
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Those Korvers, they do love to shoot!
Yes, indeed. He’s followed in the footsteps of his brother Kyle, now 

there’s Kaleb at Creighton. And there’s another one who’s going to be com-
ing up out of high school... that’s a family of shooters. And their dad is 
a better shooter than all of them! He beats them all in the park and the 
driveway shooting H-O-R-S-E. Their father can kill ‘em!

Some people would certainly give credit to the guys and their friendship for 
what they’ve done on the court, but others say that it’s all in The Suit. That 
there’s something going on there, that when that blue leather mojo is going, 
that you guys can’t be beat. What’s the story?

Oh my God, Kyle, let me tell you. Three years ago, I purchased this blue 
leather suit. And normally I’d wear the suit once or twice a year during the 
conference season. So now we come back from Saint Mary’s, where we 
lost a close one, and we’re getting ready to go to Wisconsin-Milwaukee. So 
Keno comes to me and said, “Dolph. I want you to wear the blue leather suit 
to Milwaukee.” And I said, “Keno, I don’t wear it unless we’re in conference 
play!” But he insisted. “No, Dolph, I want you to wear the blue leather.”

Okay. But then he said, “Now that you’ve agreed to that, I want you to 
wear it until we lose.” And I went, “You’re kidding me!” And he told me, 
“You are going to wear it until we lose!” I didn’t think at the time I’d be 
wearing this blue leather 20 games later.

Back then I thought, sure, maybe I’d wear it for three or four games, and 
then we’d lose and I’d start wearing something different, but no. So now, 
all of a sudden, the blue leather has created a cult. When I walk into the 
arena in Des Moines, people are rushing up to me and rubbing the blue 
leather! When I get to my broadcast table, people are coming up behind 
me, they’re rubbing the leather... even during the broadcast! If the game is 
close, or we’re behind, there are people constantly coming up and rubbing 
the leather. I don’t even turn around and look at them anymore. I just let 
‘em rub the leather.

We’re playing at home, I believe it was against Illinois State and they’d 
jumped out for a lead. So coach Dr. Tom Davis, he sits at the opposite 
broadcast table, he came over said, “Dolph, can I rub the leather?” And I 
said, “OK, Coach, go ahead and rub the leather.” So he rubbed the leather.

Is there any luck associate with this blue leather? I don’t think so! There 
is no damn luck there. You’ve got to have a good team!

The question I’ve been wondering about, have you found a good way to 
keep it clean? That was a big question back in January, you were getting it 



 H A R D  P R O M I S E S9 0

taken out of town for a while.
We had a game just after we came back to Milwaukee, there was a week 

break. So I took it to the cleaners, and they said they had to send the suit 
out of state because there’s nobody in Iowa that will clean a suit like that. 
And they said it would take seven days.

That wouldn’t work with a basketball schedule.
Oh, no. So when I told Keno that, he said, “No, Dolph, they can’t do 

that! We’ve got to have that suit!” Leather doesn’t breathe, as you know, and 
you’ve got to have it freshened up. So we take it to the cleaner and he has it 
for two days... he steams it inside, freshens it up, the perspiration’s gone and 
it smells okay. It’s quite a deal to get all this stuff done, boy! The cleaning 
bills get pretty high taking this leather suit in all the time, but I’m willing 
to do it because that’s what they want. They expect to see that leather. 

One day, our women’s team wanted me to wear the leather to their game 
because they said, “We need some luck too!” So when the men’s team 
found out, they refused and said, “Get your own leather!” That’s the fun 
we’re having. They want to take pictures with me, be in the picture, we 
have little kids and old folks, everybody in between. It’s been so much fun.

Are there any parallels, similarities or differences between this team and 
your team back in 1968? Is there a Drake spirit that the two have in common, 
or is this a different deal than back then?

You know, it is so similar. I’ll tell you how. We thought that as a team 
our senior year, we were going to be successful by becoming best friends, 
getting to know each other. We went to movies together, went bowling 
together, just run around together. That, we thought, was very important. 
So we did that, and it translated into us getting to know each other very 
well on the floor. We had eye contact signals... if a guy was guarding Willie 
McCarter really close, all he had to do was look at me a certain way, and 
I’d know that meant, “Dolph, come over here and set me a pick.” So I’d go 
set a pick, and Willie would come over that pick wide-open and take them 
both to the basket and he’d get a wide-open shot. That’s the kind of stuff 
we did with each other.

We didn’t care who got the credit at Drake University. Coach John gave 
us departments in those days. Willie McCarter was to shoot the basketball. 
Dolph Pulliam’s job was to guard the leading scorer for every team, and I 
had to shut them down and keep them under their average. And when we 
did that, we won. Willie Wise was to lead the team on the backboards, and 
that’s what he did. I was second in rebounding. All the time that we were 
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doing these things, the other kids on the bench would be learning from us. 
A lot of people don’t know how important reserves are. They were our 

practice team, they take on the personality of the team we’re going to play. 
When they got into the ballgame, they knew the opponents’ defense and 
offense almost as well as the opponents did, because they’d been running 
those plays in practice. Every player was a different opponent from that 
team, and so they’d run their plays, they have to run them hard, we had 
to defend them, and we had to scrimmage against them. The harder the 
practice team made us work, the better we were prepared for the basketball 
game. Sometimes, we would have fights in practice, we were going at it so 
hard! Coach Maury John would have to step in and stop us! 

But we loved each other as brothers, and we still love each other as 
brothers. But on the basketball court, we knew it was business. That prac-
tice team knew that their job was to make us the best we could be, and 
they did that. 

Fast forward 39 years later, and that’s what you see with these kids 
today. I was talking to Josh Parker, who’s our freshman backup point guard. 
I was saying to Josh, “Gee, I’m seeing you get more comfortable out there 
on the floor.” He said, “While I’m sitting on the job, I’m watching Adam 
Emmenecker, and he’s teaching me how to do that job. I’m just a mirror 
image of Adam.”

I tell folks that this team today can go into any corporation, and tell that 
corporation how to have a successful company with all their employees, 
because that’s exactly what they’re doing here. They do their job, they know 
their job, and they’re unselfish. That’s how you have a winning combina-
tion, and that’s what they have today. I am so, so proud of those kids.

Tell me about the opportunities that basketball gave you, that Drake gave 
you, coming out of that great era. I know you were drafted by the Boston Celt-
ics in the fifth round of the 1969 draft, but you never played in the pros. What 
happened, and what was your immediate post-college life like?

I’m not going to brag on myself, and I haven’t commented a lot about 
that. But I’m happy to tell you. When you’re a student-athlete, you have to 
do your job in the classroom, because Drake University sets its standards 
very high for students and student-athletes alike. If you don’t make it in 
the classroom, you’re not going to be on the athletic field. So I’d go to my 
classes and earned my grades and I did very well. 

But I was just sorta a different kind of cat. Before basketball games, 
while my teammates were in the shootaround, I would play catch with the 
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Drake students. I’d throw the ball into the stands, and they’d throw it back 
and they’d all be screaming, “Dolph, throw it to me!” And I would get those 
kids so riled up that it was just amazing. I knew that our students were our 
No. 6 player on that team and we needed those kids, and I wanted to make 
them feel like they were part of our family. 

Also, after basketball games, I would hang around and I would talk to 
everybody who wanted to talk, sign autographs, hold babies, take pictures, 
what have you. Coach John, during my senior year when we were doing so 
well, was getting requests to speak at civic clubs all over the greater Des 
Moines area, and there was no way he could fulfill all those requests... so 
he came to me. He asked me if I’d go out to speak to some of these civic 
clubs, and that would make the fans happy and get them to come to our 
games. So I started going out and speaking, Coach John would take some 
and I would take some. 

Once we’d gone to the NCAA Final Four, we lost to UCLA and were 
back in Des Moines, my first call that I got was from Tom Landry with 
the Dallas Cowboys. He had met me at the NCAA Regional in Manhat-
tan, Kansas. He said he’d never seen a defensive ballplayer like me in his 
life. He told me in Kansas, “Son, you shut their leading scorer down, and 
I wanted to come and shake your hand. Good luck for the rest of the year, 
and I’m going to be watching you.”

Then I got a call from Red Auerbach from the Celtics, then I got a call 
from the Denver Nuggets from the ABA. They were drafting me. Then I 
got a call from the Cincinnati Bengals from the AFL. They were drafting 
me too. So there I was, my childhood goals in reach. I wanted to play bas-
ketball for the Boston Celtics or football for the Dallas Cowboys. But all of 
a sudden, I got them all wanting me. 

Not only that, I got a call and an invitation to fly into Omaha, Proctor 
& Gamble offered me a job. I went to Poughkeepsie, New York to interview 
with General Electric. In Detroit, I interviewed with the Ford Motor Com-
pany. I was flown via a private plane to Chicago to meet with the president 
of Standard Oil of America. We had lunch together, and he offered me a 
job. I went back to Des Moines, and the governor offered me a job working 
with him!

I said to the governor, “What in the world is going on here? Why am 
I getting all these opportunities?” And he said, “Dolph, don’t you know? 
Here’s what’s happening. You know how you used to stay around after the 
games and talk to everybody? Remember when you were out talking to civic 
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clubs and you were telling all those funny stories about your teammates? 
Dolph, don’t you realize what you were doing? You were marketing Dolph 
Pulliam.

“Because of that, all these people saw you, and all these people said, 
‘this was the type of person we wanted working for me.’ That’s why you’re 
getting all these opportunities.” I didn’t realize that. So, Kyle, that’s why 
those opportunities came about. 

Then there was a group of businessmen that contacted Coach John, 
they asked me if I would have lunch with them. And I asked Coach, would 
he go with me, I’d never met with these people. He said, “No, Dolph, they 
just want you. Just go. Just listen to what they have to say.” 

It turned out it was a group of Des Moines’ leading businessmen and 
philanthropists. The mayor of the city was there too. I had lunch with 
them, and they said to me, “Dolph, don’t leave. Stay here. Whatever job 
you want in Des Moines, we will help you get it. Just please don’t leave us.” 

I was so impressed with that, I was so impressed... I had come out 
of West Point, Mississippi, where my nine brothers and sisters, and my 
mother and father lived in a one-room house. We picked cotton in Missis-
sippi. In those days, it was before the civil rights laws, we lived under the 
Jim Crow laws. I saw a lot of my people hang from trees, lying along the 
roadsides dead, to the point that my mom and dad were concerned and 
wanted to get us all out of the state so we could go to school. They wouldn’t 
let us go to school in Mississippi.

So we got to southern Missouri to pick cotton on one guy’s cotton farm, 
we didn’t know that we had taken the jobs of some white people who 
worked in the town. A few months later, somebody took the lives of my 
mom and my dad.

We were left with a 17-year-old head of the household. I was six, and 
we had lost both of our parents. So my mother’s sister came from Gary, 
Indiana to southern Missouri, and they brought us up there and raised us. 
I’ve had traumatic experiences in my life, but it’s all helped me to become 
the person I am today. 

So after I met with those businessmen, I met with Jim Duncan, the 
famous and great professor on Drake’s campus. The track they use for the 
Drake Relays is named after him. He said to me, “Dolph, come over to my 
office. I want you to go put on a suit and a tie, and I want you to go down to 
Channel 8. I want you to talk with that station manager.” “But Professor,” I 
said. “What about the Boston Celtics, Dallas Cowboys and all the others?” 
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He said, “No, Dolph, this is what I want you to do. This is more impor-
tant.” So I went down and talked to this guy, and told him, okay, I’ll take 
a job. So I came back to campus and told Professor Duncan, “Okay, I’m 
going to do this. I’m going to turn down all these draft choices. Why is this 
so important?” 

And he said, “Dolph, because I want you to be the first African-Amer-
ican television broadcaster in the state of Iowa. You do a good job, which 
I know you will, other African-Americans will follow and be hired in the 
state of Iowa.” 

Your loyalty to Des Moines, and to Drake University... what is it about the 
city and the university that’s made you want to give back so much?

DP: I was not supposed to go to Drake University. My coaches in high 
school told me that I was going to Indiana, that’s it. I was not to talk to 
anybody else. I was playing on the All-State basketball team, in an All-Star 
tournament for an Indiana team against players from Kentucky. After we 
had finished that game, I was trying to get to the dressing room to take a 
shower because I had to get on the Greyhound bus to get back to Gary. 

As I’m rushing off the court, this guy comes up to me and said, “Nice 
game, Dolph Pulliam.” And I stopped and said, “Thank you so much.” He 
asked me if he could talk to me. I said, “I’m sorry, sir, but I have to shower 
and catch a bus.” And this man said, “I just prayed that I’d be able to talk 
to you for a few minutes.” 

Being raised and baptized in the Baptist church, when I heard that, I 
immediately stopped and said, “Well, who are you?” He said, “My name is 
Morris John.” I said, “Mr, John, I don’t know you. What do you do.” He told 
me he was a college basketball coach. I told him, “But Coach, I’m going to 
Indiana.” He said, “But I’m not going to recruit you.” And I said, “Oh, where 
are you from?” He said, Des Moines. I said, “I don’t know where that is.”

He asked me what I was going to major in. I thought about it for a sec-
ond, and told him I didn’t know. He said that if I went to Drake University, 
he’d make sure that academics would be a higher priority than basketball. 
That really resonated with me, that he cared that much about my fortunes 
off the court, not just my playing talent.

So we have something in common, you and I. I’m the Rev. Kyle Whelliston 
and you’re the Rev. Dolph Pulliam, thanks to the Universal Life Church.

Wow! 
Seriously, it’s true! I’ve heard that you became a minister so you could 

perform a wedding between Drake grads, please tell me that story.
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There were race riots and buildings were burned on some college cam-
puses. We didn’t have that problem at Drake University. Wayne Evans 
came from Boston, and I was from Gary, Indiana... growing up there, Bos-
ton had the reputation of being one of the most racist communities you 
could imagine. But here’s this blonde-haired kid, I’m from the inner city, 
and we struck a chord in those days and we became good friends. Our 
friendship lasted after we left Drake University. 

Wayne was working for the kind of Saudi Arabia as a purchasing agent 
for the king’s oil fields. His first daughter wanted to come to Drake Univer-
sity, so she called me in Des Moines. She said, “Dolph, tell my dad that I 
want to come to Drake University, he won’t let me. But he’ll listen to you. 
Dolph, will you tell him I want to come?” So I said okay. So I called Wayne 
in Saudi Arabia, and said, “Allyson wants to come to Drake.” And he said, 
“Great! I wanted her to go to Drake, but I didn’t want to put any pressure 
on her.” 

So I had to look after her 
when she was there, and I 
became Uncle Dolph to his first 
daughter. So when Allyson was 
lonely, she would come over to 
my house and cook and fix food 
for herself. She graduated, and 
met a guy named Dan. Eventu-
ally they decided they wanted 
to get married. So I came out to 
Wayne’s home in Maryland, as 
Dan and Allyson wanted to meet with me privately. We got out on the deck, 
and they said they wanted to get married... and they wanted me to perform 
the marriage ceremony! I said, “Whoa! But I’m not a minister!”

She said, “We can help you become a minister. Here’s how you can join 
the Universal Life Church.” So I filled out all these papers, and got my card, 
and I’ve been a practicing minister ever since. I performed that wedding for 
them at their home in Maryland. So that’s how that came about.

Once Drake published the story that I had done that, I got calls from 
all over from people asking me to perform their weddings or baptize their 
babies. I told people, you have to be a Drake graduate! If you’re a Drake 
graduate, then I’d be willing to do it.

Are you generally too busy, or are you able to spend any time fulfilling your 
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religious duties?
I have been so busy, I haven’t had a lot of time to do it. I’m delighted, 

though, to speak at churches, to speak with youth groups, to talk about my 
faith, to tell them how I came out of poverty and have become a success. 
I’m happy to tell them about how God has worked in my life, about the 
people He’s brought into my life. I’m grateful to do that. Professor Duncan 
came into my life at a very critical time and helped me make a change in 
my life. Coach John came into my life when I didn’t expect to see him, 
and he came into my life and changed it. When my mom and my dad were 
killed down in southern Missouri, my mother’s sister came down and got 
us, brought us to Gary, Indiana. 

Somebody has been in my life wherever and whenever I need help. And 
that’s why I want to give back, and continue to give back, to motivate and 
help other people.
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FREDDY SEZ: GO JASPERS!
2.3.2005 • SEASON 1

Draddy Gymnasium is a proud old barn on top of a hill in the Bronx, nes-
tled alongside the other gold-hued brick buildings of Manhattan College’s 
campus. Inside, just about everything has the same medium green color of 
the school’s logotype. The dresses of the cheerleaders and dance team, the 
sagging lines of NCAA and NIT banners strung up from the low ceiling, 
the boxy overhanging scoreboard — all sport the same verdant and vibrant 
hue.

In amongst all that green, the crimson red of Fairfield’s square-shirt 
uniforms just doesn’t belong. I mean, it’s just basic color theory. The Jasper 
fans who took up every available inch of Draddy’s foldout bleachers let the 
visiting Stags know that they agreed. They were noisy and passionate, and 
wanted this eyesore out of their house as soon as possible. 

Each member of the partisan Manhattan 
crowd was eager to help sustain the success of 
a team that crashed the Tournament for two 
years straight. A stellar athlete named Luis 
Flores led the Jaspers to within a single pos-
session of Sweet Sixteen glory last year; he’s 
warming the Golden State Warriors’ bench 
as of this writing, and you can see more than a few dark blue lightning-
bolt number six jerseys sprinkled throughout the crowd to honor that fact. 
These days, Jasper fans cheer heroes like tough small-forward Peter Mulli-
gan and four-position freshman C.J. Anderson, and they do so deafeningly. 
The raucous din gets trapped and amplified by the low roof and compact 
seating area. 

But if you listened closely on Sunday afternoon, you could just make 
out a tinny, clanging, banging in that loud jumble. It sounded at first like 
rattling water pipes or a bad car engine. If you scanned the crowd, you’d 
quickly find the source — an older man with a bright white ball cap and 
white t-shirt, banging on a frying pan with a spoon.

The old gent slowly made his way around the perimeter of the court dur-
ing timeouts. The kids jumped from their seats and followed him, hoping 
for a chance to bang on the pan. Attached to that piece of metal cookware 
was a colorful hand-penned sign — it was worded in a vaguely apocalyptic 
fashion, but it was clearly a well-meant message. “FREDDY SEZ: JAS-



 H A R D  P R O M I S E S9 8

PERS FACE A NEW CHALLENGE WILL WIN AGAIN!”
Who was this man?
“Freddy Schuman is a Bronx legend,” Michael Antonaccio, Manhat-

tan’s sports information director, told me. “He attends Manhattan and 
Fordham basketball games, but what he is most known for is attending 
Yankee games.”

Indeed, Freddy’s pan has two prominent add-ons: a Yankees logo sticker 
on top, and a painted shamrock below. During the baseball season, he’s 
sponsored by Modell’s. A friend of his even made him a website a while 
back, which includes his usual Yankee Stadium route and a gallery of past 
signs. He’s often the subject of media attention for his pan-banging antics.

At halftime, outside the seating area on Draddy’s green 200-meter 
indoor track, I saw Freddy standing near the player’s entrance — he was 
standing alongside the Manhattan players, hoarsely shouting encourage-
ment for the upcoming second half. The Jaspers were locked into a tight 
game, so they were fixed in an intense and blindered focus — they paid 
Freddy no mind. But I took the opportunity to approach him.

“How’s that work?” I asked Freddy, pointing to the pan.
He fixed me with a monocular twinkle (he’s lost an eye along the way) 

and gave the worn pan-lip a couple of good ringing whacks with the spoon. 
He smiled, extended his arm, and handed me the implement. “Brings ‘em 
luck,” he explained softly.

The old spoon felt good and warm in my hand. I struck three hard blows 
on the shamrock, but they didn’t sound right—the spoon collided against 
the pan with a dull thud, thud, thud. I quickly realized that I was holding 
the spoon all wrong, I had the handle in a balled fist. I handed it to my wife, 
and she did much better with her three or four clamorous clangs.

My next question was far less idiotic. “How long’ve you been coming to 
games?”

“Few years,” he said faintly, and he smiled warmly. “Few years... I go to 
all the girls’ games too... they did so good against Siena today! I also go to 
see Fordham.”

“So who do you root for when Manhattan and Fordham play each 
other?” inquired the wife.

“Neither,” he chuckled. “I don’t like those games, I get too nervous!”
“I especially like to go to the Yankee games,” said Freddy, proudly point-

ing to the logo sticker. “I love my Yankees. I’m really hoping they have a 
good season...”
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It was time for the second half to begin. Freddy shook my hand with the 
firm, solid grip one might expect from a guy who’s spent decades banging 
on a pan. We walked back to our seats with the distinct feeling that I’d 
encountered a living legend, that soft glow you feel when you’ve crossed 
paths with a Hall of Famer.

“I have heard stories of the [Yankees] flying him down to Florida for a 
World Series game in 2003,” Antonaccio said. “He is an extremely popular 
character for Bronx athletics.”

Fairfield had a tough inside game and made a decent contest of it, but 
the Jaspers had Freddy’s magic pan on their side and won the day. Later 
on, we spotted Freddy wearing a dusty 2001 World Series jacket, struggling 
up the 242nd Street subway station’s tall stairflight. And even though the 
game was over, he was still holding that sign proudly.
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RONNIE SUPERSTAR
12.27.2005 • SEASON 2

The 21st Century is amazing. Thanks to scientific advances and mass-
production, all you need is a phone line, a computer and a microphone 
and you’re on the radio. Or live on the internet, with RealAudio or Win-
dows streaming. Add a few little black boxes, and they’re bouncing your 
games off satellites, bypassing the AM and FM and the web altogether. 
Doesn’t matter if you’re Duke or Savannah State, this fantastic technol-
ogy is available to everyone.

But down on the end of press row at Draddy Gymnasium, there’s an 
odd-looking guy calling his own brand of play-by-play, keeping notes in a 
spiral-bound notebook. He doesn’t need your fancy geeky doo-dads, or a 
mike for that matter. He’s transcended current technology altogether, he’s 
off somewhere in the 31st Century.

“Xavier! Johnson! Xavier! Dubois! Good! Manhattan ahead, 53-43!”
The Major Deegan Expressway makes a poor substitute for a yellow 

brick road, but the green-hued Draddy has a strange Emerald City effect 
that may be why so many interesting characters show up there. If pot-
banger Freddy “Sez” Schuman is the Tin Man, then Ronnie Weintraub is 
the Scarecrow, the guy who everyone thinks doesn’t have a brain but turns 
out to be the smartest dude in the bunch.

Indeed, Ronnie’s scorecards, which are distributed on the Manhattan 
press table next to the game notes and media guides, are masterpieces of 
outside-the-box thinking. And when you put them alongside the boxscores 
the computerized stat system spits out, they start making sense. Every-
thing’s there, just in a new, completely inverted and downside-up way.

The quick backstory: Ronnie is developmentally disabled, or whatever 
people are saying instead of “mentally retarded” these days. He’s a staple 
at Jasper home games, sitting on the end of the row with his ball cap, three 
Special Olympics medals suspended from ribbons around his neck. He 
also makes it to just about every Manhattan roadie — thanks to his 15-year 
unofficial affiliation with the school, he’s always got a ride home on the 
team bus on the way back.

And Ronnie certainly isn’t some sort of backwoods discovery in the 
big city — there’s been little about him that hasn’t been profiled, feature-
storied or spotlighted. He’s been written up locally in the Journal News, 
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scribbled up nationally in the NCAA News, even mentioned in the faraway 
St. Petersburg Times. Simply put, Ronnie is a superstar.

After the game, in the press room, I come face to face with the legend. 
He holds court with the local beat writers and television crews When he 
finds out who I represent, I’m his new best friend, although I think I would 
have been his pal no matter my affiliation.

“Thanks for coming out to see us,” Ronnie says at a close-range that 
would normally be uncomfortable. “It’s so great to have you here. You have 
to come for the Iona game. It’s the heavyweight championship, round one!”

I promised Ronnie that I’d be there for the meeting between the two 
squads favored to fight it out for the MAAC title this year, on January 6 in 
New Rochelle. Then he gave me a big hug. 

Driving back north after the game, I scanned around the XM satellite 
radio for some college hoops action to keep me awake. Minnesota was roll-
ing over South Dakota State, Maryland was in the late stages of a blowout 
win over American, and the UCLA game against Sacramento State was 
just beginning. But something felt wrong, and it had nothing to do with 
the uneven scores. The announcers calling the games left me cold. I just 
wanted to hear Ronnie.
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THE BEST
11.27.2005 • SEASON 2 |  12.7.2007 • SEASON 4 

The voice is unmistakable — the rich and folksy tones brighten the corners 
of CCSU’s home court with warm, gooey honey poured all over a chilly 
December night.

“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, and welcome to tonight’s game 
between the Binghamton Bearcats and the Central Connecticut State Blue 
Devils.”

Jasper “Joe” Arnone is an unknown legend, one of many unsung heroes 
in Hoops Nation. He’s the best public address announcer in the country, 
and one of the longest-running. He arrived at CCSU in 1956, and never 
left. He’s been manning the mike for 42 years, and I don’t care who Duke 
has running P.A. at Cameron Indoor Stadium. Arnone is, was and always 
will be The Voice of the Blue Devils.

Arnone makes players feel special... each and every player, home or 
guest, regardless of the amount of playing time their coaches give them. 
He introduces each player to the crowd on their first check-in to the game, 
giving each benchwarmer just as much fanfare as the regular starters. 

“Now checking in for the Bearcats, number 33, Giovanni Olomo. 
Giovanni is a 6-8, 245-lb. sophomore forward from Yaounde, Cameroon. 
Number 33, Olomo.”

Indeed, Arnone is a storehouse of information, with a thick stack of 
organized game notes on his wooden podium. He makes sure all fans are 
informed — even the small clutches of opposing supporters. Even during 
non-conference games against America East teams that have home courts 
that are four hours away.

“The Blue Devils play next Thursday, December 29 at 7:30 pm in Dela-
ware, and will be back home on January 12 against Monmouth at 7:00 pm. 
And for you Binghamton fans, your next game is Thursday, December 29 
at 7:30 pm against Idaho State, at the Utah State Gossner Foods Classic.”

According to the CCSU staff, Arnone shows up an hour before game 
time, undergoes intense preparation for each and every game, and doesn’t 
leave afterwards until there’s nobody left to talk to. He gets on himself 
whenever he makes a mistake, wincing and upon realization of his errors — 
and as he advances in age, he makes more and more of them. But nobody 
gets on him, just like they never got on Harry Caray when he hopelessly 
mangled someone’s name.
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But when Arnone speaks, he’s not 
some creaky old relic who continues 
to mumble away into a microphone 
because nobody is brave enough 
to kick him out. Simply put, he is 
the Vin Scully of basketball public 
address announcers. Arnone’s voice 
makes all the hip-hop and commer-
cialism and sparkly dance teams 
around him seem strangely out of 
place. At halftime, when he reads a 
promo for the sponsored booth out in 
the Detrick Gym lobby, and when he trips over the words “Geico gecko,” 
it sounds like the most ludicrous thing in the world. And it really is ridicu-
lous, when you think about it... it’s only constant media conditioning and 
repetition that makes a stupid little green CGI shill seem like perfectly nor-
mal entertainment. That’s the magic of Jasper “Joe” — he exposes things 
as they really are.

He’s also one of the most effective snack salesmen ever, making a trip 
to the concession stand seem like a vacation in paradise.

“It’s halftime, so don’t forget our concession stand... they’ve got delicious 
hot dogs, sandwiches, and Tom’s famous pizza. You’ll also find chips, candy, 
and ice-cold beverages. So visit the concession stand, and enjoy the game.”

Arnone is many things — a family man (three daughters and eight 
grandchildren), a war hero (he served in Korea), and a former football star 
for the school (he played Blue Devil football from 1956-58, and was the 
team’s MVP as a senior). He’s served as assistant baseball coach, assistant 
football coach, and as a member on coaching search parties. For his ser-
vice, he was named to the CCSU Athletics Hall of Fame. 

I know it would pale in comparison with the plaque in the hallway 
at Detrick, but I had any way to honor him, I would. So this I prom-
ise—if there’s ever a Mid-Majority Hall of Fame, Arnone would be the 
first inductee. Because he is, without a doubt, the best public address 
announcer in Hoops Nation, and perhaps in all of Division I as well.

We’ve certainly certainly said this before, but we strongly believe that “Jas-
per” Joe Arnone, Voice of the Central Connecticut State Blue Devils, is the 
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finest arena announcer in Hoops Nation. He is to college basketball what 
Yankee Stadium’s Bob Sheppard is to baseball, but with Vin Scully’s friendly 
delivery instead. 

And Arnone, 74, has had plenty of good basketball to call in recent years — 
CCSU won the Northeast Conference hoops title in 2000, 2002 and 2007, 
and has produced a long line of league POY’s and first-teamers under the 
direction of former Central player and UConn assistant Howie Dickenman. 
We were able to catch up with the legendary voice two weekends ago in New 
Britain, just after a game in which the young Blue Devils had overwhelmed 
current first place team Wagner by 26 points. We spoke about his announcing 
style, the many roles he’s taken on at the college and in the community, the 
history of CCSU basketball, and the way the game as a whole has changed 
since he’s been gently informing audiences about it over a speaker system. 

Take a listen to a man who came from a coal-mining town, became a war 
hero, and went on spend a lifetime of loyalty to a tiny Nutmeg State school, 
achieving legendary status as simply The Best.

First of all, at the risk of sounding totally unprofessional, I’ve been such a 
fan of yours for so long. I go all around the country covering college basketball, 
and everywhere I go it makes me appreciate what you do more. Your prepara-
tion, the warmth of your delivery... I’ve been convinced for years that you’re 
the finest public address announcer in this business. 

Well, thank you very much.
You announce each player’s name and hometown when he first checks into 

the game, then you repeat their name and uniform number. Not just for the 
starting lineups, but for everybody. I’ve never seen an other college basketball 
announcer do that, even for the visiting teams. It’s just such a kind, thought-
ful thing to do.

I like to introduce a kid when he comes into the game, I like to give out 
their hometown. Maybe they have some family in the stands, or somebody 
may be in the stands from there, and don’t even know the kid was from 
their hometown. I like to do that..

I also love how you announce the next game for both teams, few announc-
ers would be so considerate to visiting fans. Tell me about your history in the 
job, you’ve been doing this a long time.

In the 1960s, I started filling in for the regular announcers when they 
couldn’t make it. They do pay me for doing public address work, but all of 
the money I give back to the University. I don’t take a penny out of here. I 
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even give more than what they pay me. 
I was the original sports information director here, from 1962 to 1964 

until they hired somebody full-time. I used to write game stories on a 
typewriter, cut a stencil, run it up to the main office and have it run off 
on a machine. It was the purple text, the mimeograph. Then we’d mail 
everything out snail mail.

But nowadays I go online, and I look at the notes that the NEC has for 
the schools we’re going to play. I see if there’s anyone there who’s being 
honored, if they’re being honored for rookie of the week, player of the week. 
I always make my introductory remarks, announce players that were picked 
for awards. I go on the websites, and I get the rosters, download those and 
I make my own copies, and I have my own scoring sheets up. That’s what’s 
so nice about it, you just press a few buttons. I just fill in the names over 
the names that were there last week.

You’ve given a lot of your life to this school, over 50 years’ worth. What is 
it about Central Connecticut that inspires so much loyalty?

It goes back to my background, Kyle. I grew up in a small coal min-
ing town in western Pennsylvania near the West Virginia border, called 
Vestaburg. If you were a boy growing up in that town, you were headed for 
the coal mines. You’d work with your dad, your older brothers and all your 
buddies. And that was it.

But in 1950, Kim Il-Sung decided to take his armies across the 38th 
Parallel, if you remember that name. I took that opportunity to get out of 
the mines. It was probably the best decision I’ve ever made in my life. After 
I came back from Korea, I finished my hitch in Philadelphia. 

I met a gal there in Philadelphia, she was from New Britain. We courted, 
and eventually decided we were going to get married. So I came up here to 
Connecticut, met her folks, and I saw the university for the first time. Back 
then, it was called the Teachers’ College of Connecticut, and I decided to 
see if I could get a college education. They took me in and they nurtured 
me and educated me, gave me the credentials to be somebody special... a 
teacher, instead of a damned coal miner. 

That’s why I love this place. I’m much in debt to Central. I’ve enjoyed 
a wonderful life mixing education and athletics. If it wasn’t for this uni-
versity, none of that would have happened. I’ve met so many wonderful 
people... teachers, coaches, students... 

There are great people here in New Britain, the city at large. It’s a great 
city to bring a kid up in. Great school system, great parks and recreation 
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facilities. Great golf course, 27 holes, couple of big swimming pools scat-
tered throughout town, just a great place to be. My kids are around the 
area. I have three daughters and nine grandchildren, they all live in Con-
necticut.

You’ve performed in a lot of roles at this school and in this community, 
starting with being the school’s football team captain over 50 years ago and 
on until today. Tell me about the hats you’ve worn over the last half-century. 

I taught school for 35 years, taught physics and AP physics. I coached 
football and golf here, was a head football coach at local high schools, was 
a baseball umpire for 25 years for college and high school games. 

I was a football referee for many years too. Last game I worked was in 
1994, the national championship game at the I-AA level. Youngstown beat 
Boise State, 28-14. The game was played at Marshall University. I walked 
off the field, and that was it. I’m working for the NFL now on a part-time 
basis, I observe officials and I grade them. Basically what I am is a scout... 
instead of players, I’m looking at officials. I go watch them work and send 
in my report.

You’ve watched Central grow from a non-scholarship school to Division 
I, through the East Coast Conference to the Mid-Con to the NEC. What do 
you think is the correct balance of athletics and education, how do you think 
they fit in together?

I think Central has a pretty good handle on it. We’re kind of small, we’re 
not big time, as you know. We don’t get the players who get themselves in 
trouble. You don’t see them in the headlines, getting suspended for any-
thing, and I don’t think we’ve ever had that problem. We have a tremendous 
woman here, and she takes care of their academic needs, her name is Bob-
bie Koplowitz. She won’t let those kids get into trouble academically. 

Yes, we were non-scholarship for a long time, but now that we’re Divi-
sion I we offer full scholarships. We’re just now moving to scholarship 
football in a limited amount, the Northeast Conference disallowed [non-
scholarship football] this last year. So we were competing at the I-AA level 
in football on a non-scholarship basis for a long time. It’s tough to find good 
players when you’re as small as we are. But we have so many great coaches 
here, our baseball coach, Charlie Hickey, has got us to the NCAA Tourna-
ment three times. Our soccer coach is from Ireland, you know how crazy 
they are over there about soccer. 

And Howie is a magician. It is so hard to recruit at this level, as you 
know. Anybody’s who’s a great basketball player wants to play for Duke, or 
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wants to play for UConn or North Carolina. It’s very difficult to find good 
players, but Howie gets good players. Where he finds them, I don’t know. 
He really is a magician. You stick with him, you learn how to play basket-
ball. He knows the game inside and out.

I can remember when he played here, he was a tough player. He was 
one of the first kids to score 1,000 points at this school. Remember, those 
were the days when there were no 3-point baskets. He was a tough, tough 
player. I can remember No. 44, that’s what he wore when he played here... 
Central guys know this place, they’re devoted to this place. We try to keep 
those guys around.

It’s probably like choosing between children, but there have been so many 
strong Blue Devil basketball teams... NCAA qualifiers in 2000, 2002, 2007. 
Which one do you think was the strongest, which had the best chance of beat-
ing somebody at the Tournament?

Last year’s team was something special, let me tell you. We had a kid, 
Javier Mojica, remember that story? Saved his mother from committing 
suicide, came in as a walk-on and ended up as one of the best players this 
university ever had. Last year was something. 

We went out there and played Ohio State at Rupp Arena, and they kind 
of surprised us in the first half. Because that kid, Jamar Butler, kept mak-
ing those 3-point baskets... he couldn’t hit anything for the last 10 games 
but he came alive against us. We played them dead even in the second half, 
but we were down 21 points. And that’s how the game ended, 21 points. 
I’m very proud of that team last year, one of the best teams we’ve ever had.

Other than Javier, who are some of the other players you’ve enjoyed watch-
ing and introducing?

Corsley Edwards was a great player here, he was drafted by the Sacra-
mento Kings and had a brief stint in the NBA with the New Orleans Hor-
nets. He’s overseas now. We have a lot of our players who are overseas. Obie 
Nwadike, who was a great player on last year’s team, he’s playing overseas. 

Rick Mickens, another great player who’s now a fireman here in the city 
of New Britain, he’s a local boy. It’s just a matter of time before he’s in our 
school hall of fame. There’s a player from a long time ago who’d have all the 
records if he’s played in the time of the 3-point game, his name was Steve 
Ayers. He played back in the 1960s, was a real shootist.

That’s the thing that’s interesting in the way the game’s changed, the 
3-point line...

The game’s a lot more specialized now than it was. 
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It was just forwards and guards once. Now there are one-guards, two-
guards, three-guards... same with forwards. Small forwards, power for-
wards. The game has changed, they didn’t have some of these categories 
when I started. Assists weren’t kept until the 1980s. Blocked shots, steals, 
they didn’t have those when basketball was played back in the Fifties. 

You’ve retired from teaching and refereeing, do you ever see yourself step-
ping down from the microphone at Blue Devil games?

I’ve been retired from teaching now for 17 years in May. I walked away 
from the job in 1991. It seems like I was teaching yesterday. I wake up and 
it’s another Sunday and I say, “Where the hell did the week go?” People told 
me when I retired, “You’re going to be so bored.” Are you kidding me? I’m 
going to keep doing this as long as I can. I’m 74, and this keeps me young.
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TREY JOHNSON
1.10.2007 • SEASON 3

This story originally appeared on ESPN.com.

Trey Johnson catches the ball five feet to the right of the basket along the 
baseline and wheels around in the post to block his primary defender’s 
reach with his body. The second opponent closes in from the top of the key, 
planting his feet a few claustrophobia-inducing inches from Johnson, wav-
ing his arms and grabbing at the protagonist’s white-and-blue Jackson State 
jersey.

Johnson, though, rises into the air arrow straight, lifting the basketball 
as he twists to face the basket. As he becomes airborne, he falls away at 
an ever-so-slight angle just before release, giving him all the three-dimen-
sional space he needs. A perfectly rotated shot leaves the shooter’s hands, 
and the fingers of a third defender — one who has run across the lane to 
provide help — lunge toward the ball, instead glancing across Johnson’s 
forearm.

It doesn’t matter; the ball swishes through the net anyway.
Trey Johnson, and one; it’s a scene that has repeated itself hundreds of 

times so far this season. The SWAC’s most outstanding player in recent 
memory has scored an average of 29.6 points per game, spending the sea-
son locked in a battle for Division I’s scoring championship with Rice’s 
Morris Almond (Almond currently leads by a tenth of a point).

In addition, Johnson’s Tigers have been doing what few teams from the 
Southwestern Athletic Conference have been able to do in recent years 
— beat teams from other leagues. The SWAC closed non-conference play 
with an abysmal 12-82 record (.128), but nearly half of those victories — 
five of them — belong to JSU. The Tigers beat Rutgers and UTEP on the 
road before the calendar turned, and they’re 9-8 overall with a 3-1 record 
in league play.

That all is in huge part thanks to their soft-spoken, 6-5, 218-lb. senior 
leader with an iron rod for a backbone. The SWAC preseason player of 
the year has drawn considerable interest from NBA scouts — despite the 
shoot-first, ask-questions-later reputation of the conference’s top gunners.

“One of the scouts was talking to me the other day,” Jackson State coach 
Tevester Anderson said recently. “He said, ‘I thought he was a kid who 
shoots a bunch of bad shots and shoots 50 times to get 25 points.’ He’s not. 
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He rarely takes bad shots.”
“Johnson has a very well-developed touch and is great around the 

basket,” said one Western Conference scout who observed Johnson at a 
mini-tournament in Chicago in late November. “But he also plays with 
impeccable poise and maturity.”

The poise lets Johnson focus squarely on his game; he claims he doesn’t 
keep track of his stats, and his coach and teammates vouch for him on that 
count. And the maturity helps him take the good performances in stride 
(like his 49 points on 15-for-29 shooting that helped JSU down UTEP) and 
shrug off the ones that aren’t up to par (a 9-for-25 night against defending 
champ Southern on Monday).

“I’ve got confidence that I can shoot my way out of any slump,” Johnson 
said. “That’s my job, to score. Even if it’s not working at the free-throw line, 
I’m getting those extra repetitions to get my stroke down again.”

“It doesn’t matter because he’s going to give you something where there’s 
nothing there,” Anderson said. “A kid like that, you can’t collar him too 
much, you’ve got to let the leash out.”

But Johnson doesn’t take his responsibilities as team leader and the 
conference’s focal point lightly.

“Night in and night out, I know I have to prove myself to somebody,” he 
said. “They’re not only watching me for what I can do, they’re also judging 
me on what they think I can’t do, and I love that challenge.”

There’s an alternate reality in which some other player is dominating 
the SWAC basketball scoring race, one where the scouts are out watching 
someone else instead. In a previous and recent incarnation, Johnson was a 
baseball player, a fireballing pitching prospect who could make you swing 
way too early with a devastating changeup.

“I only really started basketball on a competitive level recently,” Johnson 
said. “I only played one AAU summer when I was 12 years old. Other than 
that, I played a little at the YMCA, I played middle school basketball, stuff 
like that. I played in ninth grade, but I didn’t play in 10th grade because I 
wanted to focus on baseball.”

When Johnson transferred to Jackson’s Murrah High for his junior year, 
he went out for basketball, too — he didn’t think he’d make the team, but 
he found a role as a part-time player. Anderson, during his tenure as coach 
at Murray State, came to town to watch Murrah play on a recruiting trip, 
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and to this day can’t remember seeing Johnson out on the floor.
But in Johnson’s first collegiate appearance on the mound for Alcorn 

State, his first college, his baseball career came to an abrupt close.
“I ended up tearing a ligament in my elbow,” Johnson recalled. “I was 

going to need Tommy John surgery that was going to take me out for a year. 
That was the end of it.”

And just like that, Johnson was a full-time basketball player. He played 
his sophomore season for Sammy West’s Braves, scoring 11 points per game 
and shooting 41 percent from 3.

“It never bothers me playing basketball,” Johnson said of his elbow 
injury. “I can still throw a baseball hard right now; I just can’t throw for a 
long period of time. But I don’t look back on all that and I really don’t think 
about it at all. I started so early with baseball, and it was like a job from the 
beginning. I got kind of burnt out on it, so I don’t regret anything.”

Especially not once his untapped potential as a basketball sharpshooter 
was discovered. Johnson, unhappy with a tumultuous 18-loss campaign 
in 2003-04, followed the same transfer path as JSU legend and current 
Detroit Piston Lindsey Hunter, moving from Alcorn to Jackson State. 
Anderson says that Johnson was the best player in practice during that 
NCAA-mandated transfer year, and sure enough, Johnson exploded onto 
the SWAC scene as a junior. He was the 11th-leading scorer nationally 
with 23.4 ppg, hitting the 20-point mark on 16 occasions, surpassing 30 
five times and achieving a career high of 40 (on 15-of-27 shooting) versus 
Texas Southern in mid-January.

But the Tigers’ season ended on a sour note at the SWAC Tournament in 
Birmingham as the Tigers took a 66-59 elimination at the hands of old-time 
rival and eventual SWAC champ Southern. Johnson shot a disappointing 
6-for-18 in that game (16 points total), and began planning for his senior 
campaign immediately thereafter.

“While some take a vacation, Trey started work the very next day [after 
the semifinal loss],” Anderson said. “When I came back from recruiting 
in the summer, people told me they couldn’t get him out of the gym. He 
worked out all the time, running, doing the steps, playing pickup, lifting a 
lot of weights.”

Johnson’s offseason work didn’t necessarily hone his growing legendary 
status around the league but it did help him leverage his presence and repu-
tation. There’s another scene that has repeated itself hundreds of times 
this season: Without the ball, Johnson draws two or three defenders to him 
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and leads them around the floor like a human bug lamp, opening up wide 
swaths of floor upon which the other Tigers can move freely. Indeed, two 
other JSU players are near double figures and three are shooting 50 percent 
or better; as a team, JSU is averaging 74.3 ppg, more than five more than 
its nearest SWAC competitor.

“Every game, I see the double-, triple-teams, I just weather the storm 
and play through,” Johnson said. “I can help my team in other ways. I tell 
my teammates, ‘We’re going to see some crazy defenses, so get ready, you’re 
going to be open.’”

“Trey’s becoming a great defender, too,” Anderson said. “Up at Rutgers, 
he made the stop that got us the ball back and gave us the opportunity to 
win the game. He just works so hard on all elements of his game. He does 
all the little things to make him a better all-around basketball player. He 
wants to be the best.”

And as Johnson develops further as an all-around player and readies 
Jackson State for a run at overcoming Southern for its first NCAA appear-
ance since 2000, there’s yet another scene that keeps repeating itself in 
Johnson’s head. It’s the one about hearing his name called in June, becom-
ing the first player from the SWAC in 12 years to be chosen in the NBA 
draft. JSU’s Dwayne Whitfield was the last, picked by Golden State in the 
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second round in 1995.
“I don’t want to just play in the NBA, I want to make history when I get 

there,” Johnson said. “It’s a goal and a dream of mine to play at the next 
level. The more I play, the more it becomes closer to being a reality.”
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DAX CRUM
7.17.2008 • SEASON 4

This story originally appeared on ESPN.com.

Five summers ago, the head coach at Arizona Western junior college 
received a tape from a New Mexico high school.

“The tape was from the state championship in Albuquerque,” Kelly 
Green recalled. “I don’t know if you’ve been to ‘The Pit,’ but it’s a big place. 
The film was taken from the very top of the arena, so the players looked 
like ants.”

Dax Crum’s persistence paid off, and he finally saw significant court 
time his senior year.

One of those ants was Dax Crum, a three-year starter at Kirtland Cen-
tral High who averaged 15 points and 4.6 rebounds in his senior year. Even 
as Green squinted to watch, he wasn’t impressed enough to grant a scholar-
ship and sent Crum a polite invitation to try to make the Matador squad 
as a walk-on. So the coach was surprised when, soon thereafter, he found 
a letter of intent bearing Crum’s name in the athletic office.

“Turns out the school had offered Dax a soccer scholarship,” Green 
explained. “So I was talking to the soccer coach about him one day, and he 
said, ‘You know, he’s only got one hand.’ And I said, ‘C’mon, that’s not true. 
I’ve seen him on tape.’”

Green found out soon enough what that wide-angle video couldn’t show 
him. When Dax Crum was born, his right arm ended at the wrist, with a 
thumb-like stub where his hand would have been. Crum’s disability pre-
sented numerous obstacles as he chased his dream of playing Division I 
basketball — his story is one of sacrifice, dedication and choosing the path 
of greater resistance.

“I’ve never really thought of myself as different,” Crum said. “I feel that 
I can do anything other basketball players can do, and there are things I 
think that I can do better than most.”

First, however, Crum had to prove himself. He competed harder than 
the four other hopefuls at Arizona Western’s open tryout, and his new 
coach told him there was a place for him in the program.

On the practice squad.
“Dax never outwardly said, ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about, 

I’m better than that,’” Green said. “But you’d look in his eyes and you could 
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tell that he didn’t believe you.”
“It’s been hard for a lot of coaches to understand,” said Crum, who can 

dribble three times on his right side. “It takes a while to realize, yeah, I can 
get the ball to the spot where [the coach] wants it. … But I can’t do it the 
way that most people do. But I can do it.”

Crum did, though it took some time. Turning down Green’s offer to 
redshirt his first season, he barely set foot on the floor during his freshman 
year. But the next season, when injuries hit the Matadors’ starting rotation, 
he made the most of the oppor-
tunity. He became a crowd favor-
ite in Yuma due to his relentless 
intensity and toughness.

“He was so good on the 
defensive end,” Green said. “He 
would use that club arm of his, 
just reach in on people. Other 
coaches would ask me about 
his handicap, and I told them 
he doesn’t have any handicap. 
If he’d had a hand, then lost a 
hand, then that would be a dif-
ferent issue. But he’s been like 
this all his life, he doesn’t know 
anything different.”

During his sophomore year, 
Crum was a key seventh man for 
a team that won 31 games and 
was ranked No. 1 in national 
juco polls. But on the soccer field, a place where the use of hands is gener-
ally forbidden, he was an unquestioned superstar. A lefted striker blessed 
with a devastating rocket foot, Crum was a dangerous and potent scorer. 
At 6-2 and 185 pounds, he was bigger yet more agile than many defenders 
who tried to stop him.

As Crum’s short juco career wound down, he was pursued by Division 
I colleges — not for what he did on the basketball court, however. Dayton 
and UC Irvine came calling, offering full soccer scholarships.

But that’s not what he wanted to do.
In 2005, Crum transferred to Southern Utah University in Cedar City, 
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a Division I school with no men’s soccer team. He intended to finish a busi-
ness degree — and to play hoops.

“It’s hard turning down free money,” Crum said of his decision. “It’s hard 
to make the choice of the road less traveled. And I like being a striker, I do 
have a scorer’s mentality. But in basketball, you can have a bigger effect on 
the game more often than in soccer, and I really like that. I just think I was 
supposed to be a basketball player. It’s my destiny, I guess.”

Dax Crum turned down soccer scholarships to pursue basketball.
At first, SUU didn’t see it the same way. Crum had to start at the bottom 

of the ladder again, convincing skeptical coaches to let him try out before 
hanging on the edge of the roster during his junior year. Despite a hor-
rendous 10-20 season for the Thunderbirds, the 6-2 guard with one hand 
barely saw action. He ended up with just 49 minutes in 11 appearances, 
averaging a single point per game.

And the adversity kept coming.
After suffering a separated shoulder early in his senior year, he accepted 

a redshirt for the 2006-07 season. He worked on his bachelor’s degree, 
played on a club soccer team (that was appreciative to have him around) 
and spent hours in the gym working on his game. But when a new SUU 
coaching staff was installed in the summer of 2007, after yet another early 
exit from the league playoffs, new coach Roger Reid offered Crum a famil-
iar message: Don’t expect to play much.

Crum felt beaten. “It was so frustrating,” he said. “I didn’t know if I 
wanted to do this anymore.”

But staying in Cedar City also allowed Crum to continue a romance 
with the captain of the SUU women’s soccer team, who pushed him to 
keep following his dream.

“I knew as an athlete that you have to put everything into it,” said his 
wife, Ashley, with whom he tied the knot last year. “You can’t look back and 
regret anything. I thought about the regrets I had at the end of my playing 
career, and I didn’t want him to have those. I wanted him to put all his 
heart and effort into it so that in the end, he could say he did everything 
he could, no matter the result.”

Married life meant more responsibility. Crum took three jobs, working 
as a custodian, fitness center desk clerk and paid intern at a financial cen-
ter. And with Ashley’s support, he attacked the 2007-08 basketball season 
with a passion and a vengeance, turning the heads of his new coaches.

“You never had to tell Dax to pick it up,” said Thunderbirds assistant 
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Johnny Brown. “When we held races, he would usually bust out in front. 
Nobody worked harder than Dax.”

The coaching staff awarded Crum a scholarship in January when one 
became available, and others around the league starting taking notice, too.

“When we first played Southern Utah, our scouting report never brought 
that up,” said IUPUI coach Ron Hunter, whose team Crum tallied two 
points and three assists against on Jan. 5. “During the game, I had no idea. 
It wasn’t until the handshake line at the end of the game when I realized 
that he only had one hand. Right afterward, I talked to my team about him. 
I told my players, we may have won this game, but that young man is the 
biggest winner on the court. If he can overcome that, we can overcome all 
the little things in our day-to-day lives.”

By February, Crum earned a spot in the starting lineup — and his team 
won five of the six regular-season games he started. Against North Dakota 
State on Feb. 16, he registered the best performance of his college career. 
In 30 minutes, he scored 11 points, grabbed three rebounds and made all 
four of his foul shots in a 72-67 Thunderbird win.

“He’s a real inspiration,” said NDSU coach Saul Phillips. “But it’s cer-
tainly no fun when he’s competing against you, he’s a good basketball 
player. Forget any ailments he might have, he can just play. He drew our 
top perimeter defender in that game, he beat the best we threw at him.”

The incredible tale of the one-handed basketball player garnered national 
attention. The story was written by newspaper columnists, splashed across 
Web sites, passed around via email, even covered by ESPN’s “College 
GameDay.”

“After ‘GameDay,’ we were flooded with calls from parents with kids in 
similar situations,” said Southern Utah athletic director Ken Beazer. “They 
were commenting on what an impact it had on their son or daughter. When 
we played at Western Illinois, there was a family that drove six hours, each 
way, with their son to meet Dax and get his picture taken with him; he had 
the same deformity as Dax. It’s such an amazing, feel-good story, and it’s 
remarkable is that Dax has stayed so humble in the face of all of it.”

And in recent months, the humble one-handed hero has often been 
approached and asked for advice in dealing with disability.

“The usual thing I tell people is that it takes a lot of work,” Crum said. 
“But I tell them it’s all worth it. There are so many obstacles in overcoming 
a disability other than the disability itself. … It’s hard to overcome people’s 
thoughts and perceptions how basketball should be played, or how life 
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should be lived. But if and when you do, it’s worth it.”
Crum’s college basketball career came to a regret-free close March 8, 

when Southern Utah was abruptly eliminated in the Summit League play-
offs by IPFW.

“You always wish you had more time, another year,” Crum said. “I loved 
this year, because I finally got to play. I wish we could have gone further in 
the tournament. … You’re always sad to move on, but I think I did pretty 
good with the time I had.”

Soon afterward, Crum completed his Master’s in Business Administra-
tion from the school and took a full-time job as a banker at Wells Fargo in 
Cedar City. He enjoys the work, and the MBA makes him good at it, but 
his mind occasionally drifts back to basketball.

Or rather, more than occasionally.
“I like the company and I have a lot of good friends who work here,” 

Crum said. “But it’s been a big adjustment, a big lifestyle change. I’ve come 
home a few times, and my butt’s been so sore from sitting all day.”

But the baller-turned-banker is staying connected to the game. In late 
July, he’ll travel to Italy to help lead a youth skills camp. Just the mention 
of teaching kids makes his voice crack with emotion.

“I know I’d make a good coach; I’m pretty basketball savvy,” he said. 
“With everything I’ve been through, I think I can inspire kids to work 
beyond their talent. I think that’s one of the problems with American bas-
ketball: Kids nowadays rely on their talent and forget that it takes work. 
And if they don’t have talent right away, they can use effort.”

Crum’s first college coach, at least, thinks he’d make an excellent addi-
tion to the fraternity.

“In film sessions, I’d constantly hear Dax chirping from the back of the 
room,” Green said. “He was always critiquing everything. He’d be the first 
to mention it if someone should have been doing something, or if someone 
was doing something wrong. ‘Why didn’t you block out?’ ‘You should have 
got over that screen!’ Things like that. But the thing was, he was always 
right.”

And it turns out that despite every naysayer, converted or otherwise, 
Crum was always right about a few other things — never yielding in the 
face of physical and societal challenges, and never giving up on his hoop 
dreams.

“Dax was driven by a much higher purpose than himself in all that he’s 
done,” Ashley said. “Deep down, Dax knew that basketball was never the 
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easiest choice or the easiest route. Dax loves basketball, and he did that 
part of it for himself, but all the sacrifices he made were to help others. This 
year proved that he was able to accomplish that goal, he’s been able to touch 
the lives of so many children and adults around the country.” 
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DAVID HOLSTON
12.3.2008 • SEASON 5

This story originally appeared on ESPN.com.

David Holston paused, starkly isolated against his man just beyond the 
3-point line at the top of the key. The defender was relentless and deter-
mined, arms flailing, sweat flecking. Holston coolly rolled back and forth 
with his dribble like a metronome, but his opponent wouldn’t commit to 
either side. Not even a violent stutter step would shake him.

Finally, as the shot clock wound down, Holston’s only option was total 
and outright deception — a signature Holston move. He pretended to lose 
control, losing the handle on the ball and regaining it in an eyeblink. The 
defender lunged before realizing his mistake and pulling back, but it was 
too late — a sharp sliver of daylight had revealed itself. He pulled up, then 
snapped off a perfect rainbow from his elastic forearms.

David Holston for 3.
If his name sounds vaguely familiar, it’s probably because you’ve seen it 

up high on a list of college basketball’s leading scorers. But if you’ve borne 
witness to Holston’s game, count yourself among the very few. The senior 
guard who sits second in the nation in scoring (27.7 points per game) plays 
for the Chicago State Cougars — a team with no conference, zero televi-
sion exposure, a minuscule fan base and a bizarre recent history marked 
with chaos and turmoil. So the man is in desperate need of introduction 
to a wider audience.

“David Holston is the best shooter in the country,” said second-year 
Chicago State coach Benjy Taylor. “I know I’m his coach and I’m supposed 
to say things like that, but I really believe that he could play at almost any 
school in Division I.”

Holston remains a secret even in his own backyard. When the Cou-
gars took to the floor at this past weekend’s Chicago Invitational Chal-
lenge mini-tournament at the Sears Centre in the city’s northwest suburbs, 
families and girlfriends of the two opposing teams imported from southern 
states outnumbered fans in green and black CSU gear. The Chicago Sun-
Times and Chicago Tribune didn’t bother to show up. Holston toiled in 
front of thousands of empty blue seats in the minor league hockey arena, 
shooting 12-for-18 for 34 points in Friday’s 15-point win over the MEAC’s 
Bethune-Cookman. The next day, against a Mercer team that had beaten 
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SEC teams Auburn and Alabama, he dropped 31 (on 12-for-22 shooting) 
in a losing effort.

“Sure, it’s frustrating,” the soft-spoken Holston said of Chicago’s antipa-
thy toward the program. “But that’s the reality we face right now. We’re 
not in a conference, we haven’t won anything. It’s easy to overlook Chicago 
State.”

The program’s main attraction is used to being overlooked. Coming out 
of Avondale High in the Detroit suburb of Pontiac, Holston received no 
recruiting interest and walked on at Chicago State during his freshman 
year in the 2005-06 season. He quickly proved himself a diligent worker 
and earned a spot in the starting five, scoring 13.4 ppg and averaging 40.3 
percent from 3-point land. Before his sophomore season, he was finally 
awarded a scholarship.

Although Holston has spent his summers perfecting his jump shot and 
honing his ankle-breaking crossover, slashing cuts and ambidextrous drib-
bling, there’s one thing that he will never have — basketball-player height.

Holston stands just 5-8 and weighs 160 pounds. Among the thousands 
of players in Division I college basketball, only six are shorter than Chicago 
State’s star.

“We don’t talk much about height with David,” Taylor said. “He simply 
wasn’t blessed that way. But he’s worked very hard to nullify that natural 
disadvantage, and for everything he’s doing, you need to raise the bar and 
compare him to players 6-3 and under. He’s beating players who are 6-3, 
6-4 off the dribble. He’ll close out his career here shooting 40 percent 
from 3 all four years. He’s probably going to score 25 points and have 8 or 
9 assists per game this season. The proof is in the numbers.”

At 5-8, Holston is one of the smallest players in Div. 1, but is also one of 
its best shooters. Holston shoots 44.3 percent from 3-point range.

His height, however, is the primary reason he hasn’t captured the 
attention of the next level. At the Sears Centre, a scouting table with 11 
seats labeled with NBA team names would be filled to capacity for eve-
ning games featuring teams such as Marquette and Dayton, but only two 
showed up to watch Holston play the Saturday afternoon game. When 
Mercer’s Mark Hall, a 5-11 reserve guard, easily launched a 3-ball over 
him, Holston slumped for a second in frustration before getting back into 
the play. A pro scout scribbled a quick note, then went back to nursing his 
BlackBerry.

But Holston’s 33.5 ppg over the weekend propelled him to second place 
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on the national points per game 
chart, setting up what promises to 
be a back-and-forth two-way battle 
for the scoring title that will last all 
season long. His opponent is a certi-
fied NBA prospect, Stephen Curry 
from Davidson, who is a point and a 
half ahead at 29.2 points. According 
to one of the very few who watches 
both play on a regular basis (Holston 
from a front-row seat, Curry on 
ESPN every week), the national 
unknown in the race has one decided 
advantage.

“Stephen Curry has a set shot 
just like his dad,” said veteran CSU 
play-by-play announcer Brian Snow. 
“They set a lot of screens for him to let him get into his rhythm. David can 
jump, and he can create his own shot with his incredible creativity. If David 
can get himself just a little bit of space, the shot’s going up. He is a guard 
in the complete sense of the word.”

One can’t tell from Holston’s gaudy numbers, but Chicago State’s 
approach is not predicated on getting Holston open looks. High screens 
are virtually nonexistent in the Cougars’ offense. (“He doesn’t need them,” 
Taylor said.) With the freedom to make things happen, Holston is good for 
at least one jaw-dropping selfless play per game, such as the dribble-drive 
no-look kick-out to teammate Christian Wall late in the Mercer game, 
resulting in an uncontested 3 over the drawn-in defense. Against Bethune-
Cookman, he earned a point guard’s double-double with 10 assists to com-
plement his 34 points.

“He knows he can play,” Taylor said. “At the same time, he’s very humble 
and is constantly working on making himself better in all aspects of the 
game. He’s the toughest kid I’ve ever coached. He knows that he has to earn 
every advantage he gets. Nothing’s going to be given to you when you’re a 
5-8 basketball player.”

In the end, his remarkable shooting ability will determine and dictate 
his future basketball plans. Even though Holston won’t be an NBA mil-
lionaire next year, one opposing coach of late who recently coached in the 
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pros — and whose box-and-one defensive strategy resulted in a 31-point 
Holston outburst — is suitably impressed.

“He’s unbelievable,” said Mercer’s Bob Hoffman, who coached the NBA 
Development League’s Rio Grande Valley Vipers last season. “He’s a phe-
nomenal shooter, his skills now are right up there with the players I saw in 
the D-League. If not better.”

Holston doesn’t want to stop playing basketball after he finishes college. 
“Wherever I fit in at the next level, that’s where I’ll go,” he said.

In his second season in charge at Chicago State, Benjy Taylor has the 
Cougars off to a 3-3 start so far.

For now, Holston is the foremost basketball ambassador for Chicago 
State, a program in need of serious image improvement. The team has 
never had a winning season at the Division I level. The school abruptly left 
the Mid-Continent Conference (now the Summit League) after the 2005-
06 season and has been wandering the country as an independent for two 
seasons before joining the Great West for the 2009-10 campaign. For years, 
Chicago State had no athletics Web site — the only Division I school not 
to have one until it was created two months ago.

And the basketball team is defined primarily by its single “SportsCen-
ter” moment, one that CSU has spent the past two years trying to forget.

At halftime of a December 2006 game at Michigan State, forward Cam-
Ron Clay ripped off his shirt and challenged then-coach Kevin Jones to 
a brawl, requiring the intervention of campus police. The incident was 
rehashed on ESPN and blogs, making “Chicago State” synonymous with 
“dysfunctional laughingstock” in the eyes of college basketball fans.

“The rearview mirror is smaller than the windshield,” said Taylor, whose 
team is 3-3 this season. “We’re healing, recovering, exorcising demons. 
When I came here, it was the wildest thing I’d ever seen. Nobody was going 
to class, nobody cared about winning. Now, we’re focused on making this 
a top-100 program and putting forward a product that fans will love. We 
don’t have time to worry about the past.

“We’re playing for the future, and David’s legacy will be that he helped 
lay the foundation for future success at Chicago State. You can define a 
player’s success as going to the NBA, what have you, but he’s worked hard 
to overcome adversity and has set an example by doing things the right way 
… and that’s going to be remembered here for a long time.

“He’s the face of the program, and you couldn’t pick a better one.”
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PAVAROTTI
4.1.20 11  • SEASON 7

As Virginia Commonwealth made its miraculous way to the Final Four, it’s 
been an amazing ride for Chris “Pavarotti” Crowley, the self-described “that 
VCU guy” and the Rowdiest Ram of all. He’s been a mainstay at Rams basket-
ball games, through thick and thin, with his gold shirt and ever-present horn-
helmet ever since his days as a student and a team manager. In March 2011, 
he went from Dayton to Chicago to San Antonio to Houston (with brief stops 
back home to Richmond to tend to real-life issues like “work”). 

Most unbelievable of all, he was going to the Final Four anyway... he won 
an expenses-paid trip to Houston in a contest on a website, and gets the added 
bonus of seeing his beloved team play. After downing celebratory horchata 
margaritas on the Riverwalk, we discussed how he got his nickname and who 
gave it to him (Pavarotti, not Paparazzi), the superfan’s place in the collective/
individual dichotomy, and the night his new friend, VCUBally, nearly got lost 
at the Siegel Center. 

 
You’re back in Richmond this week, flying down to Houston on Saturday. 

What’s the scene like there? 
It’s been a little bit of a shock to the system to go back to the “real world.” 

Everything is the same, yet at the same time, everything is just a little bit 
better. I walk down the street, and I’ll hear people talking about the game. 
In the past two days I’ve heard more people say, “Go Rams” at places that 
weren’t the Siegel Center, then I have in the past two years. 

I had the opportunity to go to the team send-off again today [Wednes-
day]. It was similar to last week’s, only even more people. Last week seemed 
to be a hurry up and wait atmosphere, people were sort of excited, but many 
were just there to see the cameras. I’m told I spent 20 minutes talking to 
them about the meaning of this all, and getting them excited. I ran out of 
steam, and the team still hadn’t come out yet. 

This time, I hardly had to say anything at all. The chants were loud, 
excited. People were even cheering with our cheerleaders, which never 
happens. I did get them going with chants of “We Believe” and “Our Time, 
Right Now.” 

Honestly, I don’t remember exactly what I said, but one of the local news 
folks put a lapel mike on me right before, so if I see that footage I’ll shoot 
it over to you. Perhaps I missed my calling, maybe I’ll be a street corner 
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preacher when I grow up. 
When your co-workers are Facebook-stalking you to find video of inter-

views, you know real life and basketball life have officially become one. 
The way you’re getting down to Houston is the stuff of March/April legend. 

You were going anyway. Tell us how that happened. 
Back at the start of the tournament, someone passed along a tweet that 

SBNation was doing a “Samsung contest.” They wanted pictures of fans 
cheering on their team in the big dance. I sent along one from the CAA 
tournament on a whim. 

Honestly, I was thinking it would be nice to maybe get a discount off a 
Samsung TV, since I’m one of the last people I think to not have an HDTV, 
or maybe a replacement for my lousy phone. 

 Fast-forward to one week ago, the day of the pre-sweet 16 rallies and 
my phone starts blowing up with congratulations from Twitter for winning 
the contest, which was pretty cool. I was pretty busy with the rallies so I 
fired a couple of quick tweets back giving my email address. 

After the rally was over, I was on my way back to help my wife clean the 
house (my sister, who got me to the Round of 64 was coming to Richmond 
for a conference, and needed a place to stay). I checked my email and read 
this: 
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 Hi Chris- Congrats on the win in the Samsung Tweetstakes! 
The SB Nation editors hand picked you from all the entries 
and felt that you embodied a true ‘super fan’. As the winner, 
you’ll get two airline tickets to Houston, two tickets to the 
Final Four, and hotel accommodations for you and your guest 
(1 room). 

I just about fell out. I called my wife, who suddenly wasn’t as mad at me 
for abandoning her for San Antonio. 

Then I called my boss, who had already so kindly given me time off for 
the sweet 16. I caught her in her car on the way home, and she was dealing 
with a screaming child. She said she would get back to me when she had 
a chance to look at the schedule in the morning. Her husband is a pretty 
big basketball fan, and I think he helped her understand the magnitude of 
going to the Final Four. She called me back that night and she said that 
we’d work something out, and I should plan on going. 

From John Tatum’s ironman up-and-back drive to Dayton, to my sister 
calling me 22 hours before tip and telling me I had to go to Chicago, to a 
generous airline and hotel donation from another friend, now to SBNation. 
It’s been an amazing, and humbling ride. All I can do is say thank you, and 
then cheer as loud as I can, because that’s why they want me there, and 
I’m honored to do it. 

I hadn’t realized until Dan Steinberg’s Bog post that Mack McCarthy gave 
you your nickname. He’s a friend of ours too. How did that come about, and 
did you have any dreams of what’s happening now back then? 

Coach Mack, along with Coach Ellis (who now does color for RamRa-
dio) were a big part of the reason I came to VCU. I wanted to continue 
managing after high school, and they welcomed me with open arms. When 
I told Coach Mack that I was switching to becoming a voice major he took 
one look and said, “You’re Pavarotti,” which between the full beard, big 
belly, loud tenor voice, and even the occasional over the top personality, fits 
pretty well. Pavarotti proved too hard to say regularly. (And besides that, 
I had a player ask me “why do they call you “Paparazzi,” you never have a 
camera?) So it shortened over time to Pav. Depending on where the speaker 
is from, gets pronounced with a long or short “a,” I’ll usually answer to both. 

You always have to dream about one day playing in the Dance, and 
maybe even winning. After all, winning is the goal. My last year as a man-
ager we got that opportunity for the first time in the 21st Century, and just 
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the second time since the great VCU teams of the 80’s. Back before You-
Tube, when I needed to get psyched, I would pull up a quicktime video of 
this, and overlay it with my recording of “One Shining Moment” and dream 
of what it would be like to be on the sideline. I put it up on YouTube, just 
because I wanted it to be somewhere that if my computer crashed I would 
have a clip of this memory. Plus you can see my roommate and future best 
man going nuts in the bottom right corner, which is awesome. 

About how many games do you get to every year? Did you get to all of them 
this season? 

Typically I’ve been to 20+ games a year. This is the first I’ve managed to 
break 30 in a season since leaving the bench. Leaving my teaching career 
and starting at the hospital where I have a flexible schedule has helped a 
lot. Getting to work Sun-Mon-Tue-Thu-Fri work weeks helps when you 
have a Wednesday and Saturday bus trip to go on. Working nights has 
helped too, since I can work a Tuesday night, get picked up and sleep in 
the car on Wednesday, and arrive at the game Wednesday night, then turn 
around and come back. I can’t say I’ve taken care of my self sleep wise the 
way I should this season, but hey, that’s what the rest of April is for, right? 
Trips that take more than an up-and-back drive or flying are usually my 
barrier. I still haven’t been to the two CAA expansion schools, Northeast-
ern, and Georgia State. They’re on my list though to check off soon, I hope. 

How has your VCU Team Ballz held up over the course of your season trav-
els, and how did he get his sweet hat (which obviously didn’t come standard). 
Has he had any particularly incredible adventures? 

I may not be a camera whore, but I’m pretty sure he is. He’s taken the 
blasphemous name of VCUBally, even though he’s not technically a Bally… 
but I think much like Pinocchio, he aspires to be a real Bally. Perhaps one 
day a magic fairy will come and give him his boing (wow, that sounded 
dirty). 

He’s been everywhere I have this season, and then some, which is a lot. 
We got to start at Wake Forest, then played at Madison Square Garden, 
which at the time I though was the coolest thing ever. The history of that 
place is incredible. I will also say, the fact that they don’t sterilize and neu-
tralize the arena for the NIT is great. We got to jump ball on the same floor 
as so many legends. I only wish we had the same opportunity in Chicago 
(seriously, DJ Haley jumping ball on the same floor as Luc Longley and Bill 
Cartwright? That would be spectacular). 

Great stories? Well, besides getting to do a photo shoot at Madison 
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Square Garden, he got to (accidentally) spend a night at the Siegel Center. 
After the loss at home to ODU (a bad night), he stayed behind on his throne 
(the basket’s crossbeam support), because his irresponsible owner forgot! 
By the time I realized it was too late to pick him up that night. Fortunately 
the women’s team had a game the next day, so I went and played with the 
pep band hoping he would still be sitting on his spot. He wasn’t, I looked 
all around the basket, and even the lost and found. I was devastated. 

After halftime, I was about to leave, dejected. I had to work that night, 
hadn’t slept very well, and I was packing up my clarinet ready to go. I looked 
down, and I saw a flash of black and gold flying through the sky and a group 
of kids playing. You see, this was a National Women In Sports game, and 
as part of that I think they let any elementary aged girl be a “ball-girl” and 
hang out on the side and baselines. They had been crawling around and 
under the basket all half time. I ran down, and they looked up, saw my 
horns and said, “He looks like you, is he yours?” He was behind the wheel 
under the basket, in a place only a child would have ever looked. 

Ironically, I think he was mad, because he was in disguise. The kids 
had found one of the false mustaches I had cut out for the students in 
preparation of Blaine Taylor. I took a pic with all the kids who rescued Bally 
and watched the rest of the game. Side note, the ladies put on a clinic in 
the second half, turning a tie game into a 9 point victory. Took a lot of the 
sting off the ODU loss (which as it turns out would be the first of 4 CAA 
losses in a row). 

 Since then he’s gotten to go everywhere. When the pep band is there, 
and I’m not, he goes too. Since I didn’t think I was going to Chicago, I sent 
him on the band bus from Dayton. He hangs out with the piccolo players, 
and has gotten some pretty swag rooms. He just left for Houston, I’m jeal-
ous. 

When you sent him to me, I took one look and realized something was 
missing. To truly be VCU, he would need some horns. So I went to a craft 
store, got some felt, pipe cleaners and gold ribbon, and made him a set. 
Strategically pinned it in place. The best comment I’ve heard is, “He looks 
like Kirby from the old video games ate you and stole your powers.” 

He’s up to 96 photos (told you he is a camera whore) and counting here. 
Superfans usually take it upon themselves to attract attention to them-

selves and try to get on TV. You talk a lot about serving Ram Nation with your 
efforts, not the camera. How did you come to that philosophy? 

To me a true “superfan” is team-first. Otherwise what are they a “super-
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fan” of? I don’t really consider myself a superfan, because to do so would be 
arrogant. Nothing would make me happier to blend into a crowd, because 
everyone else there is going as crazy as I am. If CBS wants to put a camera 
on my face, I wont say no, because there’s a chance it could get fans back 
home to be excited. 

However, I’m not going to go and ape for them, because it takes me away 
from the fans who are there to cheer, and sometimes they need a pick-up. 
I guess I would say I’d like to be more like a “pass first point guard.” I’ll set 
them up our fans for the shot, but I’m happy just to get the assist. 

 What do you hope people out there learn about VCU as a result of this 
run? 

I honestly hope they learn that we are more than just a basketball school. 
I hope that they go beyond the boxscore and brackets, and take the time 
to learn about the school behind the team. VCU has a reputation for being 
an “art school,” but it is so much more. We have award winning business, 
medical and advertising schools as well. I’m partial to it’s music school as 
well. I hope they also learn about our diversity. When I see a comment on 
Deadspin referring to our fans as “eclectic,” it makes me smile. 

In middle school, when you first starting noticing these things, I grew 
up as a teacher’s kid in the rich part of the county where everyone else’s 
parents worked for government contractors making two or three times as 
much. My family was well-off compared to 98% of the world, but when 
you’re living with the top 1%, and you’re in middle school, it doesn’t make 
you feel like much. High school, moving to the other side of Fairfax County 
was a step in the right direction, I was one of those kids who floated from 
group to group, but never really had just one clique. I could talk with the 
jocks who I managed, and the chorus and band kids who I sang and played 
with. However, I didn’t really “fit in.” 

When I came to VCU in 2001, I started as a sports management major, 
and quickly realized I didn’t want to both manage the basketball team, and 
talk about managing all day every day. I decided to explore the music school 
when I met my adviser, Dr. Guerard. I told her how much I had enjoyed 
VCU, because of how different it was. You had kids with popped collars, 
you had kids who’s body was their art canvas. She told me this line, which 
I will never forget, and tell the world every chance I get: “VCU is a place 
where everyone fits in, because none of us fit in any place else.” Whereas 
other schools have a student population where you can point out common 
characteristics, our common characteristic is that diversity. I told the kids 
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at the rally today, we may not have the history of a UVA or William and 
Mary. However, because our students are willing to work harder, they have 
the opportunity to create their own history, just like the players are doing 
right now. 

 Finally, have you figured out a way to distill this feeling into words yet? 
There are a lot of schools out there who’ve been given a lot of hope by what you 
and Butler have done this year, give them a sample of what they’re working for 
and can look forward to once they make the Final Four. 

 I’m pretty certain they haven’t invented a word yet that describes how 
I’m feeling. Proud, joyful, blessed, all describe parts, but it’s more than 
that. When I figure out the word to cover it all, I’ll let you know, but for 
now I’ll leave you with: #swag. 

All I can tell you about what they’re working for, is that they should 
keep working. In this age of an increasing wage gap between rich and poor, 
you can see it play out along the Red Line as well. My fear is that one day 
this will be broken up, as the BCS teams leave to form their own league. 
Perhaps a VCU or Butler national championship would be their impetus. I 
fear the day we get a “I-AA” status like in football. The bigs like to segregate 
themselves into the sports equivalent of a gated community. Others can 
come in, but only if they’re getting paid for their services. 

The NCAA tournament however is the great equalizer. Neutral courts, 
(sometimes) neutral sites, where TEAM matters more than money. In the 
sports world, as in the real world, every once in a while a story comes 
along and reminds you that sometimes, hard work and a sense of family 
can overcome odds that seem impossible, but really are possible. Someone 
who didn’t have all the advantages growing up can go to college, start a 
company and push their way past those gates and come out and say, we are 
here. You are our equal, like it or not, and if you don’t believe me, then I’ll 
beat you and take it to another level, until you have no choice but to look 
up and respect what I do. 

 VCU is playing like that, and I’m proud to tell their story. Thank you 
for that opportunity.
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RON5ROBOT
4.1.20 11  • SEASON 7

At some point around the #ALLCAPSGAME in February, a big shiny Robot 
began appearing at Butler’s Horizon League games. A Ron5Robot! Ron5Robot 
is a tribute to Ronald Nored, the Bulldogs’ exceedingly unselfish Secretary of 
Defense, whose battered legs contain surgically implanted metal rods, making 
No. 5 not exactly man or machine, just something in between. The idea 
caught like wildfire on Butler fan blogs and message boards, a suit and a Twit-
ter feed were born, and they’re lovin’ every minute of it! Last weekend in New 
Orleans, there was Ron5Robot in the Butler section, with that metallic grin, 
even when the Bulldogs were down double-digits to Florida in the second 
half. 

Over the life of the site, we interviewed many people, a chicken, the 
founder of Zooperstars, and TV star Seth Davis, but never a Robot. After 
Butler clinched its second consecutive Final Four spot, we had a cybertronic 
sitdown with the No. 1 proponent of the Botler Way... and the humans who 
created him. We talked about the Howard Test, the viral video with Hink and 
Blue 2, Ron5Robot’s role in the upcoming Robocalypse... and tinfoil. 

 
What exactly are your specs, Ron5Robot? 
I doubt the humans who made me would want me to give away my exact 

specs, on the chance that we would have copy-bots and an inevitable com-
plete infiltration of the Horizon League. The only specs I really care about 
these days anyway are the fancy new ones Coach Stevens is wearing. He 
can’t match my laser eye yet, but I wouldn’t put anything past that human 
with a little more time. 

 I know that Robots are generally incapable of feeling human emotions 
like happiness or pain, but seeing the Butler Bulldogs reach the Final Four 
again must have triggered something inside you. How does this feel, or what 
joy algorithm is this triggering? 

 I have a pretty sophisticated system, but the joy codes running through 
me after these games have caused a few near-meltdowns. I can run mil-
lions of permutations of what this team can do, and they still manage to 
come up with something shocking and thrilling every time that I didn’t 
expect. No robot has ever shed a tear, but I’ve calculated a pretty decent 
chance of the team making me break that barrier in Houston. 

Can you calculate why the Butler Bulldogs are so good at basketball? 
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The Botler Way is a huge part of it. I 
also think we have a great human coach-
ing staff that always comes in with a game 
plan well-designed for destruction of the 
other team. We have very talented human 
players as well, but what they’ve been able 
to accomplish is something that’s beyond 
even my comprehension. Forget the Tur-
ing Test — we robots will have arrived 
when we can pass the Howard Test. 

 You shot a music video with Hink and 
Blue 2. How did that go? 

 No better way to spend a day. Those 
two are real professionals. HAL 9000 was 
a big role model of mine growing up, and 

I’d love to get into acting. When my work here is done, maybe that video 
will get my foot in the door for a Jetsons remake or something, who knows. 

 I’ve studied your dance moves from across the court, and I’m convinced 
that your programmers put in some extra “ funk.c” code. What do you consider 
your best moves to be, and how did you get better at dancing than humans (at 
least the Caucasian ones)? 

 It doesn’t take a very complicated code to dance better than most 
humans (most human Butler players included). Dancing is the closest 
thing a bot can get to spontaneity—I just go with whatever the humans 
around me seem to like. Plus, my friend DJ Roomba comes over every now 
and then and we get funky, so I have had some practice. I’d say that my 
signature dance move would be whenever Butler does something spectacu-
lar and I spin my head around. It is a shame that humans aren’t capable of 
doing this, because it is an amazing move. 

At The Mid-Majority, we employ Robots that keep track of Red Line Upsets 
and draw the star maps and keep track of how Gordon Hayward is doing in 
the NBA. But we’re always cognizant of a possible takeover of the site by the 
hired help, and live in constant fear of the Robocalypse, and always capitalize 
“Robot” out of respect. I have to know: do you come in peace? 

 Depends on who is asking, of course. Mercy is something that still 
usually doesn’t compute when it comes to opposing human teams. But, 
without naming names, I’ll let you know that there are other bots lurking 
beneath the Red Line, and most of us are happy just to blend in. We are 
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a shy bunch by programming, and I’m not sure many of us could take this 
sort of publicity. When it comes to the Mid-Majority, of course, I most 
definitely come in peace. 

 

We were also fortunate enough to talk to Ron5Robot’s human creators and 
programmers, two Butler graduates. We are protecting their anonymity, in the 
interest of Hoops National security and upon request, with a variety of differ-
ent typefaces. 

You created/programmed Ron5Robot. So, who are you? 
Ron5Robot has hinted to me on more than one occasion that the release of 

my identity would cheapen his brief yet wondrous existence. Suffice it to say I 
am a huge fan of the program and what Butler has been able to accomplish in my 
years as a student in the pharmacy program (all 6 of them). 

 How was the Ron5Robot body constructed, and how long did it take? And 
how much tinfoil is that? 

Ron5’s mainframe was constructed entirely out of a box I found in my closet, 
some packing tape, and about 75 feet of aluminum foil. This was all thrown 
together hastily about an hour before the home game against Detroit. This was 
undoubtedly the best decision I have ever made in my life. 

The Ron5 joke had been going on between my friends for quite a while before there 
was ever an actual robot. Then one night, while out at dinner, I get a text saying, “We’re 
going to make a Ron5 robot for the game.” And sure enough, I get a picture text an hour 
later and can’t believe it. I can’t take any credit for the actual construction, but there is 
something about the look—you can tell it was done quickly, but it was done quickly 
and so well. Having later worn the suit, I can tell you it’s even gotten better airflow than 
you would expect from a bunch of cardboard. And the ladies love it. 

 Not only is the Robot awesome, so is the @ron5robot Twitter feed. Who 
did you base the character on? Are there Robots that you were particularly 
inspired by? He reminds me a lot of Plex from “Yo Gabba Gabba,” which I 
watch every morning in my slippers during the offseason. 

To be quite honest, the robot isn’t really based on anything. My friends and 
I have our own brand of humor which has been infused into the robot. I was 
hesitant about how that would be received by the masses, but it seems to me that 
people are enjoying it. 

It’s been sort of interesting to see how that feed has progressed. There are actu-
ally a few of us who tweet, which has caused some confusion here and there, but I 
doubt anyone comes to a Twitter feed for a basketball robot mascot looking for a lot of 
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internal consistency. I’m actually surprised how people have taken to it. At the games, 
you can just see him dancing around and spinning his head, so I think the Twitter feed 
really has helped give the whole thing a personality, which is the best way to keep it 
going. 

As Butler fans that have lived and died with the team, how is this run dif-
ferent than last year’s? 

It’s really hard to compare the two, and I’ve heard good arguments on both 
sides (better or worse). I would say that this year’s run has been more thrilling 
for me because it made what I think most of us thought would be a once in a life-
time experience into a twice in a lifetime experience. This year has also served 
as a testament to how high the quality of the program as a whole is, especially 
the coaching staff. 

I still can’t sort it out. Last year, while watching Duke celebrate, I could not 
understand how it could possibly be over, how there wasn’t another chance, that the 
moment was just simply gone. It’s just so unreal that they’ve managed to recapture 
that moment, after a season with so many struggles. And those thoughts say nothing 
about what it means for the program going forward to have accomplished something 
so unique. Right after the regional final, I kept saying that no matter what happened, 
we got another week of exposure, another week to sell what we have going on. In 
the days since, I’ve moved away from that—the good press isn’t enough; I want the 
championship. 

My friends and I used to joke about winning National Championships. We drove 
to St. Louis in ‘07 because it was at least theoretically possible for someone like us to 
beat Florida. Last year we just sort of floated along on the wave of good feelings, and 
then were surprised when losing still hurt so badly after accomplishing so much. This 
year, despite a season with some pretty low lows, is different. The sense I get from 
everyone now is that the next few days are a mission, not a dream. 

As David Woods and others have noted, Ronald has had a great sense 
of humor about Ron5Robot. And he signed the outer shell. He is a fantastic 
human being with such an incredible family background; what’s inspired you 
about him? 

I think the easy answer is his amazing leadership abilities, which I do think 
could be a source of inspiration for anyone he meets. But what I admire the most 
is how he seems to genuinely enjoy life and all the things he does. He’s always 
smiling and just simply enjoying life. 

He does have a great story, and a terrific personality. He’s actually made the whole 
robot thing pretty easy, because it’s not hard to imagine a player sort of not getting it 
or being put off, in which case the whole thing would have had to go away. He’s a huge 
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asset to the program and the school without even stepping on the court, and I think 
that will continue long after he graduates. 

Ron took over at the point as a freshman for Mike Green, and did so for a young 
team that lost five crucial seniors, so it took a long time as fans to adjust to such a 
huge change. But he really came into his own last year in the tourney, chasing Rautins 
or Pullen or whoever was the threat du jour. I’ve always loved watching the great BU 
defenders — Streicher, Veasley, etc. — and Ron is carrying on that tradition. 

 Are you going to be able to be there in Houston for the 2011 Final Four? 
I’ll see what I can do. My schedule is a bit hectic but I may be able to build 

a few miniature jetpacks for a group of us to fly in and out between work. Sick 
days may be utilized. 

 I’ve graduated from Butler, worked for a bit in Indy, and then left town to go back 
to school, so I’ll be watching up in Chicago with a pretty strong alumni contingent. 

Finally, what do you hope people out there learn about Butler, thanks to 
the global-level ambassadorial work that the men’s basketball team has done 
over the past two years? 

I hope people will get to see the true quality of the program by exposure to the 
characters of the young men on the team. Everyone on Butler’s team is someone 
you’d want to be friends with. And it will be great when people realize you can win 
through hard work and quality of character rather than by spending the most 
money on training facilities and recruiting the biggest players. Only a special 
type of person can truly subscribe to the heart of Butler basketball on and off 
the court. Quite simply, I think it’s the best college basketball program in the 
country, and I think people are beginning to see that. 

Butler, like any school, is not a perfect place. I certainly liked it, and my degree 
has served me well. And the team does an absolutely terrific job of representing some 
of the best things about the school. But I’ve always gotten the sense that these two 
runs have been treated by the public as something to project onto rather than some 
sort of window on the school. I was traveling a few days before and a few days after 
the Final Four last year, decked out in Butler gear the entire time, and I was stopped 
everywhere I went. 

As I talked to people, they seemed less interested in learning about Butler than 
in just loving the fact that this group of kids was doing something so special. Maybe 
it gave them hope for their team, or maybe they just needed some hope in general 
during pretty crappy times; I don’t know for sure, and I’ve never really cared. People, 
on the whole, just seem to be happy that we’re doing what we’re doing, and I think that 
appreciation probably does say something very positive about whatever it is they see 
in the school and the team.
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MIKE SUTTON
11.23.2007 • SEASON 4

In March 2005, Tennessee Tech head coach Mike Sutton was suddenly 
stricken by Guillain-Barré Syndrome, a disease that can only be described as 
“mysterious.” It laid siege to his central nervous system, leaving him paralyzed 
and clinging to life in a hospital for 10 months. Immobile and attached to a 
ventilator, his weight plummeted and his only method of communication was 
blinking his eyes. A month after his return home that November, he was at the 
end of the TTU bench in a large wheelchair. A year later, he was strong 
enough to use a walker to get around. He continues to undergo extensive 
physical therapy in order to retrain his musculature, slowly regaining the type 
of normal everyday body movement that you and I take for granted.

Sutton is, quite simply, the most alive person I know, and is the first person 
I think of whenever something comes up that seemingly can’t be done. He was 
also one of the first head coaches to publicly admit he read this site several 
years ago, and he remains a good friend of TMM despite that time I called 
him Eddie by mistake (maybe we really do need an editor). We caught up on 
Thursday evening and discussed the Golden Eagles’ up-and-down start to the 
season, the cost of broken backboards, his continuing recovery from an ail-
ment that nearly claimed his life, and what it’s like to coach from the visitor’s 
bench at Kentucky after spending years there as an assistant.

Tell me a little about your start, how’s it been going so far?
Well, we’ve been on the road, we’re 4-7 right now. We’ve played good in 

spots and not good in a couple of games. We didn’t play well against North 
Carolina Central, shot it poorly and didn’t deserve to win. Northwestern 
State, we played pretty well but just didn’t finish the game. So those were 
a couple of road wins we thought we could get. And we’ve played Florida 
from the SEC, Syracuse of the Big East, so we’ve played a really tough 
schedule. Pac-10 team in Oregon State, still have Kentucky. We’ve had a 
very challenging schedule, but hopefully it’ll help us once we get into the 
heart of OVC play.

But you beat Oregon State last weekend. We got a couple letters from your 
fans who wanted to make sure that upset was mentioned on the site.

Our seniors, Amadi McKenzie and Anthony Fisher, were outstanding in 
that game. Our whole team just played really well. We have a few nagging 
injuries, but guys fought through and played and contributed. We did a 
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very nice job... they didn’t shoot 
the ball particularly well and we 
managed to control the game. 
Eleven points were as close as 
they got in the second half, and 
we finished pretty well. We were 
really pleased to get a win over a 
BCS conference school, and the 
Pac-10’s probably rated as the 
highest league in the country 
right now.

You mentioned earlier that 
Amadi broke his fourth back-
board of his career recently. Was 
it in that game?

No, no, that was against Aus-
tin Peay at home on Dec. 1. So 
it cost us money when he broke that backboard! 

Ouch.
The excitement of the dunk and the shattering backboard was taken 

away by the hour and 20-minute delay afterward. And then we lost by 
three, and we had plenty of chances to win, we had the ball down one on 
an out-of-bounds play and Anthony turned it over. But those backboards, 
I’m just tired of Amadi breaking them. He doesn’t hang and pull down or 
anything. We don’t know what he’s breaking them with, but I wish he’d 
stop because it’s costing me way too much money.

How much does a backboard cost?
It can be anywhere from $1000 to $2000 depending on the type. The 

problem in our facility is that we don’t have another whole system that we 
can just roll out and set up, we don’t have the storage space. We have to 
take the backboard off and put another one on.

You’ve been under two of those broken backboards, too. That part can’t be 
pleasant either.

Yes, I’ve been under two of those.... he broke one in practice two years 
ago, and that same year he broke one at College of Charleston during a 
shooting drill. I was in the wheelchair, and when he shattered it I got glass 
in my hair, all over the place. It’s safety glass, though, so it’s not that big 
of a deal. But it does put a damper on practice, because you can only play 
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half-court after that.
About that wheelchair... how is your recovery going? 
Good, good. It’s about 3 1/2 hours of physical therapy, three times a 

week, so we’re working at it. I did two days of therapy in a row this week 
because we’re traveling this weekend. I’m continuing to improve. My doctor 
just switched me from one type of walker to another, to force me to use less 
of my arms and more of my legs, which is a good thing. I’m continuing to 
progress, just trying to get a little better each and ever week.

I’m getting stronger. What we look for is incremental improvement. I 
just want to do something this month that I couldn’t do last month. That 
certainly gives me optimism, and hopefully I’ll become less and less depen-
dent on assisted devices to walk. I’m going to have some surgery in the 
spring that will hopefully will help me with my hand. Actually, a former 
basketball player from Vanderbilt is going to do it. If he operates as well as 
he could shoot, I’ll be in good shape!

You’ve always got to go with shooters to make the incisions, not the centers. 
If given the choice.

When I went in to talk to him about it, we talked more about basket-
ball than we talked about my hand. It’s called a tendon transfer... there’s 
another name for it, but that’s the layman’s term. 

Is the relative slowness of your progress, waiting for surgery, is that frustrat-
ing at all? Or having gone through this process for a couple of years, is the 
speed something you’ve come to peace with?

You can’t change it. The doctors are very positive, they say “you’re doing 
good,” but they can’t speed up the way the body works. The nerves regener-
ate at such a slow rate, only a centimeter a month. I’m on month 32 now. 
If I think back to remember last year, or the first year I was in the hospital, 
I couldn’t move my hands at all. If it ever gets depressing, I think back to 
where I was then, and thank God that I’m blessed enough to be able to do 
what I’m able to do now. 

All these stories of baseball players regenerating (and generating) cellular 
material with growth hormones, I’ve been wondering. Was hormone therapy 
part of your recovery at all?

No, nothing like that. The medications I used early on were pain medi-
cations. I’m don’t do any medications now, except for the occasional aspirin. 
It’s mostly vitamins, that sort of thing. Fiber. Lots of fiber. No prescribed 
medicines, and I think that’s a good thing.

So all of your nerve and cell re-growth in the past two-and-a-half years 
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wasn’t spurred along by anything other than natural processes.
There aren’t shortcuts or miracle cures. Patience and pace, you just have 

to live with it. Which is better than the alternative. 
I hear you.
So I’m hoping to come back down to Cookeville in January. I find it’s the 

kind of town that gets better every time you visit. Great people, peaceful, nice 
countryside, and the weather can’t be beat. What do you love about it?

The people. When you go to a place, you have to get a good feeling from 
it. Cookeville felt right, Tennessee Tech University felt right. You know 
what I’m talking about, a comfort level, a gut feeling. In coaching, you 
sometimes do things in your practice or make decisions based on watching 
film, but then you get in a game and have to make a decision based on your 
feelings, and your experience. I’ve been fortunate to have been in a lot of 
places, but this is a great community, with lots of wonderful people. Karen 
and I really love it here.

One of those places you’ve been was Kentucky, where you’ll be this week-
end. What’s it like when you go back to Rupp Arena?

It’s always tougher when you sit on the other side. I’ve been involved in 
80-some games there, and the ones when you’re the visitor aren’t nearly 
as fun as the ones where you’re the home team. The Kentucky guys are 
always great to me. I love seeing the fans... overall, they’re the greatest 
fans there are in terms of college basketball. They love the Wildcats, they 
travel well, they have a great passion for basketball in that state, they’re very 
knowledgeable. It’s as good as it gets there. Obviously, you get a few people 
who are off the wall a little bit, the fringe people who say things and cause 
problems, but that’s typical of anywhere. It’s just a lot more magnified with 
the way people can communicate nowadays, with the internet and call-in 
shows, things like that.

There are a lot of tremendous people there, I made a lot of friends and I 
look forward to seeing them again. I don’t look forward to playing Kentucky 
though.
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BOSTON THE WORLD OF POSSIBILITY
11.2004 • SEASON 1

Back then, you’d come in on the elevated line, chattering and clacking 
above the streets. Right before North Station, the train would sweep 
around a wide corner, and there it was — the tan bricks, tall thin triple 
windows, and the bright yellow letters that spelled out “Boston Garden.” 

There’s no Garden anymore now. They’re tearing up all the tracks, 
rebuilding them underground. They’ve got this new place now, an antisep-
tic arena named after a bank where the inside feels like you’re in one. On 
this night, fans flow through its gates to see the Celtics play the Cleveland 
Cavaliers. Twenty years ago this was a meaningless matchup of Larry Bird 
versus World B. Free, and now there are as many LeBron James jerseys 
as Paul Pierce models. (Wearing an opposing player’s shirt in the old joint 
would get you tossed over the yellow-painted balcony, over the long Pana-
sonic sign, down into the loge seats.)

But that’s not where we’re going tonight. Take the Green Line, four 
fingers of ancient tracks that screech and claw into the western suburbs. 
Make sure it’s the B train, the one that goes along Commonwealth Ave., 
the one with “Boston College” on the front.

“Hey, is it anyone’s birthday here?” the conductor asks in a thick accent. 
“Come on up to the front and we’ll sing ‘Happy Birthday’ for ya. Nobody? 
Okay, any Red Sox fans in here tonight?”

One month after the baseball team won its first World Series since 1918, 
just mentioning the Sox is a good way to get some cheap applause around 
here. If you were a seagull coasting over the sidewalks this afternoon, you’d 
see hundreds and hundreds of dark blue caps with red “B”’s. There’s no 
doubt in anyone’s mind that Boston is a baseball town, pure and simple.

But once upon a time, basketball ruled Boston. The city’s residents 
didn’t know it was under Babe Ruth’s curse until October of 1986, when 
George Vescey (a New Yorker) told them they were. A week after the Buck-
ner ball and the Game 7 loss, a green and white championship banner rose 
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to the rafters of the Garden, easing the city’s pain. And the primary reason 
why a generation of Boston sports fans has been marked with intolerable 
suffering is because that NBA championship banner was indeed the final 
one.

That 1985-86 Celtics team featured perhaps the finest professional 
roster ever assembled — talented, versatile, and deep to the last man. 
They were the final link in a proud legacy stretching back to the Fifties, 
a franchise that won title after title before glad-handing charlatans like 
M.L. Carr, Rick Pitino and Danny Ainge took their turns pissing on the 
grand old leprechaun logo. Even though the Lakers have narrowed the gap 
in the past decade, the Celtics still have more NBA championships than 
anyone else.

No, it’s not a football town, never was. Despite the Patriots’ recent Super 
Bowl success, that team still belongs to Foxboro and the far suburbs, even 
to New England as a whole (and for a time, they almost belonged to Hart-
ford). And it’s definitely not a hockey town — the four-college Beanpot 
tournament in February is the only thing on ice that gets Boston excited 
these days, strike or no strike.

In just about every sport other than hockey, Boston College towers over 
the city’s other three Division I schools. Boston University and Northeast-
ern do their time in the tiny America East conference, and Harvard tends 
to be an athletic afterthought even though they could surely kick everyone 
else’s asses in Quiz Bowl.

Last October, the Eagles were invited to join the Atlantic Coast Con-
ference, and it took them less than four hours to accept. While it was, in 
essence, a football decision (a dozen teams lets the ACC put on a meaning-
ful championship game), this means the school will serve as the northern-
most outpost of the premier basketball conference in all the land.

And from all appearances, Boston College looks ready for the move up. 
They play in a big, clean, beautiful building that gives the place downtown 
a run for its money — the Silvio Conte Forum was named after the late 
17-term representative from Massachusetts whose dedication to cleanli-
ness led to the “Conte-Crush-a-Cockroach” campaign on Capitol Hill. It 
features a JumboTron, luxury boxes, multiple team-stores full of Eagles 
merchandise, and 8,500 seats, each one with clear and level sight lines.

Tonight, the night after Thanksgiving, the Conte is almost packed full 
to see BC face Clemson, their future conference friends. The Tigers are the 
only ACC team never to have won the conference, and the now-obsolete 
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tournament play-in game should probably be named in their honor. 
Clemson has adopted an intense “40 minutes of heck” style of play this 

season, pressing hard on every inbound, running and driving at the basket 
on each possession. They use a nine-man rotation and substitute two at 
a time to keep things fresh, but the standout is a wiry 6-9 forward by the 
name of Sharrod Ford — his sweet jumpers fall while normal leading scorer 
Shawan Robinson suffers through a tough (4 for 11) shooting night.

BC employs a patient approach, and the game turns into a stark and 
striking contrast of styles: a group of disciplined chess-masters maintain-
ing quiet pulses while fending off a wild, frothing pack of junkyard dogs. 
Many of the called plays set up heroics by members of the Eagles’ talented 
starting five: whirling post moves by big Craig Smith, thundering dunks by 
high-flying duo Sean Marshall and Jared Dudley, sweet-swishing threes by 
Louis Hinnant. The Eagles lead the game throughout, successfully fending 
off Clemson’s runs. The final score is misleading — the spread would have 
been 15 or so if they had pushed to the end. 

The team should be better than the preseason predictions have indi-
cated. They shouldn’t miss graduated center and spiritual leader Uka Agbai 
too much, and while they may have bench issues in big games, they should 
contend in their final year in their present conference.

And once they’re free of the lane-clogging brawl-ball of the Big East, 
the Eagles will have a chance to cut their teeth against the very best — the 
Tobacco Road squads — on a year-in year-out basis. If they can manage 
to escape the good-team-in-a-great-conference trap that Clemson finds 
themselves in every year, maybe they can hang around and compete. Give 
them a few years of increased recruiting and funding, maybe they can start 
contending. Maybe even winning. It’s a valid question: could the Boston 
College Eagles realistically become one of the top teams in college hoops 
someday?

Could they make basketball matter again in a baseball town?
Once the B train has made it back to North Station, the other game has 

long since let out. A few people still mill about the platform, waiting for 
their subway rides home.

“You know when LeBron went through three guys to get that layup?” 
one kid says to another. “That was wicked sweet.”

After three years as acquaintances and friends and lovers, Cara and 
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I found ourselves standing together on a subway platform in Boston, on 
our way to see a Northeastern hockey game at Matthews Arena. The key 
detail of said which was forgotten, but the out-of-the-blue exchange went 
something like this:

“Do you think we should get married?”
“Yeah, let’s do it.”
The rest of the evening was routine — Chinese food for dinner, a hockey 

game, and then a long train ride back to her place. The great plunge we’d 
mutually agreed upon was little-discussed but thick in the air; there would 
be plenty of time later to discuss the challenges facing our impending mar-
riage. We’d have to continue commuting 300 miles every weekend until 
one or both of us was able to uproot themselves, and we’d have to hold off 
on finding a domicile together until we’d accumulated the financial means. 

Our insistence to get our bond formalized led to an elopement to Dela-
ware, so Matthews Arena was the closest thing to a church we’d see. That 
fateful night, the strange and simplistic inscription over the old barn’s 
doors held extra weight: “All things are possible if we try.”

Matthews Arena was once known as the Boston Arena, and since its 
opening in 1909 it has been steeped in Beantown sports lore. It served 
as the incubator for the Boston Bruins and New England Whalers (now 
Carolina Hurricanes) hockey teams, as well as the fiercely contested four-
team Beanpot tournament. The B.A. was also the site of the first-ever 
Boston Celtics game, and hosted many Saturday twin-bills as the league 
now known as the National Basketball Association struggled to get off the 
ground.

The Northeastern basketball team shared this hall with the hockey 
Huskies for many years. But ever since the Reggie Lewis era ended, the 
Husky hoopsters have suffered through 13 years without a Tournament 
berth, and the severely cramped quarters of Solomon Court have acted as 
their home. When Northeastern’s upward mobility takes the program to 
the Colonial Athletic Association next season, they will play all their home 
games at the more spacious Matthews, in order to satisfy the CAA’s home 
court seating requirements.

But for now, the Huskies are still in the America East conference, play-
ing its final yearly home-and-home with bitter crosstown nemeses Boston 
University. This game was moved to Matthews to accommodate the extra 
fans attracted by the rivalry, and drew a boisterous crowd of over 3,000 that 
would have included over a thousand rafter-hangers had the game been 
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played at tiny Solomon. 
Both teams came into the game off to quick 5-1 starts in league play, 

feeding off the America East’s teeming ocean-floor whilst taking losses 
against mighty Vermont. The Terrier squad, which specializes in halfcourt 
lockdowns, quickly found itself playing Northeastern’s uptempo game, as 
former MMBOW Jose Juan Barea single-handedly took control of the pro-
ceedings. Terrier coach Dennis Wolff clutched his head with both hands 
and screamed at his charges to stay tough on defense.

On the hardcourt, Barea resembles a conductor given the task of pro-
ducing beautiful Beethoven symphonies with a rag-tag volunteer orchestra. 
The little Puerto Rican point guard is surrounded by players of varying 
quality, but he points them to the right places on the floor and gets them 
the ball — when he’s not changing his mind about the whole thing and 
launching a deadly three-point shot. After a first half that ended in the 
high thirties, the Terriers were able to clamp down on Barea for nearly 15 
minutes of the second, but were unable to launch a run of their own. 

Finally, Barea cracked the shackles fastened on him by the Terrier 
defense and three quick ticky-tack foul calls. With the help of backcourt-
mate Marcus Barnes and shot-blocking expert Shawn James, NU regained 
control of the game. Barea would score the Huskies’ last four points after a 
game-breaking stolen pass and layup by Barnes, and finished with a game-
leading 30 with a nine-assist garnish. A scattershot Husky defense pre-
vented BU’s Etienne Brower from a game-tying layup as time expired. As 
the buzzer sounded, the overwhelmingly Northeastern-supportive crowd 
erupted in cheers — some even stormed the floor. A few fans even dared 
to whisper about renewed Tournament dreams.

You need a conversational crowbar to get any info out of my father about 
his four years as an undergrad at Boston University, but go ahead and ask 
him about his memories of the Boston Arena. His eyes will light up, and the 
stories will flow as from a hot-water faucet. You see, back in the day he was 
as much an intrepid basketball traveler as his son would grow to become.

One night in 1950, when my father was a mere boy of 12, he snuck out 
of the house to attend a Basketball Association of America doubleheader. 
The main event featured the Celtics against the Knickerbockers, with the 
Tri-Cities Blackhawks and Rochester Royals as the opening act. He used 
the same transportation mechanism to get to the Boston Arena that my 
wife and I would years later, but back then they called it the Huntington 
Spur and not the Green Line.
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He found himself the only passenger on his ride back home to Everett, 
there in the midst of a black winter night like this one, in a rickety old car 
with mesh wiring over the windows to shield from kids’ rock-throwing. The 
conductor asked him his thoughts on the game, and he enthusiastically 
complied. He launched into a detailed description of key plays, replete 
with the heroics of the Celtics’ hot young rookie, a little guard out of Holy 
Cross name of Bob Cousy.

“Hey kid,” the smiling conductor said. “Want to drive the train?”
And so a pre-teen boy received the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to 

captain a Boston subway train car all the way from Symphony Hall to 
Boylston, manipulating a wooden handle to speed the car up and slow it 
down. 

“This was a different time in a world that doesn’t exist anymore,” my 
father told me. “I didn’t have to worry if the guy was a pervert or anything. 
He was just trying to relax at the end of a late shift, and decided to give 
a kid a thrill. And it wasn’t a contrived moment, like some contest where 
you shoot a halfcourt shot and win a free lunch. He really let me drive it.”

“How did that feel?” I asked him.
“Well,” my father responded. “I was a 12-year-old kid driving a MTA 

train, I didn’t know what mediocrity was, and the possibilities were end-
less.”
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NEW YORK CITY DANCE FEVER
1.2 1.2005 • SEASON 1

If you’re of a certain bent, this past Tuesday — January 18 — marked the 
29th anniversary of the singular event to which the decline of Western 
civilization can be traced. On January 18, 1976 in Miami, a television crew 
covering the halftime show for Super Bowl X captured a nubile young 
woman in a bikini and a cowboy hat; she smiled sweetly at the camera and 
winked. The dancing, navel-baring Dallas Cowboys cheerleaders had 
existed for several years, but in one single bat of an eyelid they were national 
icons. Sports in America would never be the same after that.

Cheerleading had been around for decades, enjoying a slow and steady 
evolution. The “pom-pon” was pioneered in the Thirties, the WWII era saw 
women take over the sport while the men were off at war, and the UCLA 
cheer team’s “Bruin High Step” style helped spur the school’s basketball 
team to dynastic levels. But it was in the bowels of Texas Stadium where 
cheerleading was injected with dancing and sex. Nowadays, traditional 
cheer squads are usually supplemented at sporting events by a “dance 
team” that performs provocative choreography to uptempo music, wearing 
skimpy outfits.

When a Minnesota undergrad named Johnny Campbell became the 
father of American cheerleading in 1898 by standing before a crowd and 
yelling, “Rah, Rah, Rah! Sku-u-mar, Hoo-rah!”, he surely could not have 
known how far it would go. And at last year’s Big Saturday quadruple-
header at Madison Square Garden, it’s impossible to know whether Camp-
bell’s spirit was hovering proudly or if he was spinning in his grave like a 
rotisserie chicken.

During the halftime of the first game, the Northeast Conference opener 
for 2004 between St. Francis (NY) and Quinnipiac, the 30-or-so QU 
cheerleaders came out for a series of tumbling runs and towers. Then the 
Quinnipiac dance team came out and performed a lock-step routine to a 
medley of Jock Jams full of abrupt, jarring song changes. As many know, 
this is the normal course of “halftime entertainment” at a college game.

But then there came another dance team, who performed a polished 
jazz-tap routine with a touch of class. And after that, a fourth squad! A 
high-energy crew wearing throwback NBA jerseys burst out onto the floor 
to get down to a seemingly random sampling from Jay-Z’s Black Album.

The second half was delayed for two minutes because each of the four 
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groups had team pictures taken at the World’s Most Famous Arena’s center 
court, right there on the Knicks logo. As the girls giggled uncontrollably 
and milled about on the Garden floor, the players stood in the aisles, shuf-
fling their feet, dribbling basketballs in their warmups.

“Hey Joe,” a guy seated behind me asked his buddy. “Where exactly is 
Quinnipiac, anyhow?”

“I dunno, Jersey or somethin’?” the other replied, using a prototypi-
cal puncture-proof New York deadpan. “I think it’s one of those dancin’ 
schools, like in that movie, Fame.”

Actually, Joe, Quinnipiac is located just north of New Haven, Connecti-
cut. It’s a small private non-sectarian liberal arts school with an undergrad-
uate population of 5,400, and its brick-and-glass buildings are sprinkled 
over a verdant campus nestled beside beautiful Sleeping Giant State Park. 
When you enroll there, many varying opportunities exist for you to display 
your Bobcat spirit: traditional cheerleading, the mainstream Dance Com-
pany, the hip-hop inspired Dance Mode, and the Broadway-style Kickline. 
A quick head count on the group photos reveals that there are a total of 104 
students among the four squads. Do the math: roughly one out of every 55 
Quinnipiac undergrads is gonna live forever.

That early January game, a 74-69 SFC win, was only partially indica-
tive of how the NEC season would eventually play out. The Bobcats would 
only win four contests, and finish in 10th — dead last. The Brooklyn-based 
Terriers of St. Francis, powered by guard tandem Tory Cavalieri and John 
Quintana, would tie for the regular-season conference crown with Mon-
mouth, and take a two-seed into the conference tournament. But they’d 
suffer a frightening first-round meltdown against seventh-place and even-
tual runner-up Central Connecticut State. 

To venture to the Northeast Conference is to be like Gulliver — it’s a 
little faraway land of tiny basketball, many miles away from the college 
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game as many know it. It’s only out of a kindly and adamant political cor-
rectness that we refer to the NEC a “mid-major” league. Six-three forwards 
are common, and that hulk-force who appears to tower over the gameplay is 
likely to be listed at 6-8 in your game program (you get used to it after your 
first five or six spit-takes). When these two teams resumed acquaintances 
last night, there wasn’t a man over six-nine on either roster.

The trick to winning in this league is an athletic, rangy 6-7 forward who 
can draw double-teams and free up long-range shooters, or tap-dance hap-
pily through undersized zones. Someone like Monmouth’s Blake Hamilton, 
for instance, or last year’s Player of the Year, CCSU’s Ron Robinson. Quin-
nipiac and St. Francis (NY) don’t have the luxury of such a player, and so 
they make the most of their guard play.

Because limited resources require the removal of facets and nuances 
of basketball, a number of NEC teams have to make do with that most 
cringe-inducing offensive set of all — the point guard who takes most 
of the shots. St. Francis’ blowout loss to Hamilton’s Blue Devils in the 
conference two-seven game was a key in Quintana’s decision to transfer 
out of the program on less-than-positive terms, leaving the Terriers in the 
hands of point-man Quintana. He has some help in the person of 6-—1 
St. John’s transfer Tristan Smith, but he’s still learning the ropes — coach 
John Ganulin’s screams of “Tristan! Tristan!” are still echoing in my head 
as I write this a day later.

Quinnipiac has already been encountered twice already on the 100 
Games Project tour, and longtime Mid-Majority readers know of the Bob-
cats’ ball-hogging point guard Rob Monroe, who has used his green light to 
pile up spectacular numbers and cop three conference player-of-the-week 
awards so far. Cavalieri and Monroe are very similar in a number of ways 
— both wear the number three, both play every minute of every game, 
both have elaborate and intricate arm tattoos, and both sport the same 
aerodynamic hairstyle (or lack thereof). They were chummy with each 
other during breaks in the action, as one might expect separated-at-birth 
conjoined twins to be. 

Much of the game action consisted of simple possessions: the one-guard 
dribbling up the court, flashing some hand signals, and quickly jacking up 
a bomb. Monroe took 18 shots (21 points), and Cavalieri launched 17 (24 
points), accounting for roughly one-third of each team’s chances. It would 
have been much easier to let the two go one-on-one for forty minutes, and 
send everyone else home so they wouldn’t miss “Joey.”
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Quinnipiac and SFC were locked together closely until there were five 
minutes remaining — the Terriers’ first-half spurt was matched in turn 
by the Bobcats once the second stanza began, and the pair whirled and 
twirled to a 57-57 deadlock before the visitors broke free of the clutch. 
Despite the close loss, spirits are still high amongst the Quinnipiac faith-
ful — their 3-2 record would give them the opportunity to wear their white 
suits in this year’s NEC Championships if the season were to end suddenly. 

But things have a way of evening themselves out — one-dimensional 
teams are severely punished by the long season, and the way towards 
March’s Big Dance is won with complicated stepping and unselfish team-
work. This year’s Bobcat team is much improved from last year’s 9-20 train 
wreck, but the only dancing in Quinnipiac still happens at halftime.
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PHILADELPHIA THE NATIONAL ANTHEM
2.12.2005 • SEASON 1

As a piece of music, it’s not lacking for interesting qualities: most arrange-
ments are in the song’s original key of B-Dorian, although some bands 
screw up and flat the last B of the verse. And it’s easy to learn too: all those 
big, juicy whole notes. Every college band in America knows it... hell, every 
high school band knows it. Anywhere you have a gym, a basketball game 
and a pep band, you’ll hear the song. It is, quite simply, the national anthem 
of college hoops.

I am talking, of course, about “Rock and Roll, Part 2” by Gary Glitter.
In the waning moments of a tight Colonial Athletic Association seed-

ing battle, a scene that is repeated hundreds of times each season around 
Hoops Nation. During the final media time-out, the Drexel band’s wood-
winds and horns launch into that familiar refrain, backed by the pounding 
and steady beat provided by a full drum kit. It’s their second playing of the 
song that evening, but nobody minds the repetition.

In true Philadelphia tradition, the yellow-clad DAC Pack chants Hey! 
You suck! at the appropriate times. Visiting Virginia Commonwealth Uni-
versity has bused up a group from their “Rowdy Rams” student section, and 
their fans supply their own cheer. Instead of three cries of Hey!, they insert 
the acronym of their beloved school, complete with two-arm gestures to 
spell out the letters: V!... C!... U! Let’s! Go! V! C! U! Once play resumes, the 
well-traveling fans keep the song alive: dun dun dunnnnnn, da-dunnnnn, 
da-dunnnnn... They make a joyously sloppy noise but then again, the origi-
nal song is pretty sloppy too.

The song’s slipshod sound can be traced directly to its slapdash genesis. 
There was once a man named Gary Glitter, a man who’d used to be known 
as Paul Raven, and whose birth certificate says Paul Gadd. The first 15 
years of Mr. Gadd’s music career amounted to nothing but failure, as he 
was dropped by three record labels over the course of the Sixties. One 
day in 1972, a producer friend named Mike Leander invited him into the 
studio. A local singer named David Essex hadn’t show up for a session, so 
there was some free time. (Essex would go on to record a hit called “Rock 
On” two years later... hey kids, rock and roll.)

Gadd brought along some friends, as well as a discarded beat from one 
of his failed songs, a little number called “Shag Rag, That’s My Bag.” When 
the session was over, the man who would soon be rechristened Gary Glitter 



 H A R D  P R O M I S E S1 5 4

— Vicky Vomit wasn’t going to cut it — had a messy, sprawling 15-minute 
dance tune featuring a lot of (drunken?) yelling as well as kitchen-sink 
instrumentation (guitars and saxophones!). Because songs with such epic 
lengths never make it to the airwaves, Leander cut and spliced the opus 
into two evenly-matched three-minute singles. It was cut as a double-A-
side single, so that DJ’s could choose which song they liked best. On one 
side, “Rock And Roll, Part 1.” Flip it over if you want to hear Part 2.

For a while, radio stations didn’t warm to either “part,” but one of them 
slowly caught on. After a groundswell of purchases and requests, “Rock 
And Roll, Part 2” rocketed to the second position on the British singles 
chart. Gary Glitter adopted a “glam” persona to help sell the record: mylar 
clothing, suede platform boots. Though David Bowie’s glam-rock Ziggy 
Stardust alter-ego debuted the same year, New Musical Express asked the 
musical question: “Are You Ready For Gary Glitter?”

Though the song also enjoyed modest success in America (#7 on the 
Billboard charts), Glitter never matched the success of “Part 2” in England 
or elsewhere. He grew attached to the extravagant rock and roll world 
which the song had flung open for him, and he was forced to declare bank-
ruptcy in the Eighties. But his real problems lay ahead.

On November 18, 1997, Gary Glitter ran what appeared at the time to 
be a simple errand. He took his laptop to a local PC World, it wasn’t work-
ing right. While fixing the machine, a technician found what appeared to 
be thousands of image files featuring children engaged in sex acts — the 
store notified the authorities immediately. Glitter was promptly arrested, 
then released on bail. London’s infamous tabloid newspapers, itching to 
cover something other than the four-month anniversary of Princess Diana’s 
death, went wild with 150-point headlines. The glam rocker had been dis-
graced and dis-glammed.

The timing couldn’t have been worse: Glitter’s latest comeback attempt 
had been picking up real and actual steam. He and the reformed Glitter 
Band had been performing to crowds as large as 10,000 a year earlier. 
He had nearly finished production on a new album called “Lost On Life 
Street,” with a lead single called “Rock Hard Men.” He’d also been branch-
ing out into the cinema: he made a cameo in the male-stripper comedy The 
Full Monty. He filmed a performance scene with the Spice Girls for Spice 
World, joining the English lasses for a version of a minor followup hit of his 
called “I’m The Leader Of The Gang (I Am).” But as soon as the charges 
were brought to light, Glitter’s movie career was finished — both scenes 
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were axed just days prior to their films’ release dates.
His loyal fanbase remained vigilantly by his side during the turmoil. 

“Gary is well-known to be attracted to girls,” his fansite’s webmaster wrote 
at the time. “It is only hoped for both Gary Glitter and all his fans that this 
devastating news isn’t about pornography, but just a healthy appetite for a 
portion of sex with people old enough to decide for themselves.”

The sad fact, however, was that they weren’t old enough... not even 
close. In 1998, Glitter pleaded guilty to over 50 counts of child pornogra-
phy offenses. At Bristol Crown Court, the government built a solid case 
that proved conclusively that he had been spending 12 hours a day on the 
Internet, building a library of hardcore pictures featuring prepubescent 
girls and boys that ran into the thousands. He served four months in prison, 
during which time he was on strict and constant suicide watch.

Upon his release, Glitter quickly found that the “convicted child-sex 
offender” tag wasn’t going to allow him any further comeback attempts. He 
fled to Cuba and then to southeast Asia, where he took up residence in the 
nation of Cambodia. But Cambodia didn’t want him either. The Minister 
for Women’s Affairs led a sustained campaign to have him deported, say-
ing that Glitter’s presence was bad for the country’s image. It was. Now 60 
years old, he’s doomed to live out his days looking back over his shoulder 
— that is when he’s not fighting with his record company over the royalties 
for his most famous hit.

But one might argue that the song doesn’t belong to a tragically starred 
convicted felon anymore. It belongs to the people now. Everywhere you 
go in Hoops Nation, you’ll find as many different versions of the song as 
there are schools. Most don’t even need the help of a band: its simplicity 
allows a well-organized student section to easily fill a hall with a rousing a 
capella version. Some colleges, like VCU, substitute the Hey! with letters. 
In the mid-Atlantic region, you’ll find a lot of Hey! You suck! chants. Still 
others insert the team nickname into the chorus: Hey! Go Cats! A handful 
of schools use the drum-heavy downtime between “verses” to get creative, 
with chants like Go! T! U! (what?) Go! T! U! A few choose to take the 
blue route: Syracuse University banned “Rock And Roll, Part 2” last year, 
because students were yelling out Hey! Fuck ‘em up! and We’re gonna kick 
the shit out of you!

And of course, there’s Maryland. Despite constant pressure by the 
administration to curb “Part 2” after their student section’s chants made 
the national airwaves a few years back, folks in College Park fiercely defend 
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their right to chant Hey! You suck! and We’re going to beat the hell out of you! 
“It was our only tradition,” UMD junior Matt Greisler told student news-

paper The Diamondback after head coach Gary Williams put the kibosh 
on the practice.

“It brings us together,” chimed in psychology major Valerie Hagan.
And like that other national anthem, the one they play before the games, 

there’s a part that nobody knows the lyrics to. While hardly anyone can 
remember how the clumsy second verse to “The Star Spangled Banner” 
goes, even fewer can recite the words of the flip side of that double-A-side 
single: “Rock And Roll, Part 1.” It’s the same tune as “Part 2,” with lyrics. 

(There are also, by the way, parts 3 through 6. They were recorded in the 
Eighties in a desperate, and largely unsuccessful, attempt to raise money 
for Glitter’s legal bills.) 

There’s nothing particularly ground-breaking or earth-shattering about 
“Rock and Roll, Part 1.” The lyrics were, after all, probably scribbled or 
improvised during a bleary studio session 33 years ago. But upon close 
examination, they reveal a desire to return to an idealized young adulthood, 
a simpler place and time when authority was successfully circumvented by 
the power of the rebellious spirit. A lot of us in the “real world” look back 
to our college years with that kind of sentimental longing, because when it 
comes down to it, kids just want to rock and roll.

Can you still recall in the jukebox hall, when the music played?
And the world spun round to those brand-new sounds 
 in those faroff days.
In their blue suede shoes they would scream and shout.
And they’d sing the blues, let it all hang out.
Times have changed from the past but we won’t forget.
Though the age has passed, they’ll be rockin’ yet.
Rock and ro-oh-oh-oll, rock and roll.
Rock and ro-oh-oh-oll, rock and roll.
Rock and ro-oh-oh-oll, rock and roll.
Rock and roll, rock, rock and roll.
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PHILADELPHIA PACK MENTALITY
2.2.2005 • SEASON 1

They ended up sending me a bunch of admissions brochures, but Malik 
Rose was a far better ambassador for Drexel University than any glossy-
print booklet could ever be. I remember sitting in my apartment across the 
street from the University of Oregon’s campus, dreaming about moving 
back east, watching Rose and his gold-shirted Dragon twelves upend five-
seed Memphis in the first round of the 1996 Tournament. He was so liquid, 
so fluid, so classy.

“That’s where I want to transfer,” I thought. And I eventually did.
But when I arrived in Philadelphia the next year, Malik was gone... off 

to the Association. When I first entered what was then known as the Recre-
ation and Athletic Center on a cold December night, I was mortified. I had 
spent a good portion of my young adulthood watching games at a classic, 
haunted barn nicknamed “The Pit,” and I was staring down a garishly lit 
second-floor gymnasium with 200 fans, many of whom were cracking text-
books. All that remained of Malik’s legacy was his double-zero jersey in the 
rafters. I wondered if I had made a mistake by not going to Temple instead.

But I kept going to Drexel games in order to feed my hoop jones when 
the Palestra wasn’t open. I met a few guys in my classes who liked to go 
too. We’d hang out at the Subway shop down 34th Street for about an hour 
before tip time, and head into the gym and yell our lungs out for two hours. 
We even thought of printing t-shirts for our group because one of us could 
get a good deal, but we could never come up with a good name. “Herrion’s 
Hundreds” just wasn’t going to cut it, especially because there were only 
about seven of us. Needless to say, we didn’t last too long as a cohesive unit.

Our Dragon teams had no Malik Rose-in-the-rough, but there were 
likable and hardworking ballers all the same. We had big rangy Tim Whit-
worth, gentle-giant Joe Linderman, and an endless stream of decent-shoot-
ing guards. In the late stages of the Bill Herrion era, before he went off to 
coach the East Carolina Pirates after the 1998-99 season, Drexel won a 
whole lot of ballgames, but always seemed to fall just short when it really 
counted. 

Drexel graduated from the America East conference, and are in the 
Colonial Athletic Association now. They’ve got Bruiser Flint, a dapper and 
animated “name” coach. Over the past few years, attendance has picked 
up considerably as the Dragons have started playing up to their new con-
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ference’s level of competition. People in the University City coffeehouses 
can be overheard talking about Drexel hoops, along with the standard talk 
about which Big Five team is the best. And in each recent season, there’s 
a big yellow area over in the west stands, slowly taking over the DAC like 
a fungus. A very loud, boisterous, fun-loving fungus.

This past Saturday, though the opposition was offered by a sad-sack 
James Madison rebuilding project, a late arrival had considerable trouble 
finding a seat to sit in. And maybe that late arrival had to find a place there 
in amongst the yellow-shirts, the most ear-splitting 300 square feet in the 
whole building.

Nick Intrieri is a senior Computer Science major at Drexel, and he’s also 
the president of that Dragon student section, better known as “The DAC 
Pack.” I hoped to gain some understanding as to how the Pack succeeded 
where we had so miserably failed. 

Nick gave me a rundown on the Pack’s history so far. “We first started 
four years ago — Bruiser’s first year, my sophomore year,” he says. “A bunch 
of us from the CAAZone.com boards would all attend Drexel games regu-
larly, however we didn’t know about each other.”

I suppose that’s an advantage “Herrion’s Hundreds” just didn’t have. 
Back in my day, we still called this thing the “World Wide Web” and used 
this crazy web browser called “Netscape.” 

“I discovered CAAZone on my first co-op while really bored at 
work,” Nick continues. “I instantly became addicted. After a home game 
against George Mason, one of the GMU fans told [future Pack member] 
‘FanOfTheYear’ about CAAzone.com. He started posting, and I met him 
there. He told his friends about it, I told my friends... we formed a group 
at the games.”

“’Dr. Exel’ also was on the Zone, he works in the Athletic Department 
and is in charge of all events having to do with the basketball team. He 
proposed the idea that we start a club. During Bruiser’s second year, we 
applied, we got funding, and we started the DAC Pack. We almost called 
ourselves the Bru Crew but changed it since we didn’t know how long Bru 
would last.”

And there you have it. Instant fan section! Just add a few passionate 
hoops fans, a high-tech communication mechanism, and some actual orga-
nizational skill.

“It’s pretty amazing what a message board can do,” says Nick. “Even 
though we went to the same school, we would have never met each other 
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with the Zone.”
The Pack holds regular social events at a house right across the street 

from the DAC, right next to that same Subway shop. That’s where the Pack 
hangs out and plans their strategy for upcoming games. Lots and lots of 
strategizing, right, Nick?

“The most organizing as far as cheers go is on the boards,” he admits. 
“This is an area we can probably improve on... Not gonna complain though, 
since anything is better than no spirit at all.”

But lest one think that the DAC Pack isn’t just an outlet for students 
who like to wear bright yellow shirts and scream a lot, there’s a lot more to 
membership than that. Over its four-year existence, it’s become an increas-
ingly well-oiled public relations machine, and it’s recently become more 
involved in community service.

“Each year, we’ve been doing as much as we can to get our name out 
there. We always have an ad in The Triangle [student newspaper]. Last 
year we started a pretty decent website. This year, we’ve participated in 
some community service events. We hosted a dodgeball tournament at the 
DAC, and raised $1,000 that we gave to Bruiser for Coaches vs. Cancer.”

I asked Nick to name his favorite moment in DAC Pack history so far. 
“Two years ago, CAA tournament, Drexel versus Virginia Commonwealth,” 
he said. “Robert Battle hits a shot to put us ahead by one with four seconds 
left. VCU inbounds, tries to throw a pass to Nick George at halfcourt... 
Battle steps in front, knocks it out off of George. We inbound, they foul, 
game is over.”

“We went absolutely insane. Our players were going nuts, we hung over 
the rail mobbing them as they ran off... everyone but Battle. He walked 
off like he was on a mission. He really was. He played amazing the next 
night and kept us in the game, too bad [Brett] Blizzard was on that UNC-
Wilmington team.”

Students from small schools occasionally send me questions about how 
to start fan sections of their own, and I wondered what advice Nick might 
have for kids at Albany or Quinnipiac or Boston University who want to 
form their own T-shirted, tight-knit fan communities to strike terror into 
the hearts of their opponents.

“Try to talk to people at the games,” he suggests. “If there is a message 
board for your team, go to it and post. Try to get to know some people in 
the Athletic Department, it always helps to have sponsorship.”

“If you can get a core number of people, most schools will allow you 
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to start a club for just about anything. Research these opportunities. It’s 
much easier to recruit new members when you have some school dollars 
to work with.”

And so, on a Saturday afternoon in that shopworn old gym on the sec-
ond floor of the Daskalakis Athletic Center, Drexel’s Dragons dispatched 
the Dukes in dominating fashion, their outside shooters pounding away 
with run after punishing run. And while they weren’t needed on the court 
to help their team complete their appointed rounds, the DAC Pack’s mem-
bers were able to leave imprints on the Dukes’ psyches all the same.

“[JMU sophomore guard] Ray Barbosa inbounded a ball three inches 
away from me,” Nick says. “You know he hears me.”

And despite the fact that it’ll never be a Palestra or even a Pavilion, Nick 
Intrieri loves his DAC. “It’s hot, it’s sweaty, and we’re right on the court. 
Couldn’t think of a better home court advantage.”



T H E  E A S T   1 6 1

PHILADELPHIA ROLLOUT
2.11.2005 • SEASON 1

It begins simply enough: a messenger delivers a long white tube from floor 
level, he bounds up the short and wide stairs. The folks in the upper left 
corner know exactly what to do with it — they grab the edge of the paper, 
slowly unroll the tube above the back end of the student section, handing 
the fat end along down the back row. No matter what is going on elsewhere 
in the hall, there is a brief bated-breath hush as the letters appear. “What’s 
it say?” people whisper to each other. “Can you read it? What’s it say?”

The words are finally revealed in a lengthwise fashion, a harsh and 
pointed message for the opposing school or its basketball team. Virtually 
nothing is out of bounds, whether it be admissions issues, infamous alums, 
or a player’s perceived 
sexual preference. The 
banner is passed over 
the top of the crowd, 
descending to the first 
row, where it is held 
briefly for display and 
then it’s ceremonially 
torn to shreds. When 
ancient and bitterly 
hated rival Princeton 
comes to town, it’s the 
annual pinnacle of the 
great old Palestra tradition known as the “rollout.”

“Rollouts are a tradition that we have inherited from the apex of Penn-
sylvania basketball that was the 1970’s,” said Jonathan Lubin, the leader of 
the Red & Blue Crew — better known around campus as “The General.” As 
the trusted caretaker of the legend, he comes up with most of the messages 
himself. But he’s quick to point out that he always accepts suggestions from 
alumni or students, some of which are good enough to make the cut. 

This season, rollouts have become a more difficult undertaking than in 
years past. “For the past few years, a generous alum donated his printing 
services to assist with the banners,” Lubin said. “But, upon his retirement, 
it became necessary this year to go back to basics, so to speak. So it’s back 
to the old-fashioned painted rollout.”
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Creating handmade rollouts is quite the exacting science, but then again 
this is the Ivy League. “I have found that it is of the utmost importance 
to go with the latex-based paints,” Lubin explained. “They are the fastest 
drying and contain enough water in their base to make letter production 
quick and easy.”

Quick and easy is crucial in the rollout game, because timeliness leads 
directly to maximum effectiveness. When you’re aiming for your oppo-
nent’s jugular, there is no weaker sword to wield than a boring banner.

“The best rollouts are the ones that are situationally based and perfectly 
timed,” he told me on Monday. “Any of the ones that come up tomorrow 
will serve as a perfect example of what I mean.”

And as a standing-room-only Palestra looked on, the Quakers and 
Tigers tipped off the front end of their yearly home-and-home blood feud. 
Penn came into the game undefeated in conference at 4-0, and preseason 
Ivy favorites Princeton sat in last place at 1-3. As if the Red & Blue Crew 
needed any additional material to stoke the rivalry, the wide disparity in 
records added plenty of fuel to the fire. “WANTED: NEW WORTHY 
RIVAL,” read the first rollout.

The next salvo: “PRINCETON’S BIGGEST LOSS: AMY GUTT-
MAN,” referring to the former Princeton University provost who jumped 
ship last summer to become Penn’s president. The fiery blonde rose from 
her chair-back and waved at the student section in kindly acknowledge-
ment, and received a loud ovation. “A-my! Gutt-man!”, the Quaker faithful 
chanted.

Those who wear orange and black are outsiders in this house, and the 
tight contingent stuffed into the far northwest corner of the gym didn’t 
involve themselves in any banner back-and-forth. On the court, however, 
their basketball team silently responded to the ribbing with effortless paint 
penetration and the usual tough-as-nails Tiger defense. Spurred on by their 
senior Judson Wallace (“JUDSON IS UGLY”), the visitors raced out to a 
commanding lead. The Quaker fans were stunned, and the rollout barrage 
was silenced. 

But then in the second half, with a slump-shouldered Wallace on the 
bench battling foul trouble, Penn began slicing away at a looming deficit. 
The spread had reached 53-35 with seven minutes remaining, and the 
comeback was improbable and mostly indescribable. It was if Hoop God 
did not deign to view a blowout in this timeless series, and demanded that 
it not occur. The Tigers found themselves with empty possession after 
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empty possession — Penn crept back with three-point production from 
their frontcourt, as well as plenty of and-ones. When they missed their 
shots, big Jan Fikiel was usually right there, standing where Judson Wal-
lace’s ghost stood.

The Penn students leapt to life, and the cavalcade of banners was joy-
ously recommenced. “IS THAT YOUR ACCEPTANCE RATE OR YOUR 
WINNING PERCENTAGE?” 

The white-shirted Penn players finally drew even with half-a-minute 
to go on two free throws. And when they repeatedly stifled the Tigers’ 
attempts at a last-second win, the Palestra was transfigured into a noisy, 
merry blob of pure energy. 

The overtime was anticlimactic, to be sure. The home team was lifted to 
victory on the wings of the electrically charged Red & Blue Crew; spent and 
defeated Princeton, their hero long since fouled out, never had a chance. 
The rollouts, which had been stifled for such a long stretch, seemed to 
come flying down from nearly everywhere — from the south stands as well 
as from the west. “GO BEAT CORNELL”, one said. “4 OUT OF 5 IVY 
LEAGUE SCHOOLS ENJOYED BEATING PRINCETON,” another.

As time trickled away in the overtime session, Lubin stood at the cor-
ner of the court in his business suit and Bjorn Borg tricolor headband; 
raised high in his outstretched fists were two rolled and unspent weapons. 
The General poised at the edge of play, jumping and screaming, prepar-
ing to lead his charges in another timeless tradition: court-storming. The 
Quakers had done their job by virtually eliminating their arch-rivals from 
postseason consideration, and he had as well — by rallying his supporting 
troops behind them. 

It would be Lubin’s last homecourt defense against the hated Tigers — 
graduation will force The General into retirement at the end of the season. 
“Seeing as how this is my last year,” he said. “I feel responsible to make this 
season’s student section as intimidating and fierce as is possible.”
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BROOKLYN THE LAST PICTURE SHOW
2.13.2005 • SEASON 1

Veterans Stadium was imploded on Second Round Sunday of last year’s 
Tournament. I was in Kansas City at the time. So right before I touched 
down at Philadelphia International Airport on Monday morning, I looked 
down from my window seat and saw The Vet reduced to a circular pile of 
matchsticks. My heart was in my throat; I was shocked.

Don’t get me wrong — everybody hated the damn place, from its ash-
tray-like shape to its lurid green turf. Aside from one baseball champion-
ship, nothing really ever happened there. The most heartwarming tales of 
The Vet usually involve that time you got to make out on the field on Fire-
works Night, or that guy who snuck a keg up to the 700 level by pretending 
to be in a wheelchair.

But in the year before its demolition, there was much respect and honor 
and tribute bestowed upon the crummy old thing. There was an All-Vet 
team and a tribute DVD and souvenir books for many different reading 
levels. There was a countdown to the final game, and the Phanatic would 
wheel a Philly sports icon out to the right field wall on his ATV and they’d 
tear off another number together. On the final weekend in September, they 
gave out little replica Vets. (I went to a friend’s house over the holidays, 
and saw one on the coffee table, being used as an ashtray. Disrespectful, 
but strangely fitting.)

There is no countdown to the final game at Long Island University’s 
Arnold and Marie Schwartz Athletic Center, no retrospective movie or sad 
goodbye. After 43 years, the LIU basketball program will move to a glit-
tering new glass-and-steel facility on the southeast corner of its Brooklyn 
campus. Inso doing, they’ll leave behind the most beautiful and bizarre 
arenas in all of Division I.

The Schwartz Center used to be the Brooklyn Paramount Theater. It 
opened in 1928. For 34 years, the Paramount hosted the stars of the stage 
and silver screen, both on celluloid and in the flesh. Brooklynites thrilled 
to the tones of the mighty Wurlitzer organ. The Paramount’s ten-story 
sign lit up Flatbush Avenue, proclaiming the latest cinematic imports from 
Hollywood. Bing Crosby and Eddie Cantor and Little Richard sang from 
its stage; Mae West and Ginger Rogers graced it with their luminous pres-
ences. The walls and ceiling glittered with the opulent golden ornamenta-
tion common to amusement palaces of the day. The Paramount was where 
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the borough’s residents went to be entertained.
But with the growing popularity of television and the growing solidifica-

tion of staged entertainment in Manhattan’s Broadway district, the old girl 
withered and died. In 1962, Long Island University bought the shuttered 
Paramount, and they decided that they’d bring her back to life by way of 
repurpose. 

And I mean really repurpose. The orchestra section was ripped out, 
replaced with a regulation basketball court. Seats were set up where the 
stage had been. But the curtains and the golden flourishes and the gilded 
nudes holding up fountains remained; the construction crew just hung 
cage lights from end to end to properly illuminate the floor. The next year, 
the star attraction at the for-
mer Paramount was Blackbirds 
coach Roy Rubin, who led LIU 
to a 14-9 record at the weirdest 
arena in all of college basket-
ball.

My new friend Mike is 
an LIU alum, and he can tell 
you the stories of those great 
Rubin-led teams — including 
the 1968 NIT squad that was 
rated the top small-college 
team in the country (an early 
version of today’s mid-major 
poll), due in part to a torrid 
20-game winning streak and a 
NIT win over Bradley. 

Mike showed me around after the game. Look up there, beyond the 
beige facing installed in the early Seventies (when the Schwartzes made 
their naming-rights investment), there’s the original balcony. See? There 
are some of the original theater seats, just peeking up over the edge of the 
facing. And over there, that trap door behind the visitor’s bench? That’s 
where the Wurlitzer is, it has all the original hydraulics and can rise up out 
of the floor. That organ music during timeouts... that wasn’t a recording.

“Wait... it comes right up out of the basketball court?” I asked, incredu-
lous.

“Yes, it does,” Mike said, smiling. “It’s quite something.”
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Turns out that the Theatre Organ Society Of New York held regular 
concerts there, because the old Paramount Wurlitzer was in such well-
maintained condition. I wondered if the organists loosened up beforehand 
by shooting a little hoop. But my train of thought was broken — that’s when 
I noticed that the bleachers in the “stage” section had been collapsed, and 
thick green netting was being strung.

“What’s going on?”
“It’s a batting cage for the LIU baseball and softball teams,” Mike 

explained. He spotted a young ballplayer wearing a black batting helmet, 
in line to take his cracks at the makeshift cage. “This’ll be easier in the new 
facility, huh?” Mike asked him.

“Most definitely,” the young lad exhaled, his face bearing a weary and 
exasperated expression. “I don’t think I can wait much longer.”

I was introduced to LIU’s athletic director, John Suarez. I asked him if 
he’d miss the Paramount — er, Schwartz — when they move out.

“I’ll miss it,” he replied, quickly glancing up at a banner proclaiming the 
new facility and its Fall 2005 opening date. He pauses for a moment. “But 
not that much.”

The building itself appears to be safe — there are local and national 
landmark issues. I also have a feeling that you don’t want to cross a bunch 
of angry Wurlitzer organists. So there will be no demolition, no ceremony, 
and the countdown (as of this writing, there are two games remaining to 
be played there) ticks on silently.

I guess that there isn’t much sentimentality about the Schwartz because 
it was never really a sports palace to begin with. It’s a basketball court awk-
wardly shoehorned into a beautiful old theater. The ghosts in this building, 
if they’re still here, are perhaps more likely to belt out a rendition of “Hello, 
Dolly” than nail a jump shot.

“I haven’t seen every one of them, obviously,” I said, looking up at the 
high arch of intricate golden carvings above me. “But this truly has to be 
one of the most beautiful arenas in college basketball.”

“I agree,” Mike says, raising his arm to eye level, shielding his view from 
the basketball court and stands. “From here up.”
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HOW I STOPPED WORRYING AND LEARNED TO 
LOVE THE NEC
2.14.2005 • SEASON 1

The Northeast Conference doesn’t try to be something that it’s not, and 
that’s refreshing. Their mission statement strives for “athletic achievement, 
academic integrity and development, community outreach, and a renewed 
emphasis on sportsmanship,” and there’s nothing in there about sending 
two teams to the NCAA basketball tournament. It’s never going to happen, 
and they know it.

The NEC began as a hoops-only league for small D-I schools that 
needed a place to play; it was the ECAC Metro Conference back when it 
started 24 years ago. They’ve added a bevy of new sports (and a new name) 
along the way, and now have 11 NCAA-eligible sports, including football. 
But it still has a round, orange, basketball-shaped heart. People might say 
that it’s a flat one due to the league’s terminally ill conference RPI, but 
that’s okay. Those people measure quality differently than we do.

The conference is spread out from Connecticut to Maryland, but the 
NEC sparkles with real and actual regional rivalries. There’s Central Con-
necticut, Quinnipiac and Sacred Heart up north, separated by a thin tri-
angle of interstate highways. Robert Morris and St. Francis (PA) battle for 
western Pennsylvania. Fans of Fairleigh Dickinson and Wagner sparked 
a brawl that spilled out into Wagner’s verdant campus after a conference 
tournament 3-6 game last year. And Brooklyn may owe the charmer under 
those Steely Dan guys (did anyone ever figure out what that means?), but 
there’s no love lost between St. Francis (NY) and Long Island. They’re sep-
arated by six blocks of upscale shopping, and a lot of inter-borough politics. 

What other Division I conference has two schools with the same name? 
That’s right — none! There’s St. Francis College in New York, and then 
there’s St. Francis University, which is out there in a town called Loretto, 
Pennsylvania. And they play each other twice a year, giving flustered sports 
wire workers the same fits they must have experienced back when the 
American Hockey League had two “St. John’s” teams. Radio announcers 
usually just call them “NY” and “PA” when they’re in the same gym. Insid-
ers differentiate them by calling them SFC and SFU. I’ve overheard some 
folks at games go a step further in the St. Francis abstraction: “U.” and 
“College.”

There are fewer conferences with workable one-man and two-man 
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shows than the NEC. Let’s face facts: these players will be Europros at 
best and church league legends at worst, and won’t come close to mak-
ing lots of NBA bling. But occasionally, you’ll get a player who can score, 
rebound and put his teammates in positions where they can look good, 
too. This year, we have two — Monmouth’s Blake Hamilton and Fairleigh 
Dickinson’s Gordon Klaiber. Not surprisingly, their teams are the top two 
in the league. Both players are athletic, limber, and around 6-7. These are 
the type of guys who sit idly on depth charts at big schools — perhaps if 
recruiters showed borderline Big East prospects some game tape and said, 
“See? You could be The Man here!”

(But it’s very important that one uses the right Man. The NEC Man is 
not a guard like Quinnipiac’s Rob Monroe who can simply shoot the lights 
out. Monroe might score lots of points and get nominations for national 
awards because of his gaudy numbers, but look at his team’s record. Or 
actually, don’t... trust me, it is crap. Just don’t tell the Cousy Award voters 
that the potential “best point guard in the nation” has nobody to pass it to, 
and that’s why he takes all the shots.)

Because most successful NEC teams have a singular point of focus, 
one might think that might be enough to attract fickle fair-weather fans 
who require a “hook” to enjoy a basketball game, the ones who want to see 
the big-time players make the big-time plays. While the “but the winner 
of this conference will just get killed by Illinois, so it doesn’t matter in the 
end” is a tough hurdle, convincing them that the game really is on TV is 
the real hard part.

The NEC does indeed have a television contract. They play a lot of 
games on New York cable TV, and a game or two every week is picked up by 
a Fox Sports station, which in turn sends it out to the millions of DirecTV 
subscribers all over the nation. So if you’re out in Utah, you too can see 
the regionally famous “60 seconds to tip-off,” where all the game’s stories 
are rattled through with ridiculous speed. And no matter who’s playing, 
the announcers will invariably describe them as “two of the top teams in 
the league,” in a desperate attempt to sell the game to channel-flippers. As 
the commentators warmed up for this contest between 5-6 SFC and 6-7 
Wagner (a battle for sixth place), I didn’t have to read their lips. They were 
saying, “These are two of the top teams in the league.” I love it.

I’ll admit it, I also love Tim Capstraw. Capstraw is better known as 
the radio-side color commentator for the New Jersey Nets (and late-night 
NBATV viewers know him from Euroleague telecasts), but he’s an NEC 
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guy. He coached Wagner for a decade, was fired in 1999 after a tough sea-
son, and went straight to the booth. He’s following in the footsteps of other 
great so-so coaches who became legendary talking heads — the NHL has 
Don Cherry, baseball has Bobby Valentine (sorry, scratch that), and the 
NEC has “Capper.” 

Capper is the anti-Vitale. Since 1999, this dashing Jim Lampley-type 
has hosted a halftime feature called “Holding Court With Tim Capstraw.” 
He interviews two players from the game’s opposing teams, and tries to get 
them to talk smack at each other. Invariably, they realize that despite their 
differences, they agree on one thing: the host is a goofball who needs to 
get served. They turn on him, usually making fun of his “hairpiece,” and 
our hero is stunned. Stunned! At first, I was amused. Then, I got all post-
modern and rolled my eyes at it. Now, after six years of “Holding Court,” I 
realize that the act never gets old.

When financial issues forced the NEC tournament to forego a bracket-
gathering this year and return to a system of higher-seeded home games, 
the NEC put a positive spin on it. The conference was going “back to 
campus,” they said. But they probably won’t be there for long. There are 
beautiful new facilities opening at Long Island and Quinnipiac in the next 
few years, and last year’s edition was held at Wagner’s shiny Spiro Sports 
Center. When your school has a nice building and your league has a televi-
sion contract, somebody somewhere’s going to find some extra money to 
host a little eight-team tournament for a couple of days. Right, America 
East Conference? Right, Binghamton?

None of this would mean anything unless the games were relatively 
decent. And they are — the teams are usually evenly matched, and no 
NEC game I’ve ever seen has been completely snore-inducing or com-
pletely devoid of interesting qualities. Take this one, for instance — a game 
of four distinct runs. Wagner was into the 20’s while SFC struggled to get 
above five; the score was tied at halftime. Wagner’s Seahawks delivered the 
first blow of the second half, which was met in turn by the homestanding 
Terriers down the stretch. The score was tied with two seconds remaining 
and Wagner on the line.

The crowds at NEC games, for their part, usually display raucous 
behavior that belies the small attendance figures. Because most of the kids 
on the floor are local, there are a lot of moms and girlfriends and posses 
making a whole lot of noise. And there’s something endearingly organic and 
gritty about it all, too. To wit: as time expired in this game, five talented 
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Brooklynites in the back row of “College’s” 1,200-seat Pope Center built 
up a thick polyrhythm by banging on a ladder that had been placed behind 
the seats. The enthusiasm spread across the hall, as everybody — opposing 
fans included — began clapping along. As the game built to its crescendo, 
the din became louder and more pulsating. And then, with a single free 
throw by WC sophomore forward Durell Vinson, it was all over.

As the patrons filed out, my wife gave the SFNY-Wagner game her high-
est-possible approval rating. “That was exciting!” she exclaimed in delight. 

The NEC is cool, in that straight-from-the-streets underground fashion 
label kinda way. I bought a black canvas drawstring baggie with the league’s 
sky-blue logo on it at the conference tourney last March (best four bucks 
I ever spent). When I ran the Nova Scotia Marathon later that summer, 
I used it to store the things I wouldn’t need while I was on the course — 
balms, lotions, extra socks, what have you. At the bag check-in, a friendly 
local wanted to make kindly patter with a visiting American, make him feel 
at home. “Oh, the Northeast Conference,” he said. (And I’m not making 
this next part up.) “Syracuse and Georgetown are in that, right?” Sorry, my 
friendly northern brother, you’re thinking of the Big East. And just so you 
know, it’s an overrated league... entertainment-wise, that is.

Somewhere in this league, there’s a book waiting to be written. It might 
even be better than the cavalcade of player and coach profiles that made 
up The Last Amateurs. Not that there aren’t worthy coaches to talk about, 
mind you — there’s Central Connecticut’s fiercely loyal Calhoun protégé 
Howie Dickenman and Wagner’s Del Harris look-alike Mike Deane, who 
may or may not be bionic and always wears his sunglasses at night (and 
indoors). I have neither the qualifications nor the skills to pull something 
like that off, though I certainly wouldn’t have tip times altered, nor get 
schools to open their pool facilities early. Maybe that writer is out there 
somewhere.

The games will be played no matter what, it’s true. But without a poet 
laureate to immortalize the NEC, its story will fade further into silence as 
the years go by, just like so many other deserving ones.
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WORCESTER, MA SENIOR DAY
3.2.2005 • SEASON 1

Nothing lasts forever, and one’s youth lasts for a relative instant. Religions 
and tribes often mark a young person’s passage out of the slow and careful 
rhythms of the salad days into jangled, unpredictable adulthood with a 
ceremony. College basketball has its own sacred closure ritual: Senior Day.

Senior Day has its traditions and conventions, and out of respect, they 
are strictly adhered to. The college prints the names and pictures of the 
outgoing players on the game programs, and they run off a series of com-
memorative posters. During a pre-tip ceremony, parents and grandparents 
and siblings join the seniors on the floor, each team member receiving a 
standing ovation as tears flow from the eyes of proud moms. It’s a ceremony 
that’s not quite as solemn as commencement, but certainly more bitter-
sweet — the overwhelming majority of players will go pro in a field with 
far less of a public audience than basketball, and this is usually their last 
chance to bask in the adoring glow of a home crowd.

And so on a cold Saturday afternoon on top of a hill in central Massa-
chusetts, five young purple-clad men ceremoniously bid adieu to the court 
they’d called home. Crusader starters Nate Lufkin, the team’s 6-11 cen-
terpiece, guard Greg Kinsey and forward John Hurley all said goodbye, as 
did bench guards Michael Smiley and Dan Brault. Each player’s family 
received a wooden and brass plaque honoring their service to the Holy 
Cross basketball program and to the Patriot League as well. 

They were members of “Team Together,” the engravings noted — they 
had dominated their conference, and had done so without the benefit of 
flashy one-man play. They’d take basketball’s lessons about teamwork and 
sportsmanship out into the real world, where they’d become artists and 
political scientists and economists.

But of course, this is the bottom end of mid-major basketball, so the cer-
emony outweighs the reality. The Crusaders had wrapped up the regular-
season conference championship after a home win over Bucknell earlier in 
the week, which meant that they had earned the right to host a quarterfinal 
as a one-seed, a matchup with the same hapless Army team that provided 
opposition on this particular afternoon. When the rules and traditions of 
Senior Day were written, there was no accounting for campus-site tourna-
ments.

As game action begins on Senior Day, each member of the outgoing 
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class is out on the floor at tip-off. Each plays four or five honorary minutes 
before regular game strategy intervenes. In this game, the hosts raced out 
to a scorching 12-0 run, and held the lowly Black Knights to a woeful 14 
first-half points. When play resumed after the break, Army caught Holy 
Cross napping and rattled off a 13-2 run of Army’s own. It was likely that 
the Crusaders had been looking ahead to their next opponent — when they 
realized that they were right there on the court, the universe folded in on 
itself and the home team sped on to the easy win.

At the end of a Senior Day game, starting seniors are taken out one by 
one, so they can hear the deafening roar of the home crowd one final time. 
And so Kinsey, Lufkin and Hurley made their ceremonial exits as the min-
utes ticked away. Each received a standing ovation, and each acknowledged 
the crowd with a wave.

I had the opportunity to sit next to Dan Brault’s father, there in the 
lower corner. He’s a crusty old Maine mariner with a heavy white beard 
and wind-worn ball cap, and he sat for most of the two-hour contest in 
silence, as his son waited patiently at the end of the Holy Cross bench in 
his 50 jersey, waiting for his final moment of collegiate sports glory. He got 
his chance with two minutes remaining, as he and Smiley made their way 
from the end of the bench to the scorer’s table to finish the game.

In the closing seconds of the game, with the result well-salted in favor 
of the home team, Brault received a pass at the top of the key and drove his 
defender far back into the paint. The little-used guard, who had only played 
in nine games and scored two points all year, lifted off from the floor, flew 
through the air towards the hoop. He held the ball alight for what seemed 
to be one complete revolution of the earth, then softly deposited the orb 
cleanly into the basket. The whistle blew, and the crowd erupted.

“Hoo! Ahh!” the proud father exclaimed through cupped hands. “Hoo! 
Ahh!”

But then, the unthinkable. The referee stepped out towards center 
court, repeatedly moved his hands lengthwise to wave off the two points. 
He placed one hand behind his head and pointed towards the other basket. 
Offensive foul.

No! No! The crowd was furious, and the displeasure of several thousand 
fans rained down on the court. In a moment of sheer pettiness, the Patriot 
League officiating crew had snatched away and erased a memory from 
a young economics major from York, Maine — a beautiful moment that 
would have lasted a lifetime.
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“They stole that from him!” I cried out to him over the din. “They stole 
that!”

“I know,” he said.
But there was no sadness in his voice — his face was fixed in that same 

beaming, proud smile. After the final three ticks drained away and the 
crowd dispersed into the cold Worcester afternoon, Mr. Brault sat there 
alone in the wooden bleachers, gazing up at the rafters. As he clutched 
Dan’s Senior Day plaque in his arms, he soaked it all in.
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BURLINGTON, VT BACKWOODS FREAKS OF 
NATURE
11.28.05 • SEASON 2

Interstate 89 northbound is a long drive for someone with nothing to think 
about. There are plenty of “Next Exit 15 Miles” reminders, too many unset-
tlingly incomplete gas/food/lodging triads, and trees, lots of trees. By 
Thanksgiving, the leaf peepers are all gone away — all that’s left along the 
roadsides are ghoulish galleries of dark fingers stripped to their bones, all 
clawing skyward.

The long and desolate drive up from Boston to Burlington (five hours or 
so) provides plenty of time to ruminate on the state of the Vermont basket-
ball program, where it’s been and where it’s going. They were so bad for so 
long, rallying around a succession of low-wattage stars who were destined 
to become parts of the local business community, not NBA prospects. 
Then, in the early part of this decade, they hit upon a magical combination 
of people and time and place.

 A giant reason for that recent success — the three straight Tournament 
appearances, the 13-over-4 upset back in March—was thanks in large part 
to Taylor Coppenrath, a 6-9, 250-lb. Manimal that Tom Brennan discov-
ered in nearby West Barnet. He dominated the America East conference 
for three years after a rough, raw freshman campaign. But he’s gone now, 
off to Greece to play basketball for money.

I stopped at a tiny gas-and-go five miles off the highway, far outside the 
normal acceptable range for a blue-sign Interstate advertisement. The sta-
tion had Citgo signage, but someone went through a lot of trouble to cover 
the “Go” on each logo with black tape. There were two ancient and rusty 
pumps, there at that “Cit” station. 

As soon as I popped the gas cap and grabbed hold of the side-swivel 
pump, a tall, thin old man with a bushy beard approached me. He must 
have been in his sixties, but even with his slumped-over countenance he 
had small-forward height next to my point-guard frame. 

“Gimme the gun, sonny,” he said in a harsh, raspy voice. “I do all the 
pumping around here.”

When he took the handle from me, I couldn’t help but notice how enor-
mous his hands were. They were nearly twice the size of mine.

They say it’s tough to recruit at UVM, and as the miles added up I could 
saw why. I imagined a pimply 18-year-old blue-chip riding shotgun on that 
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long highway, GameBoy batteries long since dead, each grey asphalt-coated 
mile offering more and more opportunity to think about other schools, 
ones that aren’t so far away from civilization. Or maybe a switch to another 
sport, like lacrosse.

Heading back south after the game, I stopped at a convenience store 
on the outskirts of Burlington to gas up again, and pick up a snack and 
coffee for the long road ahead. The person behind the counter wore two 
mismatching flannel button-ups over each other, with long black hair that 
reached to the shirts’ edge. The reason why I couldn’t immediately figure 
the cashier’s gender was because of the high degree of muscle tone in the 
arms.

She rang up the chip bag, but didn’t figure the coffee into the transac-
tion. I tried to helpfully point it out with a “this, too.”

“I can’t charge you for that,” the cashier said with flashing, hyper-intense 
eyes. “Have you tasted it? It’s like diarrhea in a cup.”

Once again, I didn’t know what to say. “Happy Thanksgiving?” was the 
best I can do.

Then she gave me my change in crisp two-dollar bills. “Go Cats,” came 
the reply.

They say you can’t teach size, but you can certainly mold it and shape 
it into a basketball monster, then unleash it on unsuspecting opposition. 
People say that Taylor Coppenrath was a once-in-a-lifetime player, a rough 
gem whose combination of ferocity, size and footwork will never be seen 
again at the University of Vermont.

But after traveling the I-89 corridor, I’m absolutely convinced that there 
must be another Coppenrath out there, hidden somewhere in amongst 
those cold, black trees. And if the UVM coaches and staff are willing to 
brave that deep and foreboding forest, they’ll probably find him.
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BINGHAMTON, NY FREE WOLFIE
3.6.2005 • SEASON 1

Jose Juan Barea of Northeastern scored 41 points on 17-for-32 shooting, 
and his Huskies prevailed over the Stony Brook Seawolves in an America 
East quarterfinal. That’s what the AP wire will say about this game. Maybe 
they’ll add something about the fact that it was the last game in the 27-year 
coaching career of Stony Brook’s Nick Macarchuk. 

What the beat writers and wire services and columnists won’t include in 
their reports, however, is that this game included what may have been the 
most controversial moment in the America East conference’s short history.

 We have acknowledged J.J. Jumper, the “official mascot of NCAA Bas-
ketball.” He’s one of the more tragic figures in the mascot community — he 
doesn’t have a home court, and spends the season wandering around Hoops 
Nation desperately looking for someone to please. The NCAA’s website 
includes a series of reference letters, which attempt to sway any college 
administrators who might be skeptical about allowing a frog-looking thing 
with orange hair onto their campuses. It’s not easy being green, but if you’re 
J.J. Jumper, it’s brutal.

During the fourth media timeout of the first half of this game, J.J. was 
out on the court, trying to make some new friends. As they are wont to do, 
the fans rose to their feet, stretched out their arms, and readied themselves 
to exchange temporary devotion for a free T-shirt. J.J. Jumper is okay with 
this type of transaction, the lonely and lovelorn outsider that he is.

And then, Wolfie the Stony Brook mascot charged out onto the floor. 
He delivered a vicious WWE-style clothesline maneuver on the wide-eyed 
green Whatizit; as he attempted to rise, Wolfie finished him off with a 
fur-crushing tackle. In the grisliest possible fate for a mascot, J.J.’s head 
popped off, exposing the human being inside — the man quickly pulled 
the perpetually smiling frog-head back on, and lay there crumpled on the 
lacquered floor.

The crowd gasped, then applauded. “Wol-fie,” the public address 
announcer clucked. “That’s not nice!”

In the aftermath of the incident, the legal and PR wheels began to spin. 
Mary Beth Lennox, a senior advisor at host institution Binghamton Uni-
versity, pulled aside a Stony Brook representative in a red polo shirt and 
sternly lectured him about decency, manners, and the reputation of the 
America East Conference.
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“It’s his first time in the suit,” the young bespectacled gentleman 
explained. “He didn’t know... he didn’t know any better.”

It was soon revealed that the person playing Wolfie on this evening was 
a Stony Brook football player, perhaps taking out his frustration from the 
gridiron Seawolves’ 3-7 record on the official mascot of NCAA hoops. But 
it certainly did explain Wolfie’s superb tackling skill.

Word spread like wildfire through the arena: “Wolfie’s been tossed 
from the game!” the whispers began. Oh no, Wolfie’s been suspended by 
the league!

“He’s innocent!” one Stony Brook fan yelled. “Free Wolfie!”
In the bowels of the Events Center, underneath the bleachers, I asked 

the Stony Brook mascot if it was all true. Say it ain’t so, Wolfie. “Nahh, 
man,” he said. “I’m still in the game.”

In the confusion that followed, the grey and blue wolf mascot made 
two laps around the arena, raising his arms in victory. As he passed by the 
opposing fans, the Northeastern contingent gave Wolfie a standing ova-
tion. Just like that, the lid on a virulent and long-dormant strain of anti-J.J. 
Jumper sentiment had been ripped away. It was perfectly acceptable to 
cheer his conqueror, no matter what one’s rooting interest.

But this story isn’t all just fun and games, because someone did actually 
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get hurt. J.J. Jumper sustained a neck injury, one severe enough to warrant 
attention from the Events Center’s emergency medical team. He would 
not return to the game, and the remainder of the two-game quarterfinal 
session would be 100% fur-free. A highly-placed America East source told 
me that J.J.’s condition was “critical but stable.” The source asked not to be 
identified, and he was probably just kidding anyway.

Making copies of people may still be a politically controversial subject, 
but humankind long ago mastered the art of mascot cloning. Because of 
the number of J.J. Jumper suits in circulation, he will appear at games on 
Sunday in both Buffalo and Greensboro, NC. In this story, that’ll have to 
count as a happy ending.
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BINGHAMTON, NY WHY ARE WE DOING THIS
12.1.20 10 • SEASON 7

The first time I visited Binghamton University for a basketball game was 
in early 2005. Season One. It was number 34 of the original 100 Games 
Project. My goodness, how simpler times were back then. The Bearcats, in 
their fourth year of Division I membership, drew 2,700 people to the Events 
Center on a cold January Sunday, and sent them all back into the snow after 
a nine-point loss to New Hampshire. Under Al Walker, the team did rela-
tively well considering its relative newbie status. Unlike a lot of transition-
als, Binghamton won half its games. 

I won’t insult anybody’s intelligence and assume that it’s not widely 
known what happened next. Walker, a solid yet unspectacular coach who 
graduated players but couldn’t win games in March, was fired in 2007 after 
compiling a 92-108 record at the school. Or, rather, it was agreed that he 
would step aside. In came Kevin Broadus from Georgetown, a brash and 
stubborn man, and he signed a series of transfer players who were talented 
yet troubled. The objective was to win a championship, and then more 
championships, and put Binghamton on the basketball map. There was a 
severe administrative culture shift, a string of arrests, gross academic and 
ethical misconduct, and a series of exposé articles in the New York Times 
written by an intrepid reporter with something resembling a vendetta. 

Despite all that, the plan worked. On the court, the 2008-09 Bing-
hamton team won 23 times including 13 of 16 America East games, and 
claimed the conference championship with wins in March over Hartford, 
UNH, and the University of Maryland at Baltimore County. The final 
reward was strikingly similar to that of many small-conference title-win-
ners: a 24-point loss to Duke in the NCAA Tournament’s first round. In 
the fall, the team’s leading scorer was arrested for selling crack, five players 
were suspended, The fallout from the ensuing audit and investigation led 
to the indefinite suspension of Broadus and the dismissal of the school’s 
athletic director. It was later found that nearly every conceivable rule in 
college athletics had been broken at Binghamton, and the scandal was deep 
and wide enough for its own Wikipedia page. 

At one point, the very existence of the program was in doubt. New 
interim head coach Mark Macon, who’d brought honor to the Temple pro-
gram as a player, had to hold open tryouts to fill out his 2009-10 roster. 
The team qualified for the 2010 America East tournament, but chose not 
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to participate for reasons that were never fully made public. 
On Tuesday night, I returned to the Binghamton Events Center after 

three years away. The 2010-11 Bearcats are, quite simply, one of the worst 
and most inept Division I basketball teams I have ever seen. Last weekend 
against my old school, Drexel, they scored 39 points. In the first half at 
home against Canisius of the Metro Atlantic, the team managed just 12. 
I cannot recall ever witnessing a situation quite like the one that unfolded 
in the second half: every time a Bearcat went into the lane, contact or not, 
the nearest Canisius player was whistled for a foul. I have never seen an 
officiating crew take pity on a team like that. 

And mercy on the Binghamton offense was necessary. Players stumbled 
as they dribbled, would not take widely open shots, and wandered aimlessly 
in concentric circles as the point guard stood at the top of the key pretend-
ing to direct traffic. After the 55-45 Golden Griffins victory was sealed, 
the winning head coach was asked about what he thought of the odd foul 
parade. “I’m really glad you asked that question,” Tom Parrotta replied 
before dispensing the most politically correct response he could muster. 

When it was the Bearcats’ turn to explain, Greer Wright, a senior guard 
who wears number 5 and scored 23 points, came to the microphone. “We 
don’t believe in moral victories,” came the measured and oft-repeated rea-
soning. “We just want to win. We don’t care about anything else than W’s. 
We have to get W’s.” For their first six games, Binghamton has a single win 
over Colgate against five losses. A quick glance at the upcoming schedule 
— including Hofstra, Manhattan, and a three-game road trip — indicated 
that the next W might not come until at least January. And maybe not even 
then. 

Coach Macon spoke next. “There’s victory in losing,” he said. “It’s the 
opportunity to get better. That’s not a ‘moral’ victory, you know. It’s getting 
better.” 

None of the other reporters scribbled that down into their notebooks. 
Perhaps it was all moment and framework and Big Picture, but it was one 
of the most Mid-Majority things I’ve ever heard a coach say. It was the 
acknowledgment that winning and losing aren’t really everything, it’s the 
context that counts. Coubertin was right: it’s the taking part, the opportu-
nity to keep playing and potentially improve. The most important thing in 
all of this is that a there is such a thing as a Binghamton men’s basketball 
program in 2010. Winning and losing isn’t even possible if there’s no team 
to play for. Neither can occur without existence. 
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On Saturday, March 19, 2009, I watched the America East champi-
onship contest between Binghamton and UMBC on television in a hotel 
room in downtown Cleveland, where I was attending the Mid-American 
Conference tournament. An hour after the game, I was curled up on the 
bathroom floor, shaking, my head throbbing, coughing up blood. Another 
seizure. There was nothing particularly special or remarkable about this, 
because it was happening just about every day. I later found out that it was 
related to carbon monoxide poisoning, but I knew then that this was all 
self-inflicted. I was sleeping in the car with the engine running too much 
on my way to basketball games. 

Why am I doing this. That was my mantra during the hours it took to 
recover from these episodes. I don’t know why I’m doing this. Why am 
I doing this. It would take one calendar year for the answers to reveal 
themselves, moment by moment, pixel by pixel and one at a time. Then, 
connected dots connect, lines formed. Star, star, star, and there, finally, a 
constellation. In that size and shape, the message that the site has fulfilled 
and completed its purpose, and that these seven years mean something. 

In the Events Center, there are two banners that commemorate the 
championship accomplishments of the 2008-09 team: America East title, 
NCAA appearance. They’re like most banners in a gym: they’re not the 
first things you notice when you arrive, or the second, or the tenth. They’re 
just there. Meanwhile, there was a good crowd for a Tuesday night. The 
Screamin’ Green band shook the rafters. There was a time out gimmick 
with goofy giant dice, and another one with an inflatable money machine 
that a contestant went inside for 15 clocked seconds.

None of us, participants or observers, truly know the reason for Bing-
hamton basketball right now. It’s hard to imagine that anything beautiful 
could come after such ugliness; the reason for existence, after all that hap-
pened, is unclear. But someday, something small and great and true will 
come from here. When it does, the lines between the stars will be bright 
and clearly defined. When the moment comes, there will be no question 
that all this struggle was worth it for the chance to get better. Just trust 
me on this one.
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IRVINE, CA ME, THE INTERNET AND UC IRVINE
2.7.2007 • SEASON 3

The hinge years of the millennium weren’t exactly the easiest time to be a 
Drexel Dragon fan. After a nice run in 1999 to the America East title game 
(a huge and depression-inducing loss to Delaware), the 1999-2000 squad 
was a virtually unwatchable mess. Drexel went on an unexpected 11 of 12 
spurt halfway through the 2000-01 season, but it all came crashing down 
in a four-game losing streak to end the season. I desperately needed other 
outlets.

This also happened to be the time when high-speed internet started 
coming around. Geeks like me had been all over rich-content communi-
cations for a while, BBS-ing and Compuserving in the Eighties, using all 
those ridiculous applications named after Archie-comic characters in the 
Nineties. I can still recall the special thrill of using my Macintosh Plus to 
check the weather in Singapore, or to check how many Cokes were in the 
machine downstairs. The idea that I could request information with a few 
keystrokes and receive it within seconds, well, that was magical once.

My apartment building was three blocks from a telephone switching sta-
tion, and in 1998 we were some of the first Philadelphia residents to ditch 
dialup and use Digital Subscriber Lines, which at the time cost upwards of 
$75 per month. There weren’t many sites out there for us “broadband” users 
(though most people didn’t call it that back then), but each new discovery 
was well worth the high cost. After years of plain text, there were images 
(ones that took less than five minutes to load), a few postage-stamp sized 
videos, and an ever-growing amount of available audio.

One of the first stations to embrace internet radio was KUCI in Irvine, 
California, which started streaming its signal all the way back in 1996. In 
nearly 40 years, it’s always been the next-best thing to pirate radio, refus-
ing to play mainstream music and giving over its airwaves to alternate 
viewpoints. 

And on Thursday and Saturday nights, KUCI gave over its airwaves 
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to alternate basketball, Big West basketball. It was one of the only inter-
net radio stations broadcasting sports, and if I was up late at night doing 
homework or without a date (which was often), I’d fire up an arcane and 
bug-ridden program called “RealPlayer” and tune in. The signal was rich 
stereo, and would only drop a few times during games (usually late in the 
second half). 

While my Drexel Dragons sputtered and seized up several blocks away, 
my new love — the Anteaters — were tearing through the Big West Con-
ference. In January of 2001, UCI rattled off 13 straight wins and would 
have spun a fearsome 22-game streak if not for a 62-57 loss at Utah State. 
I’d spend the week thinking thoughts like, “How many points can Jerry 
Green score against Boise State tonight?” and “Who’s a better shooter, Ben 
Jones or Sean Jackson?” It didn’t matter that I had nobody to talk to about 
this as I walked around the Drexel campus, it was my fun secret. But I still 
bought a UCI hat and t-shirt from the online store.

The 25-win Anteaters lost to Pacific in the tourney semis, which earned 
them a trip to Tulsa — I listened to every minute of that 75-71 loss, too. 
The next year, there was more hope, and there was the emergence of a 7-0 
European-style big named Adam Parada. After a one-point loss to UCLA 
in December, the ‘Eaters ripped through the Big West, winning 13 league 
games but falling again in the semis, this time to California-Santa Barbara. 
That year’s NIT trip ended badly at Brigham Young.

I still follow the Anteaters, like I do with all the Big West teams, but 
they’ve slowly slipped from their championship form — 2002-03 was their 
last 20-win campaign. But finally last Saturday, in my regular travels, I 
made my first visit to Bren Events Center. I took pictures of the 2001 and 
2002 Big West Conference championship banners. And it was basketball 
homecoming, one of those great mid-major traditions for teams without 
football, the culmination of a day of rides and booths and the crowning of a 
king and queen. After the Anteaters completed a win over Cal State North-
ridge, I got to talk to Pat Douglass, who’s been head coach there since 1997.

“Why’d you come out all this way?” Douglass asked me when I said I 
worked with ESPN.

I’ve interviewed nearly 150 Division I coaches, but it was as if I had 
met a celebrity. “Oh, just coming to see you guys play,” I blurted out in my 
trademarked blend of casual, off-handed speech and stuttering.

I also got to talk to the long-time radio team, and was just as nervous. 
I didn’t think they were used to wild-eyed weirdos with press passes com-
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ing up to them, thanking them profusely, and gushing about internet radio 
and Jerry Green and that night they beat Utah State by a point in 2002. 
They were kind as I tried to stammer through a litany of reasons why what 
they were doing was making a positive impact; I just didn’t have the words 
handy.

But after a couple days of reflection, I do now. In the decade or so since 
Internet use became widespread, we’ve all taken its fundamental magic 
for granted. This web allows you to visit other places, to learn things you 
didn’t know, to read these words I type in Los Angeles from wherever you 
are. It allows Tomohide Katagiri to follow his beloved and adopted Vermont 
Catamounts from Japan, and it allows you to adopt any school you’d like 
to and follow them well enough to fall in love. The Internet allows anyone 
who wants to expand their horizons beyond the home team, to see the big 
picture — and with over 300 teams, it’s a very huge picture — with more 
clarity.

It certainly did for me. And credit where due, I might not have reached 
this point if it wasn’t for those crazy Anteaters. Zot.
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LOS ANGELES FOOTBALL INDEPENDENCE DAY
2.5.2007 • SEASON 3

There are three important national holidays on the official calendar 
of Hoops Nation™. First and foremost in importance is Selection Sunday 
in March — the day that the entire college basketball year leads up to. A 
second is coming up in a couple weeks: that Day of the Mid-Majors, the 
day when we take over (some of) the cable and broadband airwaves, Brack-
etBusters Saturday.

The third one, the one that elicits the most ecstasy and joy in your hum-
ble narrator, is today — the anticipation has been sphincter-clenchingly 
unbearable, and it’s finally here. After a long winter of annual discontent, 
a bright and clear morning has dawned... on Football Independence Day.

American-style football is the most ridiculous mish-mash of a “sport” 
that sentient beings have ever slapped together: a bastardization of the 
grand old game of rugby union, but with pads and helmets and steroids. 
To paraphrase George Will, football brings together the two worst things 
about American society: violence and committee meetings. But in no other 
game will you find such a premium of “toughness” and “manliness,” bal-
anced against the fact that all your favorite franchise’s scoring records 
are most likely held by a 175-lb. dude who’s on the field for less than two 
minutes per contest. Or such hypocrisy as when real violence breaks out, 
it’s an “embarrassment”. At its very core, football is a game for confused, 
maladjusted, passive-aggressive sissies.

And in no other game will you find such a figure as the dashing, smart 
pretty-boy quarterback exalted to such ridiculous superman status — I can 
remember a TV roundtable discussion about who the better athlete was, 
Lance Armstrong or Brett Favre. Armstrong pedalled a bicycle faster than 
anybody else for thousands of miles and over treacherous mountains, for 
an entire month — seven times — but the football apologist asked glibly, 
“Yeah, but did he have 300-lb. guys chasing him?” And those nameless, fat 
linemen... many of whom will die forgotten and unsung before 50, mostly 
due to obesity-related conditions.

Now it’s all over, for six months anyway. As the needless analysis of 
every last detail of the Super Bowl (and the meaningless Pro Bowl) dies 
away, we can focus on a real sport: basketball. There are no greater athletes 
than basketball players (although marathoners are up there — but that’s a 
personal bias); nobody runs and jumps and gives as much sustained effort 
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in a game context. Football, with its caste-like specialization and hours 
of standing around, translates well to television — that’s all the game has 
going for it.

I spent Super Bowl Sunday in a football-free bubble, in the only city that 
cares as little about pro football as I do: Los Angeles. 

I awoke to the soft undulations of Redondo Beach waves as the sky went 
all pink and orange, the rising sun providing perfect back-light. I donned 
my trainers, took my place along the sand-swept marinas and plazas for 
an extended morning jog, as I ran alongside bronzed and flawless young 
women in tankinis and sleek bodysuits... each more astonishingly beautiful 
than the last. After a brief recovery period, I relaxed in a beachside cafe, 
tasting cold peaches and apples, sipping a strawberry concoction as jazz 
was piped in through Bose speakers.

A two hour-long drive along the Pacific Coast Highway followed — I 
opened the sunroof on my rented Hyundai Sonata as I darted through the 
undulating hills and circle-curves of America’s most scenic road. I paused 
for a brief nap on the sands of a perfectly secluded beach... and as a perfect 
sunset washed the sky in soft colors, I stopped by a Baja Fresh for a veg-
etable burrito bursting with tomatoes and jalapeno peppers, a hand-held 
treat literally exploding with bold and saucy flavors.

And not once — not once — did I receive an update on the score of 
the Super Bowl. It wasn’t until Monday morning — from a spam email 
message, of all places — did I receive the news that the Chicago Bears 
had emerged victorious as NFL champions. It was a small scrap of sports 
information I quickly filed away under “meaningless.”

It was a perfect day, but not nearly as perfect as this one: Football 
Independence Day.
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RENO, NV CHAINS OF LOVE
2.7.2008 • SEASON 4

The Donner Party, those westbound settlers who looked for gold to pan and 
ended up as each other’s dinner, was a contingent cut in half by the tower-
ing gateway that separates those two areas that came to be Nevada and 
California. Donner Pass is named for the group that was 87 strong on the 
east side of the mountains in the summer of 1846. Only 48 when survivors 
emerged the next spring… a 7,840 mountain can be cruel like that.

One hundred and sixty-one winters later, a college basketball reporter 
zoomed up that oversized hill, ears popping to the rhythm of a rock and roll 
song on the radio. He — and by he I mean I — had rented a gold-colored 
Kia Rio at San Jose International Airport earlier that day, and after a three-
hour stop at a UC-Davis game, took to the mountains. Late one clear and 
cold Thursday night in January of 2008, I pulled over at a mountainside rest 
area, kept the engine running for heat, and dreamed high country dreams.

Nevada is...
Nevada is part glitter and part gulch, and battle born for sure. Nevada is 

a grey Cutlass Siera, its bumper unlatched and dragging, sparking its way 
across a deserted highway. Nevada is a ranch sold out of its beef for the 
sixth straight year. Nevada is a college president in a floppy prospector’s 
hat, and it’s not making fun. Nevada is the most beautiful Wal-Mart you’ve 
ever seen, set off by a snow-covered mountain in repose. 

Nevada is also a place with the most unsanitary, dirty, unsafe truck 
stops I’ve ever been. I have limits to what I’ll undergo, so I pulled a Hotwire 
hotel for my long, lost Silver State weekend. Because you can only pick the 
general proximity of a chosen lodging place, I was positioned a half-hour 
away from Reno, in Carson City.

I’ve been to Nevada plenty of times, but never to the state capital before. 
To me, Carson City was always the place where Senator Pat Geary was 
found with a dead teenage prostitute, an event that kept him from double-
crossing the “Corlionn” family. The motel I was assigned was a humble 
little place, good enough for 26 dollars a night, and it had suitable free 
WiFi for me to do the job.

Across from the low-slung motel, though, was a glittering and gleam-
ing casino-hotel, sparkling lights bouncing against the snowmelt-slicked 
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street in the late afternoon haze. I walked in to check the place out several 
hours after I arrived, and it was like every shady casino in the state, secu-
rity guards every 10 feet, windows blacked out. In the far corner, behind 
the penny slots there was a bank of television sets around the sports book 
operation.

Sports gambling is, of course, a very legal thing in Nevada. I walked 
over and checked the board out of curiosity — it was a Friday, which 
meant a day off for me and a light night on the college hoops pages of the 
book. Friday night means Metro Atlantic night, and a line caught my eye... 
Fairfield -4 at Iona.

Later on that afternoon, I went to that wonderful Wal-Mart to pick up 
some travel supplies. While walking the aisles, it kept going through my 
mind... that’s not right. That’s not right! Four points? On the road? Iona 
scores well at home. That’s a bad line, it had to be.

An hour later, I stood in line at the post office, mailing a box full of 
media guides from my southern swing that I had to haul in my suitcase 
from Raleigh to San Jose. What were they thinking, it’s still last year and 
Iona has a 2-28 record? The Gaels, good shooters, I thought as I affixed the 
“media mail” sticker to the box to save ten bucks on shipping. Fairfield’s 
defense, suspect. Four points... it’s not right.

And then I broke down. Once back at the motel, I raced across the 
street, and put an undisclosed amount of cash down on Iona with the 
points. I couldn’t help it, I had to. I was betting on people I knew, against 
people I knew, and it felt the kind of wrong-right that is in equal measure 
thrilling and gut-wrenchingly dirty. 

By 7 pm Pacific time, I had my answer, and my winning ticket. Iona 
had shot the lights out and ripped apart the visiting Fairfield Stags, 67-52. 
I went across the street to collect, and the cashier behind the glass and 
iron bars laid out the bills slowly, one by one, underneath the bulletproof 
partition. My heart sank, my very soul was behind those bars. I felt like the 
clip photo in those NCAA posters in every single athletic office, the one 
with the guy hanging his head on the cover of a fake newspaper with the 
headline, “University Athlete Busted for Betting.” That was me there, the 
sportswriter who had for a brief moment lost his innocence. 

I had used my knowledge for evil. Pure evil.
And I knew exactly what to do next. I fed the bills into a slot machine, 

one at a time. It was a Sopranos slot machine, and it had to be from Sea-
son 5 because getting three Steve Buscemis in a row earned you a bunch 
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of credits. I rode the undulating wave that every slot player goes through 
— down a bit, up a little, down a whole bunch, up just enough to get your 
hopes up, then bust. I gave my Iona blood money back to the Sopranos, 
every cent of it. Over the course of the next ten minutes, it was all gone.

On a Monday morning that broke to reveal a robin’s egg sky, I set out 
again, back into California over Donner Pass. My business at the Univer-
sity of Nevada was finalized, and I was headed to Saint Mary’s College — a 
240-mile journey. Bea, the voice on my GPS-enabled phone, hopefully put 
the estimated drive time at four hours and three minutes.

But once over the California-Nevada border, rising again into the higher 
elevations, the skies became purple and ominous. Near Floriston, an over-
head sign flashed: “Chain Control 8 miles, Tune To 1360 AM.” 

The scratchy voice on the radio was talking about lesser passes, routes 
87 and 267, and didn’t mention Interstate 80 at all. I was nervous, because 
economy cars rented in San Jose don’t come with tire chains. I looked 
around me, and there were Corrollas, Camrys, Rav-4’s, old Tercels without 
chains on their tires. Maybe I could get away with relying on my years of 
New England driving, and make it over the pass without extra help.

But eight miles later, I found out what “chain control” really meant. As 
the snow fell thicker and heavier, there was a Caltrans worker in a orange 
jumpsuit waving cars through and stopping others. I edged closer to the 
checkpoint, gripping the steering wheel, hoping I would be allowed to con-
tinue. I didn’t have chains, I’d never used chains, I didn’t know what I’d do 
if I were kept in Nevada. I had a flight back to Rhode Island scheduled the 
next day. Plus, I had to return that damned Kia Rio.

The gloved palm came up. I rolled down my window. “Pull off at the 
exit,” the man said sternly. “You can put your chains on at the cutout past 
the ramp.”

All my blood drained to my ankles as I drove off the highway. I, like the 
Donner Party, was stuck in the Sierras, trapped by circumstances beyond 
my control. Eventualities flashed in my mind — I’d miss the game, I’d miss 
my flight back home, and the thousands of dollars in fees for the late rental 
car would bankrupt me. I’d have to live in Nevada, stuck forever at a dirty 
Reno truck stop. Or maybe I could work for a casino for a living, or give out 
advice to sports gamblers... you know, like a mid-major Jim Feist. If all else 
failed, I could stock shelves at that awe-inspiring Wal-Mart in Carson City.
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Bea circumvented any panic, finding me an auto parts store there off the 
Truckee exit — an Advance outlet. It was half a mile from I-80, and upon 
entering, I could tell that they had built quite a business on the backs of 
people like me. All the tire chains were prominently displayed out front, 
along with a helpful salesperson who would match up your vehicle to the 
right size. 

The store was, all too conveniently, sold out of the economy version. 
Turns out that the cheapest available option for 14-inch tires was the “pre-
mium” package for $55, shiny brass that may or may not have served an 
actual purpose other than providing “bling” for a product that was designed 
to be used in dirty, slushy conditions.

Despite growing up on the East Coast, with no mountains, it turned out 
that one of the few things I’m naturally good at is putting chains on tires. 
Dig one end of the ladder-like lattices behind the front tires, spread them 
out behind, get in the car, go in reverse a few feet, get out, then fasten the 
ends. I admired the simple yet effective and efficient double-bind locking 
system. And I was somehow able to do it all without mussing up my Arrow 
shirt or my hair.

Clawing up a 7,000 peak in a Kia Rio equipped with tire chains is about 
as badass as you can get in an $12,000 car. It’s like being in a really cheap 
army tank. It’s a little odd when you get to the spots with no snow, because 
driving on bare pavement with chains over 30 m.p.h. produces a level of 
vibration that you can’t believe. 

That, however, is nothing compared to the metaphorical ass-buzz of the 
service available on each side of the mountain. For $30 (on) or $15 (off), 
men in yellow jumpsuits will attach and remove your chains. There are 
prominently placed signs that make it abundantly clear that these are not 
CalTrans employees, that they are operating on their own. If they aren’t 
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kicking back to the state in some way, $45 per five minutes of work is the 
best fence-scam since slot machines. Maybe if I had known about that 
before I put the chains on, maybe I would have been more likely and will-
ing to stay there in Truckee, California, putting people’s chains on their 
cars for a living. 

But it was time to return home, after all. After the Saint Mary’s game 
— it took a total of eight hours to make Moraga — and a night in a church 
parking lot near San Jose airport, I returned that battle-tested Kia Rio. As 
I sorted through the truck, I gazed at those shiny chains. I couldn’t leave 
the chains behind, I paid $55 for them.

I texted my wife. what size r the tires on the car?
The reply came quickly. 14 i think.
i got a present, went the return message.
At the Southwest ticket counter, I threw out enough media guides and 

papers to stay within the 25-lb. limit for baggage, stashing the pleather car-
rying case in my orange-wheeled suitcase. It wasn’t enough, though, and 
I was socked with the $25 fee for excess baggage weight. I didn’t mind, it 
was totally worth it.

Seven hours later, my wife picked me up from Providence airport and I 
showed her the expensive new auto accessory.

“These will be great for the next big snowstorm, don’t you think?” I 
exclaimed. “Ever use chains before? No? It’s such a badass feeling... like 
driving a tank! Imagine plowing through ! And look, they’re gold!”

She paused for several seconds, her mouth twisted in a knot. 
“Chains are illegal in Rhode Island,” she said.
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CLEVELAND COMING OF AGE
3.15.2005 • SEASON 1

The gauntlet was thrown down the night before. During a timeout contest 
sponsored by a regional chain of grocers, a pale young man named Hans 
stepped out onto the Gund Arena hardcourt. He wore a green Ohio Uni-
versity t-shirt over his gaunt frame and his red hair in a tidy buzzcut.

The object of this game was to respond to three sequential trivia inqui-
ries, each of which would move the participant five strides closer to the 
basket. Correct responses would allow Hans to stand — in succession — at 
halfcourt, then the free throw circle, and then on to the low post. Run out 
of questions, and that’s where he’d have to take a shot for a gift certificate 
and valuable prizes. 

The first one. “What event are you more likely to see at the MAC gym-
nastics championships later this month?” the P.A. announcer asked. “Bal-
ance beam, or Oreo dunking?”

“Ummmm,” Hans murmured. “Could you repeat the question?”
The words came slower and more insistently the second time, with just 

a hint of disbelieving condescension. “If I’m not mistaken,” answered Hans 
in a careful deadpan. “I believe the answer is Buffalo sucks.”

The UB fans howled their disapproval. Their boys were locked in a 
semifinal tussle with Western Michigan at the time, the winner to face 
the fresh-faced, out-of-nowhere, upstart Bobcats on Saturday night for the 
league championship. But before any of that, there was a very important 
trivia contest to attend to.

“What’s the more common injury to the foot?” queried the P.A. 
announcer. “Plantar fasciitis, or Planters peanuts?”

“What is Buffalo sucks?” asked the Ohio student, offering his best Ken 
Jennings impression.

I guess you could forgive the folks from Ohio University for not remem-
bering the “right” way to carry themselves into a championship situation 
— it’s been 11 years since their last one, after all. Fourth-year Bobcat coach 



 H A R D  P R O M I S E S2 0 0

Tim O’Shea addressed a press conference just hours before Hans’ brave 
public smack-fest; he was asked which teams from the Mid-American 
Conference deserved at-large consideration from the Selection Commit-
tee. His quick-fire response contained the same brash swagger as that of 
his team’s young fan. 

“Ohio, Ohio and Ohio,” he said. “I think we are the best team.”
Younger clubs and their coaches sometimes forget about the power of 

the Bulletin Board. It’s generally a bad idea to give an opponent extra rea-
sons to want to beat you, more ammunition for their crusade. And as the 
title game began, Buffalo saw fit to punish the Bobcats for their youth-
ful indiscretions. Inside poundings by their two big men, Mark Bortz and 
Yassin Idbihi, and swooshing sky-scraping arc-shots by waterbugs Turner 
Battle and Calvin Cage built up a looming lead. The UB faithful chanted, 
This is our house! And it sure seemed to be. The Bulls racked up 43 points 
before the halftime break.

The freshman-laden Ohio team, playing far above the level of their 
closely shorn heads, looked bewildered and lost, stunned. With 16:20 left 
in the game, the lead was 57-38 and the upcoming stretch seemed, for all 
intents and purposes, a series of garbage-time formalities before the coro-
nation. A few Bobcat fans took part in the age-old tradition of turning on 
one’s team in their bleakest, darkest hour. 

“Man, we suck,” said one half-heartedly.
And then, using composure, poise and patience, Ohio climbed back 

in the game. Taking advantage of Bortz’ fourth foul, the undersized ‘Cats 
established a swarming presence down low, clearing out space above to 
array their outside weaponry. And their young guns came through time 
after time, nailing jumpers on one end and brick-walling the Bulls on the 
other. In eight short minutes, the score was 62-60; the white-clad four-
seeds had executed a stunning 24-3 scoring run. It was a rite of passage 
in which the upstart Ohioans shed the yoke of their collective childhood.

But the battle was joined by the blue-clad Bulls, and brave Turner Battle 
led the charge. On his way to 24 tallies, Buffalo’s point guard drove for 
a layup that put his team back on top at 66-64. Back and forth the two 
teams went, matching basket for basket and blow for blow. When Idbihi 
missed a three-pointer on a horribly busted play as time expired, the Mid-
American Conference steeled itself for the first overtime final in its storied 
half-century of history.

In that extra frame, the action was just as tight and heavy as it had 
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been for the final minutes of regulation time. As the final minute of play 
commenced and the time clock displayed tenths of seconds, Battle com-
pleted a three-point play to erase a two-point deficit: 77-76, Buffalo. Six-
five sophomore Sonny Troutman tapped in a layup to put Ohio up 78-77 
moments later. After draining the clock down to 11 seconds, Battle drained 
a mid-range jumper to give the Bulls a 79-78 lead, much to the delight of 
their well-traveling supporters. 

The final play of the game, of the MAC tournament, of the Bobcats’ 
championship run, saw freshman Jeremy Fears drive nimbly cross the 
baseline... he hoisted a layup that might have ended the Bulls’ season right 
then and there, and then fell crumpled and spent, down to the Gund Arena 
floor after taking hard contact. 

But after the ball fell away on the wrong side of the hoop, a fellow first-
year phenom named Leon Williams calmly gathered up the ball. The man 
who would be named tournament MVP softly lofted the ball back above 
the rim as time expired, and watched from below as it fell through the net.

And when the MAC brass delivered the automatic NCAA Tournament 
bid to the overjoyed representatives from Ohio University, it arrived in a 
tasseled black folder, much as a diploma would. By passing three difficult 
tests on the hardcourt, the young Bobcats had graduated, and become 
ready for the world outside the conference.

“Buffalo deserves to be in,” said a matured, mellowed and humbled 
O’Shea after this championship contest. “We should have three teams, no 
question about it. You saw the greatness of the MAC tonight.”

It was not to be, but the greatness of the MAC has nothing to do with 
the number of at-large bids granted by the NCAA Selection Committee. 
It’s a closely contested basketball conference with a great history and tra-
dition-rich teams, an old-school league that routinely turns raw boys into 
dignified men.
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DAYTON PEOPLE ARE LEAVING
12.23.2009 • SEASON 6

Isn’t it great to exist
At this point in time?
Guided By Voices “Dayton Ohio 19 Something and 5”

Schoolteacher-turned-rocker Robert Pollard, leader of the legendarily lit-
tle-known and long-departed indie band Guided by Voices, has written 
thousands of songs — literally. Only a handful of them are about his home-
town. He made sure he called the last one “Huffman Prairie Flying Field,” 
in honor of the strip of land where his fellow Daytonians, the Wright Broth-
ers, perfected their flying contraption a century earlier.

Throughout its history, Dayton has been the home of plenty of mad 
geniuses. Charles Kettering invented the automobile starter and Freon 
here. Paul Iams basically created the modern pet food industry out of his 
garage. Then a guy named Michael Nawrocki woke up one day and said, 
“What if I took vegetables, put faces on them, and made them all evangeli-
cal Christians?” 

Dayton was also the capital of Hoops Nation from 2006 through 2009.
On Monday, the shortest day of the year, I headed east from the cur-

rent capital of Indianapolis and made sure I arrived in Dayton before it got 
dark. I took a detour off the interstate and drove slowly down strawberry 
Philadelphia Drive — just to say I’ve done it. It’s the kind of road you find 
out here in any small Midwestern city, where small cornfields, tree groves 
and open lots melt gently into the asphalt and concrete of Dayton’s lower-
middle west side, with short one-level houses and flat lawns everywhere. 

On days that are longer and warmer and hazier, there might be children 
in the sprinkler and the smell of fried foods, just like Mr. Pollard sang 
about once. But it’s not likely that’s happening in 20 Something and 9. The 
lawns of Philadelphia Drive was dotted with realty signs, For Sale and For 
Rent. During an evening rush hour, there were empty driveways and dark 
windows. 

Like the Randy Newman song it half-parodies, “Dayton Ohio 19 Some-
thing and 5” was written well after its title’s time stamp, in 2000. It uses 
the present tense to describe past events, a literary device that indicates 
nostalgic longing for a distant, simpler, better time. He’s right, it is kind of 
a sad song a little bit.
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My fondest memories of Dayton are firmly planted in a single build-
ing just off Interstate 75, along Edwin Moses Boulevard. I remember the 
Atlantic 12 tourney in 2004 at the University of Dayton Arena, parking in 
a nearby neighborhood and running past Wellcome Stadium to make tip... 
just to avoid paying for parking. 

I recall all the Play-In Games, sitting along in the media room until 
midnight, trying to make sure my stories were just right, making SID Doug 
Hauschild wait around for me to finish up. (Sorry, Doug.) I think about the 
long downward ramp that leads from the media entrance to the arena, how 
the noise and the heat increase with every step. I remember coming to a 
Dayton Flyers game in February 2006; they were playing Saint Louis and 
suffering through an abysmal season. Every seat in the arena was filled, 
and those 13,156 fans cheered as loudly for that 3-7 team just as loudly as 
they would if they were 7-3.

And I remember what happened a month later. George Mason came 
into Dayton as a No. 11 seed, a controversial at-large selection from the 
Colonial Athletic Association. At the media day on Thursday, everybody 
wanted to talk about what Billy Packer said on TV about them, and had 
questions about that one guy who punched the Hofstra player in the nuts 
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during the CAA tourney. But on Friday night, after the Patriots shocked 
No. 6 seed Michigan State, everyone switched away from the side stories 
and back to the team’s stellar play.

Two days later, as George Mason fought to kill off No. 3 seed North 
Carolina in a tense, taut Round of 32 game, I remember sitting on press 
row as Michael Wilbon blurted out sportz-hype nuggets to anyone who 
would listen. (“Two Final Four teams, including the National Champions. 
Would this be the greatest weekend for a low seed... in history?”) I looked 
the other way, scanning the crowd. 

There were the UNC fans in their sickly pale Tar Heel blue, completely 
overpowered by the roaring din of a speckled, dotted mass made up of 
green... and just about every other color. Dayton had adopted the Patriots, 
and helped lift them to victory that afternoon. George Mason was on to the 
Sweet 16, and I swear to this day that they wouldn’t have made it without 
the city behind it. The team should have sent a Final Four ring to City Hall 
afterwards.

(And I swear to this day that ESPN.com wouldn’t have brought me 
back for a second year if George Mason hadn’t made it two steps further in 
Washington, verifying the importance of the “mid-major thing.” Whenever 
I talk to Jim Larranaga, and it’s always been too long, I always tell him that 
I owe him my career. It’s not a joke.)

And no other city could properly adopt the sad mutated toe of the 
NCAA Tournament as its own, the Play-In Game, a/k/a the Notorious 
PIG. No other city would bring over 10,000 basketball fans to watch an 
eliminator between the NEC and the SWAC. The city loves basketball for 
basketball’s sake. You don’t need to hype it up or sell it, they will be there. 
Dayton will show up.

On Monday night, here in late 2009, every seat in the UD Arena was 
full again to see the hometown Dayton Flyers play a game most fans would 
consider meaningless — a winter-break tilt against Appalachian State, a 
team destined for Southern Conference mediocrity. But the crowd cheered 
as if the visiting Mountaineers, in imposing black uniforms, were the 
favored team. The arena exploded with joy at each UD hoop, and exploded 
in anger at every official’s call that went the other way. Even as the Flyers 
pulled away late, there was only a trickle of outbound traffic as the final 
minutes ticked away. 

Then, after the game, a couple thousand people stuck around for the 
post-game radio coach-talk show, broadcast over the public address speak-
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ers. When Brian Gregory bounded out of the locker room, down the long 
ramp and towards the court, there was a burst of sustained applause for the 
winning coach, a mini-standing ovation. For a coach’s show.

“What is with these people?” I said out loud, to nobody in particular.
I made it back to headquarters in Indianapolis — a 110-mile trek — 

and drove right back again on Tuesday night. The Nutter Center is east of 
the city in Fairborn, close to Huffman Prairie, and is the home of Wright 
State, which made it to the NCAA Tournament in 2007 out of the Horizon 
League. 

The arena resembles a large airport hangar from the inside, its walls 
covered with giant banners. Everybody feels small when entering the Nut-
ter, and the arena is capable of swallowing up even the largest turnouts. 
The Raiders drew reasonably well for its holiday week matchup against 
Arkansas-Little Rock of the Sun Belt, but the absence of the break-bound 
students kept the crowd down somewhat. 

I was seated next to John Ross, who started the Wright State basketball 
program in the late 1960’s, and who coached there for the team’s first six 
seasons of existence. As the Raiders jumped out to a 21-1 lead and pro-
ceeded to decimate the visiting black-clads (not nearly as imposing as App 
State), it was hard to focus on the game. All evening long, a long line of 
people muscled me aside to get some time with Coach Ross, all paying their 
respects. On this night, I was merely an extra in Basketball Godfather.

“What is with these people?” I mumbled under my breath.

This is the South Park Tavern, where Daytonians get together every 
March, review the rosters and stats of the Play-In Game participant teams, 
and pick their favorites. The SPT is where those “DAYTON FANS SAY: 
GO #64 SEED” and “GO #65 SEED” signs come from, the ones that have 
been so prominently featured in ESPN’s PIG telecasts over the years. On 
the other side, there’s a hopeful message of encouragement for the victors 
as they prepare for the battle with the overall top seed, the No. 1 of No. 1’s, 
three days later. In 2009, the message read “BURY LOUISVILLE,” with 
instructions to hold it up only when the game was decided.

It’s an experience I chronicled for ESPN.com three seasons ago. During 
the game, I sat with SPT owner Bill Daniels, a man who was inspired by 
John Feinstein’s The Last Amateurs and the fighting spirit of the teams 
that came to Dayton for the first few editions of the P.I.G., schools like 
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Northwestern State, Winthrop, UNC Asheville and Texas Southern. 
“This is where March Madness starts,” he told me. “No other place can 

say that. If the other towns knew that we had an NCAA Tournament game 
with 8-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 just play their hearts out.”

Before I left Dayton on Tuesday night, I drove from the Nutter Center 
along US 35, then into the grid of old streets, into the dimly lit South Park 
neighborhood. There are so few streetlights there that you can hardly see 
your shoes as you’re walking on the sidewalks. But in the stillness of the 
western Ohio night, there it was — that tiny sign promising handcrafted 
pizza. 

It was dark inside as well, lit by low-watt light bulbs, neon beer signs 
and Christmas lights. There was an empty stage on one end, some signed 
hockey jerseys on the walls. There was no hint of basketball legacy, save for 
the California-Kansas game flickering on the TV over the bar, a game that 
nobody was watching. The inhabitants skewed mid-30’s, an aging hipster 
crowd (one guy was wearing an old GBV t-shirt) chattering easily over pizza 
pies and pitchers. The conversations spilled out across tables; everyone 
knew each other. Bill wasn’t around.

I did what I could to blend in, in my pinstripe suit. I pulled up to the 
bar, and bought a beer — my first in almost 11 months. I asked to see a 
menu, and it was practically thrown in my face. Ten minutes later, after 
I’d choked down the cold brew, a female bartender took my order without 
making eye contact. Thirty minutes later, my salad and calzone arrived. 
Shortly thereafter, I asked for the check. Without looking at me, she went 
and poured another beer.

“No,” I said, shaking my head demonstratively from side to side. “I 
wanted a check.”

She looked at me. It was a look of pure sneering disgust, the kind I 
remember from fast-failing relationships. “I thought you said you wanted 
another one.”

You can choose to be offended by poor service, take it personally. You 
can cavil about the clear onomatopoetic differences between “check” and 
“another one.” Or you can smile, tip 25 percent, and later try to understand 
it. I was out of context, in the right place and three months removed from 
the right time. I was somewhere I didn’t belong.

As I drove back to Indianapolis in the dead of night, back towards my 
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warm bed at the CPIA, I thought about Dayton and its identity as a place. 
I wondered what any of my recent experiences there had to do with each 
other. I tried to figure out how a place that cheered on the efforts of outsid-
ers so passionately could also be allergic to others from elsewhere.

People are leaving. Dayton’s population since 19 Something and 5 has 
steadily declined. At each census since 1970, the city has lost people since 
the previous one. From a high of 262,000 in 1960, the current estimated 
population is around 155,000. 

Forbes magazine recently called Dayton one of America’s emptiest cit-
ies. The majority of the students at UD and Wright will take what they’ve 
learned to other places. The players on the teams they cheer for will go 
away too. And while the Rust Belt manufacturing and hard industries con-
tinue to die away, there is no knowledge economy that can spring up in 
their place. The Gem City is crushed on all four sides by Cincinnati, India-
napolis, Cleveland and Columbus, metropolitan areas with pro teams and 
international airports. 

For smart people who don’t or can’t leave a fading city, isolation drills 
might lead to bitterness, or a mistrust of outsiders. Pent-up energy could 
be released in other ways, like bursts of mad genius. It might unleash a 
thousand rock and roll songs. It might congeal in the community, and form 
a defiant aesthetic that permeates the area. 

Three years ago, I asked Bill Daniels why Dayton loves college basket-
ball so much.

He just shrugged. “It’s really all we’ve got,” he said.
In a lot of the towns and small cities I go to that are basketball-mad, 

I’ll get a similar response to that question, but in those cases it’s a literal 
answer. There really is nothing to do in many Hoops Nation outposts dur-
ing winter nights, except go to basketball games. But now, I better compre-
hend the significance of what Bill said.

Underdog politics are more complicated than many make them out to 
be. Not everything fits into the stock David-Goliath template, a small thing 
against a large and powerful oppressor. When Dayton embraces its Flyers 
or its Raiders, or the MEAC champions or George Mason, it does so from 
a deep, soul-level understanding of what it means to be small. Because 
yesterday it was bigger than it is today, and it will be smaller tomorrow. 

Everybody in Dayton knows it. Each of them, from the lifelong Flyer 
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season ticket-holder in Section 105, to the frustrated and overeducated 
hipster, to the remaining homeowners on Philadelphia Drive, is aware of 
what’s happening. They know there’s nothing they can do about it, except to 
be caught in the tragedy of being in love with a place that’s shrinking every 
day. And, perhaps, to channel that exasperation into a sports metaphor 
in fixed context, and cheer on the underdogs with ravenous passion that’s 
unmatched anywhere else.

When you recognize that things that are small can become smaller, can 
fall away and dissipate, that engenders urgency. To the two as-yet-unnamed 
small schools from small conferences that will come to Dayton on March 
13, 2010 for yet another Play-In Game, both possessing a rare opportunity 
to play beyond its size, a city awaits your inspiration.
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VALPARAISO, IN HOLD ON HOPE
12.8.20 10 • SEASON 7

The Athletics-Recreation Center at Valparaiso is a brick multipurpose 
sports facility, and at its heart is a fieldhouse style gymnasium where the 
hooping Crusaders play. Most of the time, when Horizon League teams 
like Youngstown State and Green Bay visit, the place might fill to half its 
capacity. But on Tuesday night, all 5,432 seats were occupied, and press 
row was standing room only. A television crew beamed the action to house-
holds across Hoops Nation and America at large. The opponent was one of 
the most storied programs in the state of Indiana and the Big Ten, Purdue 
University, in imposing black jerseys. This was undoubtedly important. 

Schools in the Other 25 don’t get opportunities like this too often. 
When they do, it’s almost always because of rare, imbalanced scheduling 
agreements that give a power-conference school two home games (and 
sometimes three or four) in return for a one-night-only marquee event in 
a minor gym. Big Ten institutions like Purdue are less willing to enter into 
contracts like these with good, consistently NCAA Tournament-caliber 
teams — mostly for fear of taking an early season loss that would tarnish 
recruiting efforts and draw ire from national journalists-slash-professional 
hecklers. 

So Valpo, with a single 20-win season in the most recent eight, was a 
good choice. On Tuesday night, the Boilermakers visited the ARC as the 
third leg of a three-year agreement after two wide wins in West Lafayette 
(2008: 59-45; 2009: 76-58). Matt Painter’s team is nationally ranked, with 
a single loss against seven wins. The Crusaders are a young, slightly over-
achieving team still working through shooting issues. Still, thousands of 
students and alumni wore their brown and gold shirts and screamed their 
lungs out, and some even painted their bodies, even though the game’s 
outcome was virtually assured. It would have been far easier to watch on 
ESPNU or #pixelvision, and turn it off at the right time. Far easier than 
to trudge through a 10-degree night to the ARC, and then walk right back 
home across a sub-zero lake effect landscape with broken hearts. 

What brought them out through the cold was the chance and the oppor-
tunity to witness a moment they’d never forget. Coming into this game, 
Valparaiso had a chance. Ken Pomeroy had it quantified at 17 percent, four 
small coins on the dollar, but that was enough. And early on, the home 
team hung around by slapping the ball away from Purdue players and get-
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ting out in transition for layups and threes. On several occasions during 
the first half, the crowd rose as one to offer the Crusaders hearty standing 
ovations. At halftime, Purdue’s lead was just two, at 30-28. 

But games like this require 40 minutes of pure perfection, and Valpo 
blinked for three. Just after the second half began, a slim 34-33 Crusader 
lead became a 42-36 Purdue advantage, just like that. The mass exhale 
was palpable; the cloud of carbon dioxide hung like an invisible ghost over 
the floor. With six minutes left, and the game well decided, more than a 
few gathered their coats and silently moved towards the exits. The final 
moments were played out in something close to silence. Purdue won by 18. 

After the game, I hung out in the tunnels with Adam Amin, Valparaiso’s 
excellent radio analyst. The ESPNU contingent, the army of Purdue beat 
writers and the Boilermaker Express bus had all left—some before Cru-
sader head coach Homer Drew’s press conference began. (“If we want those 
fans to come back, we have to win,” he began.) 

 “It’s amazing how fast these games can turn,” said Adam, shaking his 
head. 

“If you aren’t manic depressive already, Our Game will do it to you.” It 
was a thought I hadn’t quite had before, all gallows. I had become emotion-
ally invested in this too, held my own temporary certificate, allowed myself 
to hope. Nobody was paying me to be impartial, so I became a Valparaiso 
Crusader for a slim, brief moment. We all do this, each of us and all of us, 
over and over, and especially in March. We place chips on squares and lose 
to the house almost every time, we go all in, we get so high and then so low. 
Sometimes we wonder why we do it. 

Hope is the glue that binds us to the future. Hope is the tip of the arrow 
at the end of the Incomplete Circle, poised and pointed into the negative 
space, towards a closed conclusion and an unbreakable ring. Hope is that 
the end will be The End, and not something else.

In a century of progress, college basketball has proven to be infinitely 
scalable: from the cramped quarters of the 3,400-seat oldest living Divi-
sion I gymnasium at Fordham to a 90,000-capacity false fieldhouse. So 
much of what Our Game is has to do with where it’s played, and it can be 
played just about anywhere now; modern advances have allowed games to 
be removed from physical context, pasteurized, and made to appear exactly 
identical. But for those who go, those spaces are what we remember most 
afterwards, and then the moments that happened inside them. 
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CHICAGO GOODBYE GENTILE
1.24.20 11  • SEASON 7

Loyola is the only Horizon League program with a National Champion-
ship, at least the kind that we’ve been taught to honor and respect. Butler 
has a banner up at Hinkle Fieldhouse with a statement to that effect dated 
1929, but that was a trophy awarded in a sporting club in Philadelphia. The 
Ramblers won theirs on the court and on a bracket back in 1963, as a first-
time invited independent to the NCAA Tournament. They beat Tennessee 
Tech, Mississippi State, Illinois and Duke. In the title game, Loyola played 
post-Oscar Robertson, two time defending champion Cincinnati team 
from the Valley. In Louisville’s Freedom Hall, they came back from a 
15-point deficit and won in overtime, 60-58. There’s a giant plaque on the 
outside wall of Alumni Gym with the names of the players and the coaches 
from that historic team. 

Three years later, Texas Western would win the National Champion-
ship with five black starters. What tends to be forgotten, or just never men-
tioned, was that four of Loyola’s starters were black too. There’s no Disney 
movie of that, for whatever reason, but there’s an excellent documentary 
called “Game of Change” was released in 2008 that details the Ramblers’ 
1963 third-round game in East Lansing, Michigan against Mississippi 
State. Sports teams from Mississippi were not allowed to play integrated 
squads, but the game went on despite an issued state injunction against 
the Bulldogs. 

George Ireland’s Ramblers only lost two games that season: a blowout 
at Bowling Green’s Anderson Arena (“The House That Roared”) to snap 
a 21-game win streak, as well as a 73-72 drop in a pre-Tournament show-
case against Wichita State at Chicago Stadium. They defended their home 
court to the death. At Alumni Gym, the Ramblers were a perfect 13-0. 

Loyola men’s basketball won there a lot over the years — almost 80 
percent of the time. They beat Kevin McHale’s Minnesota team and Larry 
Bird’s Indiana State squad in the same season (1977-78). But the Ramblers 
haven’t called Alumni Gym home for a while now. The last contest there 
was in 1996, a city game against UIC. The Ramblers won, and then moved 
into the Gentile Center next door. Since then, there hasn’t been much 
reason to update the signage and the logos to keep up with the changing 
times, from the MCC to the Horizon League. 

Four months from this writing, the building will be gone forever. One 
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final exhibition was held there back in November, between Loyola and 
Gentile Center NAIA sublessors Robert Morris. A small group of loyal 
Loyola folks have tried to save it by way of some sort of historical register, 
posting memories on Facebook (a human rosary!), but even the student 
journalists have moved on. 

“Although Alumni Gym is home to many memories, its facilities are no 
longer suitable for today’s current student athletes,” wrote the unofficial 
Loyola Student Dispatch news service in November. The official Phoenix 
offered a historical recap (which disappeared from the web two months 
later). A new modern facility, with luxury boxes and 100 percent chairback 
seats and a Rockstar Student Lounge, would open in time for the 2011-12 
season. 

After Saturday’s city game at Gentile between Loyola and UIC, I 
watched one of the last sporting events at the old “Brown Box That Rocks,” 
a men’s volleyball contest against lower-division Lindenwood. What vol-
leyball has done is allow Alumni Gym to live a little bit longer as an event 
venue. 

As in the distant past, fans in the second deck sat against the railing 
with their feet dangling over the edge. The box did rock, with a faded old 
1980s and 1990s playlist blaring out over even older speakers. The 2,000-
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seat place was half-full, and the audience was mostly college age. The 
entire dance team (which had performed at the basketball game earlier) 
was there in street clothes, making up goofy choreographed routines to 
“Footloose” and “Baby One More Time.” As far as I could tell, I was the 
only person who was there for nostalgia purposes. 

But this wasn’t to say goodbye, as with other places this season. I never 
got to see a game there, ever, and I was just trying to get an idea of what 
it was like back then. The Loyola community had 15 years — an entire 
generation — to make peace with the doomed building and let go. Most of 
the season ticket holders of the past are likely retired or dead. 

In its final hours, Gentile was just another old, outdated building with 
bad lighting. 

In time, they’re all going to come down, all the old ones. Anderson 
Arena at Bowling Green — where former MAC player J.R. van Hoose said 
the fans are “so close they can pick the hair off your legs” — is in its last 
season too. Someday Rose Hill at Fordham will be in its last season. Even 
The Palestra, our beloved Palestra, won’t last forever. I guess the debate is 
whether to rip them down quickly like a sudden bandage removal, in order 
to allow emotional wounds to oxygenate and heal at a faster yet more pain-
ful pace, or let them convalesce and die gracefully, like Alumni Gym has. 

Either way, we have to strive to repeatedly capture the snapshot essence 
of these places while they’re alive. Otherwise, the history of college bas-
ketball is nothing but a series of line-scores and brackets and a highlight 
reel of remember-whens. If that’s really the case, if these are all disposable 
experiences that don’t add up to anything, why even bother?
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INDIANAPOLIS TRAVELING BADLY
1.20.2008 • SEASON 4

People always seem so disappointed when the story isn’t as simple as they 
apparently thought it was. In the eyes of some folks, I don’t stand up to 
certain ideas of pure and perfect vagrancy.

“You never stay in hotels? You just sleep in the car?”
Actually, I stay in hotels on days off between games. There usually isn’t 

anything going on hoops-wise on Fridays, unless I’m somewhere in the 
Northeast. That’s when I catch up on phone interviews, site programming, 
and answering emails. Those are all things that are easier to accomplish 
with a heavy door between oneself and the public, instead of at a Flying J 
where truck drivers are always coming up and asking how that Apple laptop 
is “working out.”

“You’re the guy who drives all over the country to games, like a college 
basketball rip-off of John Madden? Are you afraid of flying too?”Actually, 
I do fly, a lot. I had so many flights last year that I started with an earned 
comp ticket on Southwest from the 2005-06 season, and then had another 
free ticket by early February. 

That’s not the case this year, though. I spent the first two months of the 
season in the Eastern time zone, usually just rented cars from Providence, 
and proceeded to beat the hell out of them. In mid-December, returning 
from my trip through the Mid-American Conference, the guy in the Hertz 
return section checked the gas and mileage, turned to me and asked, “Is 
it possible that you actually drove this car 2,300 miles in the nine days 
you’ve had it?”

Oh yes, it’s possible.
My wife and I have a routine: I wake her up early, then she drives me 

the 15 miles down to T.F. Green Airport in her pajamas. We kiss goodbye, 
then she goes home for another hour of sleep before work. By the time she 
wakes up, I’m off in another state.

But on December 29, a Friday, we drove down to PVD as day broke over 
Rhode Island, and we were headed to the departure deck and not the arriv-
als level where the rental car counters sit. I was flying out to Indianapolis, 
the home base of operations for my annual Missouri Valley swing.

“Are you excited for your big luxurious flying trip?” she joshed, clapping 
her hands together. “Flying trip! Flying trip!”

Oh, not you too. Come on.
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Playing the part of airline passenger these days is like any mundane, 
robotic and repetitive activity, like manual data entry into a spreadsheet 
or driving a stick-shift car. As long as you check your suitcases, present 
your government-issued ID, smile and nod, take off shoes and outerwear, 
remove laptop from bag, keep your mouth shut and proceed to the gate... 
then there won’t be any problems and you’ll get to your destination without 
incident. The steps are all things that anybody could do with their brains 
in the “off” position.

However, for some reason, I always seem to run into trouble with the 
process, especially when extremely sleep-deprived. Before my 6:30 am 
flight from Providence to Indianapolis, woozy from three hours of sleep, I 
checked my luggage at the ticket counter.

Then, I went to the Tensa-barrier maze, to the private security worker in 
the sweater and name-tag (“Joe”) whose sole job it is to collect travel docu-
ments and ID card, look at them for three seconds, then mark the boarding 
pass with a cryptic pen-mark that signifies nothing. 

“The other one,” he said, eyes wide and eyebrows raised and jaw slacked 
in the triple-signal of polite condescension.

I didn’t understand. “The other one,” he repeated.
I had given him the boarding pass for the Baltimore-Washington to 

Indy, post-layover, leg of my trip. Mindlessly, I’d packed the PVD-BWL 
strip in my carryon for later retrieval. So as I fished it out while those 
behind me waited and exhaled, a process that usually takes less than 10 
seconds stretched out to over 45.

On the plane, I was only awake for a few moments before unconscious-
ness swept over me. I dreamt of flight, of traveling somewhere and then 
deplaning in some unknown city... so when we reached BWI, actually get-
ting off the aircraft was a moment in which I didn’t know which mirror-hall 
of the mind I was in.

In the white, steel-accented Southwest terminal at BWI, I waled over 
and checked the monitors for my connecting flight. Gate A2, it read. I 
wheeled around — wasn’t that the same tunnel I’d just emerged from? Or 
was it A3 or A5? They all looked remarkably the same.

“Indianapolis, right?” I asked the gate agent who was checking the scan-
ner and monitor. 

After he nodded, I produced my boarding pass. “I was on this flight 
in from Providence, I probably should get back on it so I’m counted as a 
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through...”
He grabbed me by the jacket, and blocked me with a glancing elbow. 

“Easy, buddy, I don’t want any trouble,” he said through clenched teeth, six 
inches from my face. “Nobody’s getting on this plane yet.”

There must be a difference between idiocy — the low-IQ, non-func-
tional kind that’s born out of an educational deficit — and a simple mis-
take, a clumsy and vulnerably human moment. The observer who mumbles 
“idiot” under their breath is only getting a snapshot of the observed life, and 
making a broad assumption based on a tiny, inconsequential sample size. 

That cruel assumption, it’s a moment that speaks to the absolute worst 
part of human nature, the desire to feel superior to others of our kind, other 
human beings. And besides, perhaps that so-called moron is a lawyer, doc-
tor or Nobel physicist, or maybe even a heroic soldier or firefighter who’s 
just having one of those days. 

But then again, maybe the observer is right.

Considering the number of miles I drive, it’s a constant source of won-
der that I’m not pulled over for speeding more often. Especially considering 
that I openly flout posted speed limits wherever and whenever possible.

As most long-distance voyagers know, the secret to successful speeding 
is to stay with a group of like-minded drivers. If there are two or more cars 
doing, say, 85 miles per hour in a 65-marked zone, the chances of being 
stopped are seriously minimized. One patrolman can’t pull over a whole 
chain of cars, so group-think and group-speed is like ganging up on The 
Man, power in numbers. Everyone working together so that each individual 
can get to where they’re going... that, to me, is what America is all about.

If you’re on your own, all alone on an empty road, it’s best to switch on 
the cruise control and just stick to the limit, though. It’s best not to be made 
an expensive example of.

Coming into this season, I only had one moving violation in 17 years 
of legal driving. That single citation came in the state with the sneakiest, 
most underhanded tactics in the land: Indiana. Hoosier sheriffs must be 
up nights figuring out new ways to stop speeders, like college basketball 
coaches lose sleep over trying to figure out how to crack pressure defenses.

In March of 2004, the year before the 100 Games Project, I was headed 
to Indianapolis for the Big Ten tourney. (I hadn’t settled on the mid-niche 
quite yet.) Westbound on I-70, trying to make a 12 p.m. quarterfinal tip, 
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I was making some good time until I hit some congestion. But then came 
flashing lights along the left shoulder, pulling me out of a slow-moving line.

“I was doing 35,” I protested. “In traffic.”
“Fifteen miles back, you were doing a little more than 35,” said the cop. 

“My buddy had you clocked at 82.”
I later found out that this particular county was infamous on outlaw 

message boards. One motorcycle cop hides out in the bushes with a radar 
gun right on the county line, then radios makes, models and license plate 
numbers to the patrol cars. It’s a practice they call “good cop, bad cop.”

On the dark night of January 6, on my way from an Evansville game 
back to Indianapolis airport, the state struck again. Northbound up U.S. 
Highway 41 between Evansville and Terre Haute, I was all alone until I 
found a Honda Civic and a brown Expedition cruising along at 80 mph in 
the right-hand lane. I nestled my rented Prius behind the Expedition and 
drafted behind for a few miles.

And then, suddenly, from the darkened windows of the SUV, came 
flashing, rotating white and red lights. Out the side window, a meaty arm 
motioned for me to pull over. I sat behind the Civic with Maine plates, a 
young lady at the wheel. Our eyes met briefly in her rearview mirror, then 
we quickly looked away, both of us silently trapped alone in the shared 
shame of ensnarement.

“You know why I pulled you over, right?” the cop asked after I lowered 
the driver’s side window.

“I know why,” I replied, handing over my license, insurance card and 
rental agreement. “Because I’m stupid.”

A three-hour nap in a TA parking lot, a few hours of harvesting quotes 
harvesting quotes from my voice recorder for an ESPN.com story, and 200 
miles of driving later, I was in Indianapolis again for another brutal early-
morning flight back home to Providence via Baltimore. 

I mindlessly performed all the duties of airline traveler — I checked 
my suitcase, printed my boarding pass from the kiosk, allowed the stooge 
lackey to mark that boarding pass, took off my jacket and shoes, removed 
my laptop from the carryon, walked through the checkpoint, put the jacket 
and shoes back on, and moved towards the gate.

Once in the departure lounge, I figured I’d use my 30 spare minutes to 
do a little more work on the story before takeoff. I went to my bag, and... 
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no computer. By focusing so much on my to-do checklist, I’d forgotten one 
single, crucial step — put the laptop back into the bag. I dashed back up the 
corridor, back towards the security checkpoint.

“Is there a white laptop here that somebody... I mean me... I mean I... 
left here?”

A husky gent at the back desk, in a rumpled white TSA uniform, hitched 
up his belt. “Why yes, sir, there is,” he said out of the corner of his mouth. 
“It yours?”

“Yes, sir,” I answered. “I left it here a couple of minutes ago.”
His assistant, a short middle-aged blonde, joined in. “Well darn it, I 

thought I was going home with a free laptop,” she joked. “If you can tell us 
what fruit is on the front, maybe we’ll give it back to you.”

I’d given the Indianapolis TSA a real early-morning thrill. Just then, one 
of the wand-wavers happened by for the opportunity to get a few kicks in.

“Does your momma know you’re runnin’ around without yer laptop?” 
he guffawed.

I was cornered as a clown, defeated, but not finished. I fixed Mr. Giggles 
with a super-serious gaze, loosened my jaw, and delivered a perfectly dry 
actor’s lie.

“My mother is dead,” I deadpanned, then turned my head away for an 
affected stage-whisper. “She died in a car accident over Christmas.”

I never did get any work done that morning. Sitting near gate 17 at 
the outer edge of the terminal, I watched other travelers make their loud 
cell-phone calls, noticing the similar script they all had. I observed the 
workings of the two-person coffee stand, how the female cashier and male 
barista moved through their synchronized paces despite their obvious dis-
like for each other. Maybe they’d slept together, and it didn’t work out. Yes, 
yes, that withering look of hers right there. No doubt they had a history. I 
watched as a fat man in a sweatsuit reached his palm down the front of his 
drawstring pants, and, oblivious to the public and the surveillance cam-
eras, brought his hand up to his face and inhaled deeply.

“Passenger Carl Wellingstone,” came a female voice over the PA system. 
“Please come to gate 17.”

“That’s me,” I said after completing the 15 walk over to the gate. “I’m 
Kyle Whelliston.”

“Your flight commenced general boarding five minutes ago,” the gate 
agent said. “Please get on the plane.”
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WHEN WE MOVED THE CAPITAL
11.4.2009 • SEASON 6

Hoops Nation’s capital city is where we keep our headquarters. It’s a mag-
ical building that holds a special place in Mid-Majority history, and I want 
to tell you about it.

ESPN flew me to Indianapolis to cover the 2006 Final Four, and once 
again to cover the epic 2007 BracketBusters clash between Butler and 
Southern Illinois — a classic game that featured two schools destined for 
that year’s Sweet 16. Both times, I flew into the city’s 30-year-old terminal. 
It was charming and precious and low-ceilinged, like a little boutique air-
port, but on Final Four weekend it was overmatched by the endless lines 
and sweatsuit herds.

Back then, the Crowne Plaza Indianapolis Airport (formerly a Holiday 
Inn) was the best hotel that the airport had to offer. It was right across 
the street from the terminal, a two-minute walk. It had everything you’d 
expect from a four-star facility — a grand courtyard with fountains, seven 
conference rooms, an indoor pool and hot tub, three restaurants (including 
a French place on the fifth floor) and an executive lounge. It was always 
full... and always expensive. I never got to stay there.

The city grew so fast that it needed a new airport. On November 11, 
2008, all inbound flights to Indianapolis were diverted to a new terminal. 
The local authorities built a gleaming steel/glass structure with 1.2 mil-
lion square feet of floorspace and 40 gates. As the only major air passenger 
facility built since 9/11/2001, it has the most advanced security features of 
any American airport. 

The new IND took years to complete, but Google Maps hasn’t caught 
up yet. If you type “IND” into most GPS navigation systems, you’ll be led 
to the wrong place. 

In January of this year, I drove to Indianapolis through a snowstorm to 
write an ESPN.com story about the second season of Samaritan’s Feet’s 
barefoot coaching initiative. My auto club gave me a cut-rate deal at the 
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CPIA, and the sudden change in local topography was a bit of a shock. 
Satellite photos of the area still show a terminal in full operation, but all 
that’s really left now are vacant parking garages, cracked asphalt runways, 
and a deserted Hertz rental center with a chain-link fence and “keep out” 
signs. High School Road, the north-south service artery that parallels the 
Interstate, is a street of ghosts. Everything’s gone.

The Crowne Plaza International Airport never changed its name, even 
though the terminal is now six miles and a 15-minute shuttle ride away. 
Airport Blvd. is now Sam Jones Blvd., and all the directional signs are gone. 
Driving by on I-465 at 70 miles per hour, you’d never know there was ever 
an airport there.

Lonely, obsolete hotels might be expected to close down or cut back on 
amenities and services, but not this one. All the staff at the CPIA is still in 
full uniform — the desk attendants in their beige suits, the bellhops with 
their clean white shirts, the shuttle drivers with black blazers and police-
style hats. The restaurant and catering workers all wear coats and ties. 
Even though the place is 90 percent empty on most nights, the staff never 
eases up or takes a night off. Nobody’s stopped caring, hardly anybody’s 
watching, but no one takes less pride in their work.

I like to imagine that there’s a connection between an ethos of an unre-
membered hotel and the graceful disposition of an outdated arena. An 
underworked yet overeager lodge staff has a lot in common with the play-
ers and coaches and SID’s at a sparsely attended small-college basketball 
game. It takes a special kind of pride to ensure that everything you do lives 
up to Division I status, no matter how neglected and forgotten it may be by 
most. This is a spirit I can understand.

There’s a special kind of energy there that inspires me to create. I wrote 
that article about Samaritan’s Feet in a room on the third floor; that story 
led to my being asked to write a book about the charity’s founder, Manny 
Ohonme (it’s called Sole Purpose and it’ll be out this winter). Hours after 
I filed that story, I received an email that informed me that my ESPN 
contributions (and income) would be cut in half. I took a deep breath and 
stared out the east-facing window. And then I wrote this, which was good 
enough to get me fired.

There’s a set of ropes to learn, a CPIA mythology. A room on the fifth 
floor gives you free 24-hour keycard access to the executive lounge, where 
there’s a refrigerator full of drinks and a cupboard full of cereal. There’s 
a player piano in the second-floor Gallery that plays a bizarre rotation of 
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digital rolls ranging from Motown to classic rock to pop, and a life-sized 
puppet named Guido sits at the pneumatic keys. At 5 p.m., Guido gears up 
for yet another surprise theme evening; it might be girl groups, the Doobie 
Brothers or the hits of 1994. As the sun goes down outside, those soft and 
mellow chords echo throughout a courtyard dotted by golden lights.

And never order the “vegetables florentine” at The Landing restaurant.
I’m not sure why this is a place where ideas come so easy. Thoughts that 

are so jumbled elsewhere fall into neat order among the dark woods. When 
I’m sitting in the Gallery at 2 a.m., overlooking the wide and empty sweep 
of the facility, listening to the fountain gurgle and splash, concepts click 
together and attach to other in interesting ways. 

I can feel the city beyond those walls, a city with dreams bigger than 
its population, where progressive and positive thought trumps regression 
and destruction. There in Indianapolis, David and Goliath coexist in spite 
of each other. It’s the Circle City, an unbroken wheel with asphalt spokes 
that reach into the distance in every direction, towards every far corner of 
Hoops Nation.

And this is the center.
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TALES OF THE CPIA
12.11.2009 • SEASON 6

Ever have one of those months? Not about one of “those months,” not the 
vague, indefinite bad stretch of luck the phrase usually implies. I am talk-
ing about an oddly specific month. Maybe what I really mean is “that 
month.”

You thought you had everything in line — planning, good health, infra-
structure — but things keep coming up that nobody could expect. You’re 
operating on a tight enough budget that you can’t afford an emergency, and 
you’ve already had two. Both of them, unfortunately, have to do with the 
web host you give hundreds of dollars a month to, but it’s been taken over 
by monkeys and clowns. You’ve spent a good part of the past few weeks 
issuing refunds to your pay-per-view basketball website. Then you had to 
take yourself out of commission for four days to move everything, and it 
took that long because your soon-to-be-former web host’s network was so 
slow that you had to download the two-gigabyte database in 55 separate 
sections.

That’s only one domino in the stack, though. Your fundraising is sput-
tering out again, it’s like dentistry, and you’re trying to find the balance 
between constant pitching and actually, you know, earning it. You think 
for a second that it might be the economy, but then you’re getting emails 
like this.

When ESPN and Fox Sports and 100 websites are giving better mid-
major coverage than you are, how can you in good conscience ask for money?

You’re resigned to your fate; you know it’s not a global conspiracy, just 
a signal from the world that you’ve likely run your course and taken the 
concept as far as it can go. You know your days are numbered, and in your 
heart, you know what that number is. You have to jump out before the car 
drives over the cliff, so to speak. You might find a way to fund it yourself, 
sure, but then it would be all about you, wouldn’t it? (Besides, you really, 
really, oddly and specifically, want to go to the Olympics.) 

When the world is collapsing around you, there’s always a place you can 
escape to. You can go back to the place where you started. You can go home. 

“Home” is one of the most comforting words in our language. It sounds 
like the vibrant and resounding “om,” which represents a connection to the 
divine in a number of Eastern religions. Home doesn’t have to be where 
you get your electric bill, especially if you’ve only been living there for four 
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months. For many of us, home is no longer your hometown. For some of us, 
home isn’t even a house. It can be an obsolete airport hotel that charges $50 
a night in rent. Home’s only requirement is that the word itself resonates in 
your heart when you’re there. 

Home is where you know where the Froot Loops are hidden.
On a Thursday morning in December, cold and wet and grey as a Seattle 

University road uniform, I drove west along Interstate 70 towards India-
napolis, swung around the wide 465 loop, and took the Sam Jones Parkway 
exit. When I pulled into the Crowne Plaza Indianapolis Airport parking lot, 
it was full. For a second, I was overjoyed — the place was packed, which 
meant that business was good. Then I saw the sign.

When things at your hotel are so bad that you have to rent out your park-
ing lot, you’re probably having one of “those months.”

Inside, the spacious hotel lobby was devoid of travelers. But there were 
lit-up trees and giant ornaments everywhere.

I recognized the two white-haired ladies from the front desk’s morning 
crew by name, and because they had a computer terminal, they recognized 
me too. “Mr. Whelliston, staying for three nights? Hmmm... it appears here 
that you’ve been upgraded to a suite.”

“Really?” I asked, then paused, waiting for the punchline. “Who did 
that?”

“It doesn’t say,” she replied as she handed me the purple key sleeve. “But 
welcome back, Mr. Whelliston. We hope enjoy your stay with us.”

I didn’t spend too much time with my two widescreen TV’s, dark-wood 
furniture, red couches and three-mattress bed. I wasn’t sure what message 
the universe was sending me with this. I didn’t know if this was some kind 
of karmic reward for work well done, or if it was actually a way to soften 
me up. Nothing like soft beds and clean linens to remove an edge that can 
only be sharpened by hard road miles and bad truck stop biscuits. Comfort 
is the enemy of progress; I learned that long ago.

Out in the common area, the hotel staff buzzed about as if the place 
was full. In The Landing restaurant, there was a fully stocked lunch buffet 
that nobody ate. In the second floor Gallery, Guido, the life-sized plush-
man who sits at the player piano, was at the keys. He was playing woozy 
and florid versions of Christmas chestnuts, using runs of 20 notes where 
four would have done fine. As I sat on a black leather couch near the piano, 
I swiveled my head around and saw that every corner of the CPIA was 
decorated. There were red ribbons and fake wrapped presents and shiny 
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ornaments in every corner. Since there was nobody there but me, why had 
they gone through all the trouble?

In the afternoon, I had a partial answer. The hotel staff put out a giant 
blue banner for something called the Extreme Wealth Institute; there was 
a circular logo that incorporated flying dollar bills and a firm handshake 
grip. According to a placard in the lobby, this was the first day of a three-
day “Extreme Wealth Bootcamp.” 

At 2 p.m. sharp, about 100 or so men in hundred-dollar suits came 
streaming into the lobby. They all headed for the Symposium, the CPIA’s 
theater-seating meeting room. I saw one of them in the first-floor public 
bathroom. While we stood simultaneously relieving ourselves at the bank 
of urinals, he decided to make some pleasant and off-handed conversation.

“You here for the seminar?” he asked.
“Hell no,” I managed not to say.
The CPIA was once the four-star option for business travelers on the 

go, and now it had been reduced to a living infomercial. I retreated to my 
double-room to contemplate this sad sellout in luxurious silence.

When the sun set, still a jarringly early occurrence at this time of year, I 
pulled aside the window shades in my suite. I looked out at the Indianapolis 
skyline, specifically at the block box just to the left, Sports Bubble Stadium. 
Its white and red lights twinkled happily, like a bloated and subsidized 
Christmas that never ends. I narrowed my eyes, took a swig from a glass of 
house Cabernet from the Outer Marker Lounge, and I contemplated how 
badly the Bubble was beating me now, with American-style football and 
sportz and golf star cock. 
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A CPIA CHRISTMAS
12.25.2009 • SEASON 6

Many stories are bolstered by a strong sense of place. Locations can affect 
and shape the motivations and actions of the humans that move within 
them, so much so that they become characters themselves. 

I don’t know how many stories out there contain three-and-a-half star 
airport hotels, establishments that lost half a star because the airport 
moved away. It’s difficult to pinpoint how all of this fits into a narrative 
about basketball. It’s hard to say what kind of character the Crowne Plaza 
Indianapolis Airport is in this story, a block building full of dark oiled 
wood, wall-to-wall oriental rugs and Scandinavian furniture. It does offer 
a perpetual weary exhale, and it also seems to have vague sorts of stately 
feminine features. I can’t tell if it’s a sad place or a defiant place, only that 
its obsolescence is the only reason we can afford to stay here. And that 
there is what’s written here and what is penned in other places, and that 
readers can tell the difference.

We’ve spent a total of 22 nights at the CPIA during calendar year 2009, 
including the last seven, consecutive and inclusive. As the week went by, 
the foot traffic in the lobby went from its normal sputtering stream to a 
trickle, and finally to nothing. On the 23rd, the Wednesday, the only folks 
who were around to enjoy the elaborate Christmas lights and the showy 
stacks of empty wrapped presents were the workers at the front desk and a 
few airline pilots. They closed The Landing restaurant early, on account of 
lack of interest. They also didn’t bother turning on the player piano in the 
second floor Gallery, where Guido the stuffed piano man had been playing 
Christmas carols every night of December. 

When I stay at the CPIA, I try to stay on as many different floors, in 
as many different floors as possible. One a one-week stand like this, for 
instance, I might break the stay up into reservations of two or three nights 
each, so I can spend some time overlooking the city skyline, scowling at 
Sports Bubble Stadium. Then I might have a day or two with a view of 
the whole interior courtyard spread out behind the windows. It’s one the 
advantage a place like this has over home — it never gets stale or boring 
(and there are nice people who really, really want to make sure you have 
clean linens). 

I have standard line when I go to the front desk to switch out the room. 
Their setup goes like this: “How was your stay, Mr. Whelliston?”
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“Soooo good,” I always reply, channelling Jim Carrey in The Truman 
Show. “Ya know, I think I’m just going to go ahead and check right back 
in again.”

The morning crew, who knows me by name, has heard the line enough 
times now, but they still pretend to laugh anyway.

On Thursday, Christmas Eve, I switched out again. 
“Well, it looks like you’ll be in 227, Mr. Whelliston,” the nice white-

haired lady said.
Now, I know full well what 227 means at the CPIA. It’s the two-room 

suite on the second floor, right next to the bank of elevators, across from 
the McCarran conference room, directly above the main entrance. As I ini-
tialed and signed the check-in papers, the lady gave me a sad, purse-lipped 
smile. She had upgraded me, for free, out of sympathy.

She had upgraded me because I was the only guest at the hotel on 
Christmas night.

In the late afternoon, as the darkness of a too-early evening descended 
on southwest Indianapolis, I sat on a wide red couch in an accommodation 
with nearly as much squareage as my apartment in Rhode Island. I thought 
about going back there, how I had to drive the car back down the Nash-
ville airport (300 miles), then fly back to Providence. I thought about how 
being back there for four days would make me soft and unfocused until I 
hit the basketball road again on Tuesday. I gave myself a list of jobs to do, 
to occupy my time.

All the while, calls from friends and relatives came in. I let them all go 
to the tape. I read the half-drunk Google Voice transcriptions, and they 
were all variations on the same theme — I know you’re alone this holiday 
season, and [Person X] and I are thinking of you. Give us a call. Merry 
Christmas. 

I didn’t call anyone back. What would my role in those conversations 
be, what would we talk about? How sorry they felt for me? Would I have 
to lie about how “tough” my divorce was, then throw a pity-party for myself 
about my ever-shrinking family? How depressing. I turned the phone off, 
pulled on a pair of shorts, then took the stairs down to the fitness center. 
I turned the treadmill to maximum incline, and ran uphill until I was red-
faced and out of breath.

Afterwards, as I thought about cleaning up, I realized that I had forgot-
ten my toiletry bag when I checked out of 248 earlier, and a call to the front 
desk confirmed that it was gone. The housekeeping crew had all gone home 
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for Christmas. And I learned that the worst time in the world to need a 
decent razor is at 7:30 pm local time on December 24. To rebuild my toi-
letry bag, I had to enter the beast’s belly and withstand its terrible acidic 
juices. I had to make it to Wal-Mart before it closed.

Two miles away, up on Washington Road, the scene was rife with sim-
mering unrest, ready to catch a fuse-fire and explode into an unchecked 
riot. Last-minute shoppers rattled and jostled carts, playing bumper cars as 
they charged towards the small appliance section. Strangers yelled at each 
other. Couples yelled at each other. Babies cried, their screams approach-
ing the frequencies of white static. The cash register lines stretched back 
into the girls’ apparel section. Every few minutes, a harried female voice 
shouted over the loudspeakers.

“Please. Please make your final purchases at this time. We are closing 
at 8 p.m., and we will be locking the doors at 8 pm. Please. We are trying 
to get home to our families.”

I put my handful of Q-Tips, razor blades and toothpaste near a display 
of Twilight books and walked out. The nervous energy in the store was 
enveloping me as well, and I was tense and shaking. I couldn’t get out 
of there fast enough. I retreated back to the hotel, with a fuzzy face and 
teeth, realizing that loneliness was different, and far superior, to that kind 
of joylessness.

There’s a lot of contemplation at this time of year about the “true mean-
ing of Christmas.” The story at its foundation, of course, is the most divisive 
and controversial tale in the history of all recorded literature. Its multiple 
interpretations define cultural disagreements, and have served as the seeds 
of nearly every major armed conflict between contemporary civilizations 
for the last 2000 years. That’s a story with true, real power.

In modern America circa now, Christmas is a complicated series of 
rituals and symbols meant to provide comfort against the cold, as well as 
consistency across the years. It’s an opportunity to celebrate the birth of 
a savior who was actually born in the springtime, an orgy of commerce, 
and an obligation-filled family gathering time — a sort of Thanksgiving 2: 
Electric Boogaloo. 

The pieces are so disconnected, scattered and convoluted now. When 
Linus recites Luke 2:10-14 from memory and then says, “That’s what 
Christmas is all about, Charlie Brown,” it’s still such a jarring, out-of-con-
text, WTF moment for me. The monologue inspires the lead character to 
smile and take action, but it’s never fully explained why.
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There are two books in my two-room suite at the CPIA: the Indianapo-
lis Yellow Pages and a Gideon Bible. I went back and reread Luke 2 in its 
entirety, not just the narrative fragment from the Christmas special.

The story of the birth of Jesus is about being far from home, isolated. 
It’s about being misunderstood in the face of a powerful force, but being 
adamant about fulfilling one’s destiny as an instrument of truth. It’s about 
doing great things despite adverse circumstances. It’s a reminder that the 
movement that transformed the world sprung from perfect humility and 
smallness. It’s the greatest story ever told, partially because it’s the greatest 
underdog story ever told. That shouldn’t have been a surprise at all, con-
sidering that the family bloodline stretches back to the greatest slingshot 
slinger of all time.

While they were there, the time came for the baby to be born, and she 
gave birth to her firstborn, a son. She wrapped him in cloths and placed 
him in a manger, because there was no room for them in the inn.

How we got from there to Mannheim Steamroller, passive-aggressive 
fruitcake and Tickle Me Elmo is anybody’s guess. Now, instead of no room 
at the inn, the inn is completely empty, and dumping off deluxe rooms for 
$39 a night.

Just like Charlie Brown did, I smiled, took a deep breath, and felt new 
blood in my heart. I left my oversized compartment, bounded down the 
stairs into the high-ceilinged lobby. The atrium was dead-silent save for the 
bubbling coin-fountain, and not a creature was stirring except for the cute 
auburn-haired girl at the front desk. She was out of uniform, in an orange 
blouse instead of the standard grey CPIA staff jacket. She looked bitterly 
unhappy about being there.

But she’s always put on dour airs, and she has a sarcastic streak that 
makes her all the more attractive. Maybe she’s from New York, or has rela-
tives there. Back in September, when Guido was missing from his bench 
for a week, I asked her where he’d gone. “Hopefully, stuffed in a closet,” she 
replied dryly. (It turned out he was on vacation, at the cleaners.)

I approached the front desk. “I know there’s nobody here,” I said. “But 
could you please turn on the piano?”

She shot me a look from a three-quarters angle. This was someone who 
was not only stuck at work, but totally holiday’d out.

“C’mon, it’s Christmas,” I pleaded. Then I launched into an impromptu, 
tin-eared turn on the “looo-looo-looo” version of “Hark the Herald Angels 
Sing.”
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It caught her off guard, and quite literally cracked her up. She smiled 
(the first time I’d ever seen that from her) and then tried to hide it with a 
hand, and blurted out a soft giggle. She looked so beautiful.

Five minutes later, Guido was in a festive yet stiff-limbed state, playing 
his distinctively woozy Christmas carols off a player-piano CD. Bally sat in 
the lighted tree like a big orange ornament, with his big cartoon happy face 
smiling. Me, I sat on a nearby leather couch with a glass of house cabernet 
from the Outer Marker Lounge, making up goofy lyrics.

Joyful all Hoops Nation rise,
Valley, A-Sun, and Big Sky,
When this Christmas madness ends,
We will be back with you again.
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RENOVATION OF THE YEAR
1.15.20 10 • SEASON 7

I threw back the blinds. Behind a south-facing window was the capi-
tal city against a dusty chalkboard sky. The jagged comb of the skyline 
sputtered and twinkled in the night’s final moments of darkness, set off 
against the great brick anchor that sat alongside to the immediate right. 
Sports Bubble Stadium. On this morning, as for so many other daybreaks, 
it blinked empty and alone. I brushed it aside in my mind, and kept going.

“Good Morning, Hoops Nation!” I declared with a throaty yell. I cried 
out beyond the Interstate ring, to the wide open east I’d left behind the 
day before. Good morning, good morning to the distant leagues that col-
lect and gather past the distant sky! Howdy-do to the humble Northeast 
Conference, and to the state universities of the America East. Good day 
to the seaboard-hugging historically black schools of the MEAC! Salve to 
the Ivy and the Patriot, and Salud to the MAAC Catholics! To the sprawl-
ing ambition of the Atlantic 14, and the crawling creep of the new CAA, 
hello and hello and hello!I ran down a flight of stairs, then across the long 
third-floor artery-way, then up the core well that scales the front of the 
building. Before I poured chocolate milk over my Froot Loops in the fifth-
floor lounge, I tossed the curtains aside to address the west. Greetings to 
the Missouri Valley, father of conferences! A “fair day” to the far-flung 
Badlands, that strange constellation laid out before me. From that high 
window, I could see little more than the concrete husk of a deserted air-
port, but my mind took long flight paths, to the west upon west upon west 
beyond it. Hello, WAC! How do you do, WCC? How large will your vistas 
be today, Big Sky? The golden California sunshine will kiss your sweet 
brow soon, Big West! See you soon, see you soon!

I took my coffee in the second floor gallery, with Guido’s silent player 
piano and the soft, faded modern couches. Through the triptych picture 
windows, I looked out to the north. Good morning, Horizon League, city 
conference of tomorrow! Hello, Mid-American, may your proud old Mid-
western towns shine today!

As the sun backlit the cloud canopy, clean and white as a home uni-
form, I made my way out to the parking lot (I’d forgotten my toiletry bag, 
I’m always doing that). I looked out past the abandoned Hertz rental car 
area, with its rusting fences and weather-beaten signage. I raised my arms 
in greeting. Hello to the long-suffering OVC, and to the long and strange 
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Sun Belt! To the ancient SoCon and the dusty and rugged Southland, good 
morning! May this day be full of warm Atlantic Sun and Big Southitude, 
of 3-point shots and 80-possession games. And God bless the SWAC... or 
rather, please begin to.

Swirling all around me, in every direction, I could feel it. Each league 
in full congress, making January progress towards March, when 23 little 
dances will point to one Big one. Teams criss-crossing Hoops Nation in 
buses and SUV caravans and airplanes (but mostly buses). Conferences 
now well into the long eight-week process of sorting themselves out by way 
of collision and struggle, shot for shot and miss for miss.

When I checked into the Crowne Plaza Indianapolis Airport on Thurs-
day evening, 90 minutes before the tipoff of a Horizon League game 
between Cleveland State and Butler, I noticed something new on the front 
desk.

“What’s this?” I asked.
“We won an award,” the young woman explained with a slight eye-roll. 

“Something about having the best renovation of the year.”
It was a tall statue of pink marble, approximately 15 inches tall, a pol-

ished and gleaming protuberance emerging from a rough, unhewn base. 
The visual metaphor was clear — raw natural material yielding beauty, by 
way of hammer and chisel, human hands. This must have been the award 
like a “long sharp sword” that Wreckx-N-Effect’s A-Plus was rapping about 
all those years ago.

The CPIA has been TMM’s official headquarters for nearly three 
months, but we’ve been regular visitors-slash-tenants for over a year now. 
I thought about the changes I’d seen over the past 12 months that might 
have earned the parent organization’s “Renovation of the Year Award,” went 
through them in Powerpoint fashion through my mind. 

They closed the French restaurant on the fifth floor, and replaced the 
happy hours in the Lounge with perpetual breakfast. They took out most 
of the tables out of the Outer Marker Lounge. They removed the Simpsons 
bowling game from the arcade near the pool, and replaced it with a weird 
bear-claw grabber machine called PANDA. I don’t remember any new fur-
niture except for a new leather couch in the Gallery. But overall, it seemed 
to be a much more efficient, streamlined, smaller operation than it was a 
year ago. There was definitely less stuff.
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But that’s when I realized that the CPIA had won the 2009 renovation 
award simply because it had successfully downsized after 2008, when the 
airport moved away. 

“Some people say it looks like a whole new hotel,” she told me.
“I almost didn’t recognize it without all the Christmas trees,” I dead-

panned as I signed the check-in slip. “You all should be very proud of the 
hard work you’ve done. Congratulations.”

“Why, thank you, Mr. Whelliston,” she replied, grabbing the edges of 
her jacket in a silly curtsy and flashing a big, over-the-top dimply smile. 
“Enjoy your stay.”
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CAPITAL 
4.6.20 10 • SEASON 7

In the dead center of March, between Championship Fortnight and 
Dayton’s Notorious PIG, I stopped in at our official headquarters in India-
napolis. It was a warm spring Selection Sunday afternoon, perhaps the 
last one exactly like it. Eight miles east, on the 15th floor of the downtown 
Westin, a committee was putting the final touches on the NCAA Tourna-
ment’s bracket. The annual anticipation hovered over the city, but there 
was a little more than usual this time. Sports Bubble Stadium stood empty 
and ready for whichever of the 65 teams the Final Four would be. 

The excitement and restlessness didn’t quite extend all the way out 
to the Crowne Plaza Indianapolis Airport. The lot was dotted with a few 
park-and-ride cars, most with blue Indiana plates. At 5:45 p.m. the high-
ceilinged hotel echoed with the soft gurgle of the atrium fountain. The 
catering staff, all dressed in clean shirts and vets, cleared a series of round 
tables after a reception for the Giles family reunion, and they far outnum-
bered the guests in the lobby. As it’s been so many times before, it was just 
me. 

Time was short. I bypassed my room, and took the glass elevator up to 
the fifth floor lounge. I switched on the TV, fixed myself a bowl of Froot 
Loops, put my feet up on the wide couch and watched Greg Gumbel slowly 
unveil the bracket and pairings. I imagined all the possible combinations 
and permutations that would move as many small-conference teams as 
possible into the Round of 32, the Sweet 16, maybe even the Elite 8. I 
never dreamed for a second that any school would strike so deep into the 
bracket’s heart, and be one of those last four teams standing. The thought 
that I might come back to Indianapolis never crossed my mind. 

After the selection show, and the other selection show, and as much 
roundtable analysis as I could take, I headed back out to retrieve my bags. 
It was late. I went across the hall from the lounge to the elevator. I rode 
the glass carriage down to the lobby, looking out over the softly lit atrium. 

And there she was. 
She was alone at the front desk, looking down, patiently picking through 

a shoebox-sized file of guest receipts. Her long auburn hair spilled across 
her shoulders; she paused briefly to brush it from her face, behind her ear. 
And then, perhaps feeling my gaze on her, she looked up. Her eyes and 
mine met for a second. As I descended in the elevator, she didn’t turn back 



 H A R D  P R O M I S E S2 3 8

to her work. Her hand stopped moving, held still between two folders. I 
ignored the hot impulse to turn away myself, and the oxygen left my body. 
She smiled slightly, I think. Had she found me in her own mental file? I 
hadn’t been there for two months. 

The bank of elevators faces the front doors, away from the front desk. I 
had no good reason to, but I had to turn the corner. 

“Hi,” I said, the word coming out of an awkward exhale. 
She smiled again, took a deep demonstrative breath. “Hi,” she said, 

calibrating her voice pattern exactly to mine. 
“I, um,” Think. “I need four quarters. You know, for the laundry.” 
With a quick key press, she opened the register drawer. And I realized 

that I’d forgotten my wallet on an end table in the lounge, because it was 
uncomfortable in my back pocket. I tend to leave things around at the 
CPIA, because I treat the place like home. And it’s safe; there’s usually 
nobody else there. 

“Um, I just realized I don’t have a dollar,” I said. 
She didn’t miss a beat, as if reciting from a memorized screenplay. “So 

you’re really asking me for money.” 
“I... um...” Think. Step up, come on. But the pounding of my pulse was 

echoing in my head, disrupting and scattering my thought patterns. “I... 
oops.” 

“That’s alright,” she replied to whatever it was I had said. She pointed in 
the direction of The Landing restaurant. “The ATM’s over there. I’ve heard 
a rumor that it’s not broken today.” 

I forced out a cough of a laugh, but I was lost and beaten. I tried to grab 
hold of the moment. I leaned in, made a two-handed gesture, my fingers 
pointing like arrows towards her, trying to signal a shift in conversation. 
“Listen, I...” 

But what was I going to say? What did I want her to listen to? That I’d 
had a teenage crush on her since the first time I checked into the CPIA, 
back in January of 2009? That I sometimes thought of her on long drives, 
100 miles per 90 minutes, and that my chemistry would change and I’d 
press harder on the accelerator? I could tell her that I’d played that Christ-
mas Eve in my head a thousand times, and that my fictional versions always 
ended with some type of kiss, one that I could never settle on the details 
of. But these aren’t things you just say. 

Besides, if she’d responded positively, what would we do? Where would 
it go? How soon would it end, and could I ever stay there again? The heart 
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is concerned only with moments, and its curse is that it will never compre-
hend the big picture. 

I could tell her why I felt this way. I could admit that she reminded me 
of my longtime girlfriend from college out in Oregon, clever and sassy and 
beautiful, who broke it off after two years to be alone again. But she dyed 
her long, straight hair red a week later, because she knew exactly how to 
tear my guts out. I always loved that she was smarter and quicker than I 
was, and that I could never catch up no matter how hard I tried. She made 
me want to get better. So 16 years later, I could just be clinical about it 
all, lay it all out there for what it really was, with no romance or magic 
whatsoever. 

“I am in love with the idea of you,” I could say. “I’d like to take that idea 
and impose it on your reality. Are you willing to let me do that?” 

“Aw, nothing,” I said, my hands dropping to my side and my shoulders 
slumping. “But I will need a new room key. I forgot my wallet in the lounge.” 

Her eyebrows had been at full-mast, waiting for what I was going to 
say. She opened her eyes wider, twisted her mouth into a question mark. A 
second later, she was back in control. 

“The room key, that I can do,” she said, narrowing her eyes and affecting 
a mock-serious tone. “Unfortunately, they don’t pay us well enough that we 
can lend money out to guests.” 

“Thanks,” I exhaled. “I’ll go get that dollar.”
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HEARTBREAK CITY
11.22.20 10 • SEASON 7

Nearly every location on earth is just a geocode. Memories serve to trans-
form places into something more, and the accumulation of experiences 
constantly shift and change them into important places. Cutting through 
the middle of the city on a Sunday morning on Interstate 70, I noticed how 
different the thing was. It seemed more imposing somehow, as if the 
moments that happened inside had girded and strengthened it. The bricks 
seem more solid and sturdy, and darker in color than I remember. It’s grown 
bigger.

This, the third week of November, is traditionally a week for home-
comings. The weather turns cold, and that’s an ingrained cue to return to 
loaded places for a few moments, locations that might used to have been 
homes or might be again someday. Nearly eight months had passed since I 
was last in Indianapolis, since the Final Four at Lucas Oil Stadium, since 
the starless night of April 5, since eight pixels. I’ve been away from home 
for quite a while now. 

For me, home is an airport hotel with no airport. Other connections to 
the outside are being cut off too. The Crowne Plaza Indianapolis Airport 
is surrounded by rubble and dirt and bulldozers now, and the interchange 
that links the Sam Jones Parkway and the I-465 spur is shut down. The 
green highway signs are slashed over with orange “CLOSED” banners. The 
five-story building just sits there, shrunken and small in its corner of High 
School Road. 

The older lady at the desk on the morning shift remembered me. Even 
though it was 9:30 in the morning, she let me in. I knew there had been 
rooms that hadn’t been used in at least two weeks. But she hesitated for 
a moment, mostly for pride’s sake, and told me that yes, there were rooms 
available at that time of day. She even gave me a choice, and I asked for the 
fifth floor — so I could have access to the executive lounge and its endless 
supply of free Froot Loops and coffee. “I have 557,” she said. “Are you sure 
about this?” 

I knew she was angling to put me in a suite, like she usually did, but 557 
was fine. I didn’t mind the airplane noise. “You haven’t seen the weather 
report, I guess,” she replied.
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The bench at the player piano is empty now. Guido is gone. He isn’t 
coming back, either. “We had to retire him,” the sharp young afternoon 
manager told me. “Whenever we had kids at the hotel, he would end up in 
the pool. In July, somebody snapped his neck.” 

“That’s, umm, kinda violent,” I replied. 
“Yeah,” he said with widened eyes. “So we have him bagged up in the 

closet. I’ll turn on the piano, any requests?” 
I picked the Doobie Brothers greatest hits roll: “What a Fool Believes,” 

“Minute by Minute,” “Taking It To The Streets,” and so on. I knew it was 
always one of Guido’s favorites. 

In the evening, the Outer Marker Lounge was nearly empty. It was me, 
and a quiet Northwest Airlines pilot filling out paperwork with a margarita. 
Red wine for me, and keep it coming. The barmaid wore a blue Peyton 
Manning replica jersey, and she was visibly upset. The highlights of the 
game came on the central television, and right there was the reason why. 

Down by a significant margin at New England, the Colts’ quarterback 
led a mighty fourth-quarter charge. But on the final drive, with Indianapo-
lis down by three points and in field goal range, Manning threw an inter-
ception to Patriots cornerback James Sanders. As the catch was replayed 
in slow motion, she groaned. “I still love Peyton, I really do,” she said. “But 
sometimes...” 

I softened my eyes and tried to act as sympathetic as I could. I didn’t 
tell her that my mailing address is eight miles from the stadium where the 
game happened, or that I didn’t care. 

Evening became night, and there was a sudden rush of people. It was 
a planeful of passengers who had been on a Delta flight to Detroit that 
was grounded for mechanical problems. The late hour meant that there 
were no more flights that day, so the airline put them up in a hotel — my 
hotel. Wielding white paper drink coupons, they descended on the Outer 
Marker, angry and frustrated as they shared stories of broken calendars 
and diverted plans. Soon, as the beer and spirits flowed from vessel to glass 
to mouth, there was laughter. 

I somehow found myself in a leadership role. As the poor barmaid strug-
gled to keep up with food and drink orders, I fielded some of the typical 
questions a hotel bartender might. The bathrooms? Just down the hall. 
The breakfast buffet at The Landing starts at 6:30 in the morning. Pool’s 
open until 11:30, and yeah, it’s good. Laundry’s on the fourth floor. Yes, the 
shuttle to IND runs 24 hours. 
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One of the men there, who’d missed a connecting flight to the Lehigh 
Valley (“Lafayette! Lehigh!” “Yeah, my daughter goes to Lehigh.”) gave me 
his meal coupon to pay for my nachos, as some kind of measure of grati-
tude. “They should pay you as a tour guide,” one tipsy lady in a sweatsuit 
said. 

 “No, I just I stay here a lot,” I replied. 
It was soon time to go back up to 557. And as I passed through the lobby 

on the way to the elevator, there she was again. 
She was working the desk on the night shift. She looked eight months 

older. Her hair was a little shorter than before, but the strands still fell over 
her shoulders, straight and copper-colored as a stripped telephone wire. 
She was typing, and it might have been my imagination but she was hum-
ming to herself. And that’s when I noticed the band of symbolic ownership, 
left, finger four, thin and modest and set with a small stone. 

“Hi,” I said. 
She looked up, without hesitation. “Hello.” 

Room 557 overlooks the old abandoned Hertz rental car lot, the dilapi-
dated #1 Club Gold hub grey and lonely behind it. Just beyond, I-465 
southbound. There’s a billboard alongside the highway for Butler basket-
ball tickets. There are four players shown in in-game action poses. I know 
where the fifth one is, I thought to myself. He’s thousands of miles and a 
time zone away. There’s a website address and a phone number to call, and 
some copy that I couldn’t read except for “Dawgs” with a “W.” In a world 
that made more sense, the billboard wouldn’t be necessary. Hinkle Field-
house would be sold out every game, and Butler wouldn’t need to advertise. 
The Colts don’t. 

At night, I realized why the morning manager had warned me away from 
that room. The wind came howling out of a starless sky with gale force, 
just like it did on that April day. The CPIA shook and rattled. At 3 a.m., 
I lay awake and upright. At 4 a.m., I thought of her. I wondered what had 
happened, what course her summer took. I tried to imagine who he was 
and how he’d proposed. And then I remembered the letter. 

During the season, I have my mail forwarded, and then pick it up in 
the spring. When I returned east on April 7, two days after the National 
Championship game, I sifted through a large box full of letters. There was 
an envelope from the Crowne Plaza Indianapolis Airport, with its bur-
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gundy and gold stamped logo in the corner, and my Rhode Island address. 
I recognized the looping feminine hand. 

Inside was my final divorce decree. As the plaintiff, I was required to 
furnish them to the defense upon receipt. I had received the papers by fax 
at the hotel in December, then sent them off by regular mail. I had used 
the CPIA as a return address, absent-mindedly claimed it as my real home. 

Attached to the decree was a pink post-it note. Mr. Whelliston, it read. 
I am so sorry that I had to open this. It was sent back to us undeliverable, 
and I looked up your address in our guest records because the papers looked 
very important. Please accept my apology for any intrusion. Underneath, her 
name. 

What is home? It might be a return address, a hat-hook, a storage facil-
ity where you sleep, or a car in a truck stop. It can be the place that won’t 
turn you away, no matter what you’ve done. Home can be a nostalgic two 
weeks out of the year, a respite from the 50 you spend elsewhere. For me, 
home is 4:15 in the morning, 70 degrees Fahrenheit, a king-size bed with 
two mattresses, and picture windows facing a cold, harsh wind. Home is 
protection from the relentless elements, a hard wall against the past and 
versus heartache. 

R.I.P. Guido, 2006-2010.
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LOST STAR
12.11.20 10 • SEASON 7

It was Wednesday, March 31, 2010. The Crowne Plaza Indianapolis Air-
port was bustling with activity. For the first time in years, every single room 
was filled for a week straight, and at any given time there was a line four 
deep at the front desk. Rolling suitcases slid and zipped across the slick 
marble of the lobby. Small groups gathered around tables and on sofas, and 
happy chatter echoed in the high ceiling. The Outer Marker Lounge was 
full at 11 a.m., and the libations flowed freely. Even The Landing’s lunch 
buffet was popular. On most days, the deep metal trays of fix-em-yourself 
burgers and small steaks and soup would be rolled away untouched after 
two hours. But on this week of weeks, the restaurant was full, and everyone 
wanted seconds. 

It was Final Four week. The CPIA took on the overflow of out-of-town-
ers that couldn’t find places to stay downtown. There were West Virginians 
and Michigan Staters, and there was a circulated rumor that Tom Izzo 
and the Spartans were staying there too, that it was the team’s official 
Final Four hotel. That turned out to be a hoax, but for one week the Mid-
Majority’s headquarters was, finally, all about basketball. 

There was a giant banner draped across the central overbridge with the 
official slogan: “The Road Ends Here.” The staff spent all of Tuesday eve-
ning decorating the place and adding flair. There were bunches of orange 
balloons on every table, with homemade pennants and photographs of old 
short-shorts Indiana high school games on the walls. Guido the life-size 
stuffed piano man played “We Are The Champions” on the upright player 
in the second-floor Gallery. 

The spirit of celebration wasn’t quite universal. Early on Thursday 
morning at the abandoned Chanteclair French restaurant on the fifth floor, 
where I’d go to write every morning, three men in suits sat around a table 
with cups of coffee. Their talk was anxious and worried. “We’re not going 
to get any momentum from this,” one said. “The last six months have been 
flat, and it’s not as if any of these people are going to come back.” 

“This isn’t going to help us with corporate, either,” another chimed in. 
“We could still lose that star.” 

There had been whispers ever since January. The hotel had received 
some kind of warning that it was not providing the level of services neces-
sary to maintain an industry-standard three-and-a-half star rating. It was 
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a Catch-22: the place was always empty, which depressed finances, so it 
couldn’t afford to maintain the level of staff it had when the airport ter-
minal was a quick walk away. The CPIA was likely to lose at least half a 
star, and go down to three, and the worst-case scenario was that it would 
lose a full one. 

And there were expectations tied to the emblem as well. When it was a 
Holiday Inn, the bar was a sports-themed hangout called “Benchwarmers,” 
which would get rowdy and drunk, especially after Colts games. When the 
rebranding occurred, it became the more upscale Outer Marker, with sleek 
and dark Scandinavian furniture. 

As winter turned to spring, the changes were sudden, drastic and 
awkwardly abrupt... if not a little desperate. The energy of the employees 
turned from relaxed and poised to manic and hectic. 

“Can I help you with that?” 
“Are you sure you don’t need a wake-up call?” 
“If there’s anything, anything, that’s not to your liking, we will make it 

right.” 
“Can I offer you a beverage coupon?” 
Everybody had become Robots. 
Everyone except the night-desk girl with the dark copper hair. “They’re 

all freaked out,” she told me one evening, punctuating with a two-handed, 
finger-wiggling gesture. “Apparently, the world is going to end if we become 
a three-star hotel.” 

The biggest adjustment had to do with the Executive Lounge. What 
used to be a free perk of staying on the fifth floor — a room with free coffee, 
a stocked refrigerator and a rack full of cereal — became a $30 per night 
luxury add-on. At 6 p.m. every weeknight, a full wine selection and two 
buffet trays would be wheeled in, and a pretty young woman would tend 
bar. But most nights, it would be just me, typing away in the comfortable 
chair at a cold marble table. Even though I didn’t drink (doctor’s orders) or 
eat meat (seven-year vegetarian), I stuffed the empty tip glass out of pure 
guilt. 

One night, the girl sat on the sofa with a Dean Koontz novel, but not 
before pleading with me. “I know nobody would ever ask you,” she said. 
“But just in case, please don’t tell anyone you saw me sitting down.” 

In March, at the empty Chanteclair, I approached the table once there 
was a suitable break in the executive conversation. “Excuse me,” I said. 
“Are you the owner?” 
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 A large man, built like a linebacker, wearing a big dark suit looked 
up and nodded. I extended my hand for him to shake. “My name is Kyle 
Whelliston,” I said. “My mailing address is in Rhode Island, but I stay here 
at least five nights a month. I stay here so often that I consider it a home. I 
know I don’t care about the CPIA as much as you do, but I love this place 
and would be heartbroken if it ever went away.” 

He clearly wasn’t prepared for such gush that early in the morning. But 
he quickly switched to public relations mode. “I appreciate that, Kyle,” he 
said, clasping my hand with a hard grasp. “What’s your favorite part of the 
hotel?” 

That was a difficult question. I loved the bank of second floor rooms 
that overlook the pool, and the fitness center, and the Lounge (especially 
the sofa), and the glass elevators, and the Simpsons Bowling game in the 
fun center. But I knew I shouldn’t have said her name but then it was too 
late and it just slipped out. 

“She does such a great job,” I said. “Hands down, she is the friendliest 
and nicest person on your staff. You should really give her a raise.” 

 In the late evening of December 10, 2010, I was in the empty Outer 
Marker drinking red wine, the house cab and keep-it-coming. As the bar-
tender poured me another one, she said, “Looks like you’re my best cus-
tomer tonight. This place is dead.” 

“Is it usually like this?” 
“Yeah,” she admitted. “It’s usually like this.” 
From talking to her previously, I knew she was a hard-working single 

mom with two kids at home. “Don’t you get worried?” I asked. I didn’t even 
need to finish the sentence. 

“I don’t,” she said. “I know this place is going to be here for a very long 
time.” 

“Huh?” I replied, gesturing around the empty room. “How can it survive 
like this?” 

She told me what had recently happened. The CPIA had entered into a 
large contract with a local jet engine manufacturer to hold banquets, meet-
ings, symposiums and various gatherings. So the staff increased — now 
there were three rotating bartenders. Things had returned to a relative 
normal, too. The overeagerness disappeared, and the Executive Lounge 
stopped serving unnecessary meals. I didn’t have to pay $30 per night to 
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get my Froot Loops anymore. And most importantly, it remained a three-
and-a-half star establishment. 

I went back up to my room. It was 424 this time, in the front bank, 
a room with a glass sliding door and a patio overlooking the lobby and 
the hundreds of inward-facing windows of other rooms. Only a few lights 
shone from them — mostly airline pilots and stewardesses on stopover, I 
supposed. Below, in the courtyard, a large table with a black tablecloth and 
shiny serving trays, all in preparation for a Saturday evening buffet. 

And that’s when it hit me, when it all came together, when I understood 
exactly how much we have in common. Neither of us can fill our rooms. 
The CPIA is one step ahead of TMM though; I once tried to subsidize 
existence with a single primary benefactor, but maybe my mistake was 
choosing one and the same business. Hoteliers and engine manufacturers 
are very different beasts, and both have something to offer each other, 
something different. For long-term assured survival, I just had to figure out 
what my banquet would be. 

As I fell asleep, a jet roared overhead, on a flight path that now crossed 
over the roof of the hotel without an airport. I counted stars: one, two, 
three... half.
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CHATTANOOGA, TN SONG OF THE SOCON
2.16.2005 • SEASON 1

No news here, but this red state-blue state thing isn’t a new divide by any 
means. Back in the 1860s, an invisible Mason-Dixon line separated Amer-
ica’s two primary philosophical nation-states. There have been more than 
a few more union admissions since then, so the boundary line twists and 
buckles more than it used to. Dull gray has been replaced by vibrant crim-
son, but the map during the War Between The States matches up pretty 
well with the automatically generated computer two-color maps we saw on 
Election Day. 

 Fifty-six years after the Civil War ended in the South’s defeat, a new 
and more peaceful type of confederacy was begun in Atlanta. This group 
of rebels wielded basketballs instead of bayonets, and they created an ath-
letic union of fourteen colleges they called the Southern Intercollegiate 
Conference. They were going to show all those Yankees (as well as the 
already-formed Pac-10 and Big Ten) what the southern spirit of innova-
tion was really all about. The conference tournament concept, debuted in 
1922, was born out of that spirit. North Carolina were the first champions, 
defeating Mercer in the final game 40-25.

Within seven years their ranks had swelled to 23, and they’d dropped 
the middle name. Looking over the early roster of the conference, it reads 
like the super-league that would result if the ACC and SEC ever decided 
to merge. There were Kentucky and North Carolina playing side by side, 
Georgia and Georgia Tech, Auburn and Clemson. But the union, like so 
many, was not forever.

In 1932, during the depths of the Depression, the league split into two. 
Thirteen of the schools could no longer handle the costs of traveling over 
the Appalachian Mountains to play the other ten, so they seceded and 
formed the Southeastern Conference. Geography also played a role in the 
league’s second seismic event — seven seaboard schools left in 1953 to 
reform as the Atlantic Coast Conference, because they wanted to play 



 H A R D  P R O M I S E S2 5 2

more local rivalry games than the SoCon’s schedule allowed. And so they 
left, paving the way for era upon era of Tobacco Road greatness.

The conference was left in tatters. Since the formation of the ACC, 
the only SoCon representative in the Final Four was 1959 national finalist 
West Virginia — they would end up leaving too. While its two sons grew 
up big and strong, the enfeebled Old Man of the South stayed alive with 
the help of inland satellites of state schools, military academies, and sleepy 
yet well-endowed liberal arts colleges. But the league never lost its rebel 
spirit: in 1980, the Southern Conference was the first league to feature the 
three-point field goal.

These days, the basketball played in this league makes extensive use 
of that innovation, and no team survives the season without at least two 
potent outside threats. A typical contest is a blur of sinewy and tattooed 
limbs, featuring limber and hungry players who play a game that seems to 
hover an inch or two above the floor.

It’s that eagerness that makes SoCon ball so exciting, and it’s also to 
blame for a lot of its aesthetic flaws. Players have the tendency to overreach, 
overextend, do too much. But for the passionate fans of the league and its 
teams, they would much rather blame that kind of thing on the officials.

“You couldn’t call your dogs, ref!” a fan reports in a Tennessee-tinged 
voice.

A nearby attendee lets loose with a pitch-perfect hound call. “Aroooooo!”
SoCon fans love the game action, but just as with the region’s true 1 

sport (NASCAR, natch), they add entertainment value by losing them-
selves in the surrounding soap opera as well. That’s easy to do in a league 
with historical characters like “Hot Rod” Hundley and Keith “Mister” Jen-
nings. 

“I can’t believe that Murry Bartow,” says a Chattanooga Mocs backer 
who’s apparently not impressed with last season’s coach of the year nor 
his piloting of East Tennessee to the 2004 NCAA Tournament in his first 
season at the Buc helm. He’s concentrating on this year’s lost campaign. 
“Those Johnson City boys oughta run that joker out of town.” 

And tonight’s episode (held in a city where a Confederacy bloodbath 
signaled the beginning of the end) has solidly soapy storylines. The home 
team plays the traditional power; the role of feisty, overachieving upstart 
who loves to ruin everyone’s plans is filled by visiting North Carolina-
Greensboro. Two weeks earlier at Greensboro, the Spartans climbed back 
from an 18-point deficit and slipped by with a minute remaining, 62-57. 
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Chattanooga was in first place at the time, and the result was crushing. 
They didn’t know it at the time, but that come-from-ahead loss was the 
start of a five-game four-defeat stretch. The Mocs entered this game cling-
ing to a share of the East division lead with a 7-5 record while UNCG 
lurked a game behind. 

Chattanooga rushed out to an early lead once again, thanks to the perfect 
6-for-6 shooting of post-force Charles “Big C” Anderson, The Mocs went 
into halftime with a commanding 15-point lead. The cushion ballooned to 
18 just after the break, and hovered there until the half ’s midpoint. This 
was following the same script as the teams’ first meeting, almost to the 
page and letter. 

“Siddown, McCaffrey!” a fan yelled out towards the visiting coach, a 
Pennsylvania man who used to walk the sidelines at Lehigh. “Go back up 
north where you belong!”

And then the real déjà vu struck. Greensboro followed their coach’s 
shouted instructions, and ratcheted up their intensity. They whittled the 
lead down to six at the 6:45 mark, powered by a stretch in which they out-
scored their homestanding opposition 25-12. 

But the Mocs players refused to allow an end-to-end rerun of the ear-
lier game, and the lead would not change hands. Chattanooga stridently 
pulled away on the scoreboard once again, due in large part to a flurry of 
free throws. When the buzzer sounded, Mocs coach John Shulman nodded 
in approval.

“We had a chance to fold, had a chance to tuck our tails, but we didn’t,” 
he said afterward. Shulman is one of those patient longtime assistants 
who’s getting his first shot at a head-coaching job — Jeff Lebo created the 
vacancy last summer by leaving for Auburn. Shulman explained his team’s 
recent struggles, his cherub face fixed in a perpetually hopeful expression. 
“Most teams have been together since October. We’ve been going at it since 
August, since our Canada trip. We just hit the wall lately, we were mentally 
and physically fatigued. It’s been a seven-month journey, and that’s hard.”

It remains to be seen where Chattanooga’s 2005 journey will end up. 
But while teams from the ACC and SEC will likely play deep into the 
bracket, this conference’s representative (or a remotely possible multiple, 
plural, extra team) will probably be watching the Tournament’s second 
weekend on CBS like the rest of us. Nobody has spun much March magic 
here recently, since these same Mocs took a 14-seed on an improbable 
carpet ride to the Sweet Sixteen in 1997. On the whole, SoCon basketball 
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remains an unguarded yet mostly unsought secret.
“Most of the teams in this league are good, but not good enough,” a griz-

zled longtime Chattanooga season-ticket holder wisely informs me after 
the game. And then he drops the one-liner on me, a phrase he’s had years 
to perfect. “But mark my words, son... the SoCon will rise again.”
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CLARKSVILLE, TN IN THE CLUB
2.16.2005 • SEASON 1

When halftime comes, the “Gov” mascot strides onto the floor accompa-
nied by his attendants, a phalanx of black-dressed cheerleaders. The red-
coated, top-hatted old gent with a monocle, a character loosely based on 
former Tennessee Governor Austin Peay, waves to the kids in the stands 
with four twinkling white-gloved fingers. Then he flashes a sturdy double 
thumbs-up.

But a large portion of the crowd doesn’t stick around for the local 
Clarksville dance troupes who will be providing the halftime entertain-
ment. Several hundred fans gather up their families and belongings, move 
in single file up the side bleachers and across the upper concourse. They 
all seem to be heading to the same place.

Increased attentiveness reveals that they’re disappearing behind a series 
of large black tarpaulins, which are chained together by plastic loops. Draw 
closer still, a peek between the hanging barriers reveals a makeshift mess 
hall, circular wooden tables surrounded by institutional stacking-chairs. 
On one end of the room, there is a white-tablecloth food spread and a 
beverage station.

And it’s quite the spread. Ham and turkey sandwiches sit arranged in 
spirals on black plates, sprigs of parsley providing a splash of decoration. 
There are also piles of plate-sized cookies — looks like chocolate chip, 
maybe a few oatmeal ones too. The Lady Govs volleyball team, in matching 
t-shirts, serves all the Pepsi products that can reasonably be consumed. A 
large sign in the corner, up on an easel, insists that thanks be given to the 
local auto parts store responsible for providing the food.

“Can I help you?” the woman guarding the gate asks. “You need a button 
to get in. Can I see your button?”

Indeed, all the adults inside are each wearing a small white lapel but-
ton, a sweeping red “AP” logo on a white field, “Governor’s Club” printed 
in block letters below. There are several people wearing two buttons — the 
second version features a color-field reversal, white on red. These appear to 
be the rare and special ones.

When the second-half clock begins its countdown from 20:00, most of 
the members of the Governor’s Club linger in the Goveteria high above the 
field of play, socializing and enjoying a few last nibbles of sandwich. They 
aren’t missing much action of consequence — the visiting Jacksonville 
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State squad is leading by eight, and the Govs are settling into a system of 
screens to free up shooters against a bunch of eager red-shirted Lillipu-
tians. The Gamecocks run a four-guard lineup and only carry a three-man 
bench, so it’s only a matter of time before the tide turns. Eleven of the JSU’s 
first 13 Ohio Valley Conference opponents this season have worn them 
down, so should the Austin Peay Governors.

There are some white-pinned ladies and gentlemen seated in the row 
behind me — I ask an open question about the enrollment procedures. 
“You get a pin for giving $100,” one man says — he’s suspicious when I 
ask his name later, so we’ll call him Bob. “Or you can give as much as you 
want. They’re not gonna stop you if you have a few million to spare, it’s a 
booster club after all.”

Booster clubs. They get a bad rap nowadays, what with the ugly series 
of incidents involving overzealous boosters illegally lining players’ pockets. 
The NCAA’s zero-tolerance policy has led to sad cases such as those of 
Chris Webber and Marcus Camby, scandals which left schools with thou-
sands of dollars in fines, lost scholarships, vacated Tournament results, and 
irreparably broken pride. 

Because schools are fully responsible for the actions of their boosters, 
they like to keep an eye on their contributors. And once you’re a booster, 
you’re a booster for life in the eyes of the NCAA. Peay, like many schools, 
keeps a list of the rules on their website. 

But Bob says staying in compliance isn’t a problem at AP. “We’re a small 
school,” he says. “We mostly just sit around and chat. There’s a halftime 
spread at every basketball game, and between games for doubleheaders.”

“So it’s more of a social club?” I ask.
“It’s a booster club,” he corrects me.
But there’s something egalitarian and friendly about the Governor’s 

Club. There’s a lot of chatting, hand-gesturing and shaking hands. There 
are dusty old-timer AP diehards slumped at tables next to young go-getter 
car dealers in their crisp white shirts. There are rigid queen bees on the 
cusp of old age with their tight sweaters and teacup glasses; they rub elbows 
with the most common male creature in the South, the jolly balding men 
with beery bellies that are barely contained by polo shirts. Kids are allowed 
inside too — they don’t wear pins, but they’re eating most of the cookies.

“It’s getting pretty big,” Bob’s friend Jim chimes in, directing my atten-
tion to a small passageway leading from the mezzanine. There’s a faded 
“Governor’s Club” sign. “A couple of years ago, we all went into that little 



T H E  S O U T H   2 5 7

room over there, underneath the stands. After we outgrew that, we’re up 
behind the bleachers. Now there’s talk that there are too many folks again, 
and we’ll have to move a second time.”

But to where? The Dunn Center doesn’t appear to have any more room 
to hold another growth spurt. The boxy sports sandcastle doesn’t feature 
any skyboxes, and I imagine that AP might be the first school to move into a 
21st Century facility that includes a huge ballroom to house a 5,000-person 
booster club. And where was the exclusivity that seems to be such a part 
of college sports money these days — don’t the richest of the rich want to 
separate themselves from the pack somehow?

I ask my new friends about the special white-on-red pins, what it takes 
to get one of those. “There’s only one color pin,” Bob says with a slight hint 
of disdain. “That red one was from a few years ago. Some people just like 
to wear them to show off they’ve been in the Club for a while.”

“Do you think they’ll ever raise the minimum contribution?” I query. “A 
hundred dollars seems a little low.”

“There are higher giving levels,” Bob says. “But all you really get are a 
few extra tickets and a plaque. Most folks join just to get in the group.”

My guess is that the Club fills an important civic function in Clarks-
ville: while football or basketball is in session, it’s where the elite meet, 
greet and eat. And it serves both basic human needs of exclusivity and 
belonging. The shiny white pin gives its bearer the small thrill of special-
ness, allows them to hold their head high in a teeming throng of “Let’s Go 
Peay”-chanting hoi-polloi. But the organization’s large size and low entry 
fee keeps the snobbiness at bay. Even though there are some folks who just 
want a little extra better-than-you edge with their throwback pins, the Club 
appears to be one big happy Gov-loving family.

“Here, son, I’m gonna give you the number to join,” yet another gent 
says despite my repeated insistence that I’m just a Pennsylvania Yankee in 
Governor Peay’s Court. “Here’s my card.”

The seven-digit number is scrawled on the back of a thick white busi-
ness card. I flip it over to find the direct-line of a Ford salesman with award-
winning customer service. Ahhh, networking.
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BOWLING GREEN, KY THIRD PARTY
2.18.2005 • SEASON 1

With no teams in the major pro leagues and no meaningful college football 
of any kind, it may be the one state in the union where residents are free 
to obsess over college basketball without any distractions whatsoever. 
Unique in its own right, Kentucky always casts its eight electoral votes for 
hoops.

“The state of the roundball union in Bluegrass Country is as healthy as 
ever!” former Detroit-Mercy coach and current power-conference cheer-
leader Dick Vitale recently effused. “Wouldn’t it be something if these 
teams hook up come NCAA Tournament time?”

These teams, of course, refer to those that represent the state’s two 
major colleges: the University of Kentucky and the University of Louisville. 
They’re not so much basketball teams as they are philosophies, religions, 
completely formed ways of living that are completely incompatible with 
one another. Shortly after exiting the womb, all Kentuckians are forced to 
choose sides — hey baby, are you a Wildcat or a Cardinal? 

Most times, there’s no free will involved — who you’re with is usu-
ally based on geography. A division line cuts a violent lengthwise swath 
across the bumpy-topped landmass, Kentucky blue below and Louisville 
red above, nothing in between. Because of their historical success, UK cur-
rently enjoys an approximate 75-25% overall majority in the state, which 
roughly matches their 7-2 edge in national championships. Don’t it turn a 
red state blue.

But left of center, a twisting spur away from Interstate 65, there’s a little 
city with an underwear factory called Bowling Green. In Bowling Green, 
you walk your own line. Here, you’ll see fewer people in the streets wearing 
UK and U of L gear than anywhere else in Kentucky. They do wear red, but 
it’s a few Pantone shades away from Louisville cardinal. It’s a bright crim-
son hue that identifies them as fans of the Western Kentucky Hilltoppers.

Western Kentucky spent most of the 20th Century in the Ohio Valley 
Conference and currently plays their games in the backwater Sun Belt, but 
most of their fans bristle at the term “mid-major.” They’ll point to a rich and 
storied past that’s anything but humble: WKU has four Final Four appear-
ances (three are in the NIT, back when it was the Tournament of Kings), 
four Sweet Sixteen trips (back before it took two steps to get there), and 19 
overall NCAA Tournament bids — that includes three straight from 2001-



T H E  S O U T H   2 5 9

03. Having a solid historical grounding keeps folks from turning to one of 
the two available “dark sides.”

“At Morehead State and Murray State, you’ll see people who are Ken-
tucky or Louisville fans first,” said lifelong Tops fan and basketblogger 
Cortney Basham. “There’s a guy on one of their boards with the username 
‘UKRules’, and the administrator lets him post. We’d never stand for that 
around here.”

Binding the community of Topper fans together is a series of easily-
graspable traditions. There was this coach named E.A. Diddle, you see 
— back in the 1940s, kids were stealing towels from the gym so he had 
them dyed red to identify them as P.E. department property. When Jerry 
Tarkanian was knee-high to a stump, Diddle chewed and waved and cried 
into his towel — soon the students took up the practice themselves. Now 
the crimson cloths (available for $2.25 at the school bookstore) have the 
fight song printed on them so you can follow along. Even the school logo 
waves a red towel.

Basham, a young mild-mannered Western instructor, taught me the 
correct WKU towel-waving method. “Most people flap it around with the 
wrist,” he said. “But I like to really work it around with the elbow. Some 
even like to get the whole arm into it. In tight spaces, however, that can 
get dangerous.”

And then there’s The Western Spirit, embodied and typified by Big Red, 
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a large crimson blob that SportsCenter introduced to the nation. 
“Not everyone around here loves Big Red, mostly because he’s gotten 

so damn popular,” a wild and crazy shaven-headed dude in a throwback 
Hilltoppers warmup told me. He’s known in the Hilltopper Haven fan com-
munity simply as Dahbeed. “But they’re just drinking Haterade. I look at 
the kids, he makes them so happy. The kids love that thing.”

Said blob led the white-jerseyed team out onto the floor, as a frothy 
towel-waving Diddle Arena crowd welcomed them. For 40 minutes, they 
played the visiting Arkansas-Little Rock Trojans tight; control of the tough 
physical battle seesawed, neither squad gaining much more than a three or 
four-point edge. Western had one single run in them, and it came midway 
through the second half — they led 49-42 with eight minutes to go.

But then the Hilltoppers started firing blanks. The Little Rock defense, 
solid throughout, locked down the Toppers’ perimeter shooters and denied 
them passing lanes. Five minutes on, the lead had disappeared and the 
match was tied at 49. “They’re going to lose this game,” Dahbeed said, his 
eyes bulging. “I can feel it. They’re going to lose.”

A child of eleven or twelve wheeled around, his eyes innocent and sau-
cer-like. “Don’t say that,” he pleaded. “Don’t say that!”

But the writing was on the wall. Western Kentucky scored but four 
more points, and the Trojans took the lead with four seconds left with a 
savage and screaming dunk by muscular forward Darius Eason. The home 
team had one final chance as time slips away, as a freshman thoroughbred 
named Courtney Lee let it fly from the corner. But like ten of his other 
twelve shots on the night, it was not successfully converted. The visiting 
black-clad players danced around center court and cackled maniacally; 
they chanted that Diddle Arena, despite all appearances to the contrary, 
was their house.

“That hurt,” Cortney said solemnly while walking away from the arena. 
He brooded about the loss for hours after the final buzzer. He muttered 
about how the Trojans held the tie with WKU atop the Sun Belt’s Eastern 
division, with a tiebreaker as well with a season sweep. It was etched in his 
face — rea, power conference-sized pain. 

“That was bad.”
A major reason why Western Kentucky is refused major national respect 

is due to their few shots at the two big schools in the Commonwealth — 
they are regularly denied chances to make their case to the Bluegrass State 
on the court. They currently hold a 38-33 series lead over Louisville, but 
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most of those games were contested before 1950. The Toppers last beat the 
Cardinals in 2000, a 68-65 win keyed by Chris Marcus, a seven mobile 
behemoth.

On the other hand, a matchup between Western Kentucky and Big 
Blue is rarer than a third podium being brought onto the stage for a presi-
dential debate. Every towel-waver worth their red dye can relate the story 
of the first-ever matchup between WKU and UK, a 1971 NCAA Tourna-
ment game in which the Hilltoppers won 107-83 on their way to the Final 
Four. They met again in the 1986 Tournament, and then twice during Rick 
Pitino’s short-lived open-door scheduling policy in the early Nineties. All 
were Wildcat victories. 

Western’s biggest victory so far this century occurred at the 2001-02 
NABC Classic, held at Rupp Arena. Led by a double-double by the afore-
mentioned Mr. Marcus, the Toppers prevailed 64-52 to earn their second 
win in that short five-game series.

“Oh, I was there in the rafters of Rupp when the Tops took down UK,” 
Cortney recalled wistfully. “Few people really know how good that team 
could have been. Marcus’ bad foot got worse as he practiced leading up 
to the NCAA tourney... we got a 9 seed and tanked against Stanford. We 
got down 18, pulled to within 1, and were just gassed. Stanford won going 
away.”

Their history, traditions and rabid fan base may be second-to-few, but 
WKU is a classic mid-major program. They are a proud, scrappy underdog 
bunch playing a fathom or two under the national radar. But every so often, 
they peek above the horizon line and give people reason to believe that 
there are more than two historical powerhouses of Kentucky hoops. 

So if you’d prefer, think of the Western Kentucky Hilltoppers not as a 
mid-major basketball squad, but as a leading third-party candidate. They 
may not win any statewide elections, but at least they’ve got one county’s 
votes all locked up.
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SPARTANBURG, SC BEWARE OF DOG
12.15.2009 • SEASON 6

In the South, it’s hard to find a place that’s not overrun with SEC this or 
ACC that. There are very few cities and towns down here that don’t bleed 
some weird color. But tucked into the upper nublet of South Carolina, at 
the intersection of two important Interstate highways, that’s anchored by 
two Division I schools south of the Red Line. It may be halfway between 
Clemson Tigerland and Gamecock Central... but Spartanburg is Hoops 
Nation through and through, y’all!

On Saturday morning, we made our way east across endless Tennes-
see, across difficult North Carolina mountain passes (only so because an 
October rockslide closed Interstate 40, forcing travelers onto treacherous 
one-lane threads), and down I-26 to a little place they call the Sparkle 
City. And even through a gunmetal-colored afternoon fog, Spartanburg 
was shining bright. We passed through the outer perimeter, golden arches 
and Krispy Kreme signs in full glow, and descended into the city center. 
We were just barely on time for a 3 p.m. tip at Wofford College, home of 
the Southern Conference’s Terriers. 

Wofford, established in 1854 by Methodists as a liberal arts institution, 
has a campus typical of those you’ll find all across the 12-team SoCon. 
(The SoCon is, in fact, headquartered in Spartanburg!) There’s an inner 
core of structures that date back over a century, with wide green lawns and 
narrow footpaths and trees that resemble licorice sticks at this cold time 
of year. In amongst the antique pieces are new and modern buildings for 
science and technology, symbols of progression and continued prosperity.

Tucked into a corner of campus is Benjamin Johnson Arena, where 
Wofford’s basketball representatives play. It seats a little over 3,500. Even 
though it’s only three decades old, it has that classic fieldhouse feeling — 
it’s tight and intimate, and you can smell the wood oil.

Wofford — and let’s be honest here — is probably the last school you 
come up with when you try to run through the entire SoCon dozen. The 
Terriers have had a long line of ordinary seasons since joining Division 
I in 1995, have yet to break .500 for a season, and have naturally never 
appeared in the NCAA Tournament. But in recent years, Wofford has 
broken through for some Mid-Majority headlines in the non-conference 
part of the season. On December 19, 2007, the team scored a historic Red 
Line Upset at Purdue, topping the Boilermakers 69-66. This season, they 
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struck again, upending Georgia of the SEC on the road by 3.
For the most part, though, it’s been a humble program. The official 

slogan for the 2009-10 season is the very ordinary and straightforward, 
“Let’s Go.” (Already?) On the far wall of the BJA, there’s a warning to all 
dark-jerseyed enemies who dare to enter. 

Singular.
Saturday’s opponent was Navy of the Patriot League, and the Terriers 

showed the kind of promise that signals a potential breakout season. For 
one, its newly retooled defense is dogged, particularly in the junkyard sense 
of the word. The white-clad Woffords met the Midshipmen with a tough, 
fast-switching man-to-man, forcing the visitors into poor decisions and 
tons of turnovers. In a quick hour and 45 minutes, Wofford dispatched the 
visitors 73-62 for its fifth win against six defeats. Then, as the Navy play-
ers started walking off the floor, the P.A. announcers called them back. 
The band played “Anchors Aweigh” as the Midshipmen stood rigidly at 
attention; it was a completely unnecessary, but fantastically classy gesture.

After the game in an early arriving twilight, the campus was quiet and 
empty. A short walk to the student center revealed that many students were 
gathered around television sets to watch Appalachian State, their SoCon 
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brethren, in the American-style football playoffs. Wofford may not win a 
whole lot, but the people there are endlessly respectful to their opposition.

Two days later (in equally miserable weather), we went to visit Wofford’s 
close southern neighbor, the University of South Carolina-Upstate. While 
the Terriers are a relative newcomer to Division I, USC-U is just taking 
its first baby steps. The school changed its name from South Carolina-
Spartanburg in 2003 (too many syllables), and switched its team nickname 
from the Rifles, under which they won the 1982 NAIA national champion-
ship. Attempting to carve out their own sporting identity, they went with 
the colors green and black instead of the official state-school colors of 
Gamecocks red and black.

Now, the Spartans just began their third year in the top flight, and while 
they were fortunate enough to find a league home with the Atlantic Sun, 
they won’t be eligible for the conference or national postseason until 2012. 
It’s been a tough haul, as they’ve only earned 17 victories in two seasons-
plus. That’s one more than Wofford’s take from last season.

The contrast between Wofford and Upstate is immediately apparent 
when you drive on campus. There’s none of the SoCon stone and ivy here; 
in keeping with the A-Sun’s crop of newer schools like North Florida, 
Florida Gulf Coast and Kennesaw State (Upstate was founded in 1967), 
the school is a well-planned complex, with identical architecture, two-lane 
roads, and everything oriented around convenient parking. 

And it’s possible to park your car right near the Hodge Center (for free), 
and it takes less than 30 paces for you to make your way inside. The G.B. 
Hodge Center (named for the local politician who started the school as a 
two-year nursing school) is one of the few arenas in Hoops Nation where 
the outside hallways and concourses are nicer than the area of play itself.

That’s not necessarily a knock against the school; it just wasn’t built 
with Division I in mind. The young universities of the Atlantic Sun gener-
ally sprung up from the ground in a matter of years, instead of organically 
growing over decades and centuries like the Woffords of the world. If the 
Spartans start winning, I’m sure that the school will upgrade the facilities.

But that doesn’t appear to be happening anytime soon. Upstate is 1-7 
to start the season, with a league victory against Stetson one bright spot. 
On this night, another of the A-Sun’s newbies, Florida Gulf Coast, came 
in and played ball control to break a 24-game road losing streak. An Eagle 
junior named Reed Baker, a Michigan transfer, shot the lights out for 27 
points, and not even the 34-point effort of Spartan guard Josh Chavis 
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(which included a school-record 10 3-pointers) could overcome the attack. 
The visitors held off a late charge and won 86-82.

The small but spirited student section didn’t mind too much, though. 
They spent the evening cheering on their cult hero, 7-3 German import 
Nick Schneiders, and thrilling to each and every blocked shot — in this 
game, seven! — even the one that he made with his head. Schneiders has 
really changed his look since we were here last, during Upstate’s first Divi-
sion I season in 2007-08. He had close-cropped hair then, a clean-shaved 
face. As a senior, he’s grown wild hair and a beard, and has transformed 
himself into some sort of outsize Dirk Nowitski. 

We’ll just call him “Big Jesus,” though.
One question remains about all of this Spartanburg basketball business, 

though. Why don’t Wofford and Upstate play each other? Politics and hem/
hawing have denied the city of Spartanburg a true city game, a chance to 
see which team is the king of the court. Why not? Can’t we get this done? 
Who do we have to call?

If you were a Spartanburger (no, really, that’s the correct naming con-
vention), you would probably go to Fatz Cafe a lot. There are two locations 
for this legendarily folksy Mid-South hangout, and approximately 1000 
signs and billboards directing you to those two locations. You might have 
your kids in Upward (the boys in basketball, the girls in cheerleading); that 
might be a household name over the South now, but it started out right here 
in Sparkle City. You’d probably go up to Gaffney to do your outlet shopping. 
If you really wanted to take a trip, you might take the Amtrak Crescent, 
which will take you all the way to either New York or New Orleans. But 
why would you want to leave? You’re in Spartanburg!

Spartanburg natives will tell you that Seventies classic country-rock 
legends Marshall Tucker Band hail from the city, and remind you that 
they’re still making music and that they’re still great. Whatever happened 
to flute-rock anyway?
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MURFREESBORO, TN THE CHAIN RESTAURANTS 
THAT BIND US
11.19.2007 • SEASON 4

Morning cracks open over Middle Tennessee like a giant farm-fresh egg. It 
bastes the mini-mall in gooey yellow sunshine, washing over the giant flu-
orescent Shoe Carnival sign. The letters blink a few times, then they’re 
drowned, extinguished for another day. 

The sun soaks the Bread Restaurant, bleeding through the tall win-
dows, and my laptop casts a long sundial shadow that reads 7 am. This is 
where I sit now, and where I will sit for the next eight hours. This is my 
temporary office on this first Friday of the traveling season, where I’ll catch 
up on writing and coding and email. The WiFi is free, as long as you don’t 
put a price on dirty looks from the green-aproned busboys and busgirls. Just 
as long as I step to the counter, buy a toasted bagel with hazelnut cream 
cheese, or maybe a seven-dollar designer pizza, there’s not much they can 
do about me. The Bread Restaurant represents my ultimate subversion, the 
invasion of the mid-major reporter from Interstate-land striking deep into 
the heart of suburbia, taking full advantage of conveniences meant for SUV 
wranglers and soccer moms. 

In Tennessee or Wisconsin or California or Alabama or Connecticut, 
the regular morning crowd at the Bread Restaurant is virtually identical, 
save for the regional accents. Between opening and the lunch rush, there 
are groups of two women tucked into leather-seat booths, each playing a 
pre-assigned role. One is the wronged wife, spinning endless stories of 
alienation, suspicion and dissatisfaction. The other, the comforter and 
enabler. 

“Maybe it’s time to take the next step,” she says. “You’re strong enough.” 
The Bread Restaurant is the cradle of American divorce. It is communi-

cation without communication, and it is where love goes to die. 

You can’t get any work done at a Waffle House — the waitresses are 
desperate, underpaid, yet ultimately lovable tip-leeches who are on top of 
you from cup of coffee to closed check. I come from a place with no Waffle 
Houses, so it’s still a novelty. When I sit at the counter of a Waffle House, 
eating off the double-sided menu placemat, I think about how there are 
people in this country who will never eat at a Waffle House in their lives. 
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Most of these people live in or near New York City.
They’ll never know the joy and anticipation of seeing those glowing yel-

low cubes up ahead, the comfortable feeling that those 11 squares stand 
for a breakfast that’ll never cost more than 11 bucks, no matter how many 
extras you get. Every American has a right to slightly undercooked eggs with 
a delicious bowl of hot grits, a pecan or chocolate chip waffle smothered in 
syrup poured from a warmed glass goblet. Everybody should be defined by 
their hash brown preferences, have them typed onto their driver’s license 
(me: smothered, covered, diced and peppered).

If the Bread Restaurant is depressing conversations set to lite classi-
cal music, the Waffle House is the final institution of humble small talk. 
After a doubleheader at Middle Tennessee State, a 10:30 p.m. conversation 
between the two waitresses at a local Murfreesboro location of the World’s 
Largest Server:

“Art and I made jambalaya last night,” said the overweight matronly one.
“I don’t think I’d like that sausage and shrimp so close together,” said 

a younger girl, who may have been a MTSU student earning some extra 
book-cash. “That’s what’s in jambalaya, right?”

“I think so,” came the reply. “I put so much Tabasco on it, I couldn’t tell.”
Waffle House is the official restaurant of the good and honest and 

forthright America, the non-cynical America where nobody thinks Ste-
phen Colbert is funny, the Country with the capital “C,”where conservative 
Christianity is as natural and as unquestioned as a limb. It’s the America 
that was betrayed and twisted by leaders who took advantage of its patrio-
tism.

On Saturday morning, outside a Waffle House outside Nashville, there 
was a 15-minute parade of motorcyclists clogging up the Briley Parkway, 
snarling traffic. 

“That right there’ll turn your head,” the large white-haired woman said, 
refilling my coffee mug. “Ain’t that a beautiful sight.”

“That’s, umm, a lot of motorcycles,” I offered. 
“It’s for Vietnam,” she said back with a knowing and solemn nod, a 

breath trapped in her chest. “That’s why I said it was beautiful.”

Interstate 65 from Louisville to Nashville is a path I’ve worn out over the 
last four years of basketball travel. This is a main artery of OVC country, 
anchored by Western Kentucky, crown jewel of the Sun Belt. On Thursday, 
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I stop briefly in Bowling Green (“Abraham Lincoln never slept here, but you 
can”), visit a dusty downtown that moved me so much that I interrupted 
my wife at work the first time I was there.

“You have to come here with me,” I said. “This feels like the hometown 
I never had.”

I buy a cup of dark coffee at Spencer’s Coffeehouse, where they’re 
always playing Bright Eyes, but I need to keep moving. My phone doesn’t 
work there, and that makes me nervous.

At a Love’s along I-65, the racks are loaded, but it’s all Iowa, Iowa State, 
Northern Iowa. It’s as if a truck driver got lost on the way to the Midwest 
and dropped his payload in an area more interested in Louisville red or 
Kentucky blue. None of the UNI sweatshirts are as nice as the one I bought 
for the wife in Cedar Falls over BracketBuster weekend two seasons back, 
the yellow Panther head on the black hoodie that people always ask her 
about.

But in the back, on the coat rack, another find: a Montana State wind-
breaker for $15.95. The Big Sky, representing in the land of Big Blue.

The night is dark, black and strangely still, sliced through by my lonely 
headlights driving south on Interstate 24. There’s an exit up ahead, and 
those yellow chiclets on the gas-food-lodging sign melt like warm butter 
pads on my hungry heart. I pull off the highway and into the parking lot.

The Waffle House is nearly empty — it’s just me, an old man reading a 
battered novel in a booth in the corner, and the homely middle-aged wait-
ress. She pours the coffee with a shaky hand.

“Sorry about that,” she says moments later, dabbing at a sizable spill-
pool with a pile of tiny napkins. “Guess I’m getting old.”

“Tell me about it,” I say idly. 
And she does.
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THE LONG ONE
11.25.2007 • SEASON 4

Steel-colored first light above a lengthwise highway, rolling gun-metal hills 
beyond, a scene set off by a row of spindly and barren trees in crisp black 
focus. There’s something comforting, regular about the standard tableau 
that I usually wake up to on the road, a simple chalk drawing dashed off by 
an art student. It could be anywhere in America, but it is one place: the far 
corner of the truck stop parking lot.

This reverie, or contentment, or whatever you could call it, quickly fades 
away — early morning consciousness gets sharpened against the tall black 
gas-price digits on the flickering yellow sign. I’ve known this was coming 
for several days now, and this is not something I can put it off until tomor-
row or the next day. This is what I’ve slept six grey hours for. 

This is the Long One.

The route between here in Alpharetta, Georgia and home in Pawtucket, 
Rhode Island couldn’t be easier. Interstate 85, connecting to Interstate 
95 at Richmond, then it’s a straight shot north. Never mind that it’s 1,065 
miles — they’re all going down, put behind me in neat 45 to 60-second 
increments, click click click. And it’s all happening today.

There are several Long Ones scheduled for the 2007-08 season, this 
is the first. Each and every one is a black hole of time when no writing or 
work is getting done, no games are being watched or analyzed. This one 
came about because of an open-jawed tournament schedule in my first 
week on the road: Boston, Pittsburgh, Columbus, Tennessee, Georgia... 
the loop has to be closed. I’m in the family car, and my wife is going to 
need it this week.

I’ve done this kind of thing before, lots of times. There have been can-
nonballs across the Midwest to catch Southwest flights out of Omaha, 
overnighters up the seaboard to return rental cars before the $80 extra-
day charge kicked in. Last season, I covered a Coastal Carolina-Winthrop 
game in Rock Hill, SC on a Saturday afternoon and made it in time for 
opening tip for a Vermont-Stony Brook game on Long Island the next after-
noon. The Long One I’m most proud of, however, was a loop closer I did 
one November Sunday in 2000: I checked out of a Minneapolis hotel at 6 
a.m., sped eastward through rain patches and Chicago and Cleveland at 
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Pittsburgh, and made it back home to Philadelphia before 10 pm. That’s 
1,167 miles, no speeding tickets.

They haven’t all been solitary exercises, mind you. There was the time 
two years ago, the first season I worked for ESPN.com, when I was in the 
Nashville area on a Saturday night and had to return a car to Providence by 
noon on Sunday. My wife volunteered to fly down — just because — and I 
picked her up at BNA at 9:30 p.m. Central Time after a Middle Tennessee 
State game. 

In near-silence, we passed shifts, driving and sleeping, stopping at truck 
stops along the way. There was something about the way she looked in the 
red stop-light glow of the all-night Pilot station, the way her orange hair 
shone as she brought coffee back to the car... I knew I’d gone and married 
the right girl. Together, we piloted the rented Hyundai Sonata back to its 
home port, with an hour to spare. 

I don’t consider “midseason form” to have anything to do with sentence 
structure, or easy jokes, or schedule juggling — to me, it’s my ability to 
drive extremely long distances in straight shots. This is just another test.

It doesn’t start well. Outside Atlanta, I’m run off the road by a black 
three-ton American SUV. The vehicle is gigantic, with massive custom 
tires. As I’m attempting a merge onto one of the many half-finished high-
ways in the sprawling metro area, the SUV denies me a space in front of 
it... there’s pressure from behind as well, so I tip off the side of the slap-
dash asphalt and halfway into a grassy drainage scoop. As I slam on the 
Honda Civic’s horn in protest, it’s anything if not pathetic and ineffective 
and unthreatening. meeeeeep.

When the gesture comes from behind the tinted glass, it’s a turkey 
drumstick of a middle finger, in front of a face like a split-open turducken. 
Happy holidays, motherfucker. I notice the flapping red-and-black “G” flags 
above the windshield, G for Georgia. That’s the reason for the traffic: there’s 
a game up in Athens today, which I later find out is against Kentucky. 

As I right the car and navigate back onto the road, I wonder if ESPN.
com would have put my obituary on the front door of the site, or just the 
college basketball page. Kyle Whelliston, college basketball writer, tragi-
cally killed by the one thing he spent so much time railing against, SEC 
football. He died as he lived, never more than 100 feet from a Subway 
restaurant. He was 35.
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The death fantasy doesn’t last long enough. Before too long, I’m free of 
Atlanta and Athens and tailgate traffic, and I’m speeding northeast on I-85. 
The scorched ground and topless cafés of Georgia give way to flat South 
Carolina cities, corporate farm stands and outlet centers. By the noon hour, 
I’ve cleared Gaffney’s giant peach.

The fall colors are still explosive across Virginia, smearing past the side 
windows in orange and red and yellow bursts. But this is still not enough 
stimulus. The ticking mileage on the GPS device counts down too slow 
through the 600s, the 500s. There’s a hockey triple-header on XM — the 
Kings and Coyotes, the Senators and Maple Leafs, and a Battle of Alberta 
later on... but nobody’s scoring any goals. I resist the urge to bored-dial 
friends, because that’s the way friends stop being friends, and talk into a 
small voice recorder attached to the keychain. 

When I retrieve the notes later, they’re generally incomprehensible, a 
frosted-glass window into a mind stuck in a temporary moving jail.

“OK, sock puppet basketball. Can you imagine? They’d dribble by bounc-
ing the ball in their, you know, mouths, then they’d shoot it into a basket 
that’s about a foot tall. And it’d all be on a puppet stage, or a cardboard box, 
uhhh... or... [click]”

“Remember to soap that thing by Tuesday. [click]”
“There’s really a town called Sussudio, Virginia. I think that’s what the sign 

back there said. Look it up on Google when I get home. [click]”

The XM traffic channel says there’s moderately heavy congestion in 
the Tri-State area... the “ jam-factor” is “yellowish-green.” Just south of the 
BosWash megalopolis, I make the decision to sidestep the whole thing, all 
the Saturday night drunk drivers and the $25 in tolls for the privilege of 
sitting in traffic. I ask the GPS device to figure me a toll-free way around, 
something I’ve been meaning to figure out for years. It’s 100 miles out of 
my way, but the gas and time savings make up for it.

That starts just as badly as the day did. The directions throw me head-
long into Washington, DC traffic, a twisting series of three-digit interstates 
and Pennsylvania Avenue. In the 6 p.m. darkness, I gaze at the Washington 
Monument so long I feel like I should leave something in the donation box. 

When I wriggle free of the District, I’m spit out onto Interstate 83, 
hurtling through dark Maryland and even darker Pennsylvania. All of a 
sudden, the route recalculates, and I’m in a world of keystone-enclosed 
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one-lane highways. Reading, Allentown and Bethlehem tick by, and I’m 
back on the red-and-blues. Then I-78 to I-287, and then to the mother 
road, I-95.

But all the twists and turns have taken my last energy from me. It’s 1 
a.m. on Sunday morning at a Connecticut service area, the one near the 
King’s Highway exit. In the glow of the 24-hour McDonald’s, I begin a text 
message to my wife, 110 miles north of me, back at home. Stopping 4 a 
few hou

I never finish it. I’m out cold.
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TEXAS EDIBLE STATE
2.7.2008 • SEASON 4

I read somewhere once that nine out of ten new restaurants fail, that the 
crowded market and the high first-year costs conspire to ruin nearly all new 
ventures. This statistic, most assuredly, does not apply to Texas.

On a warm late January night, wearing shirtsleeves, I cruised through 
the northwest Houston suburbs in a powder blue Kia Rio, modern country 
music on the two-speaker radio, manual windows rolled all the way down. 
Reflected in the windshield as I leaned forward, endless neon lights that 
would rival even the Las Vegas Strip. But these signs were advertising strip 
steaks, chicken strips, batter-fried fish sticks. Texas Roadhouse, Lone Star 
Steakhouse, Steak and Ale, and those are just a few of the meat houses. 
There’s Chipotle, Berryhill Baja Grill, Taco Cabana, and a thousand road-
side taquerias if you have Tex-Mex cravings. Over there, next to the bail 
bonds superstore, is Chicken Buffet. Imagine that, an entire buffet full of 
chicken! And with 70 Houston-area locations, they’re not having trouble 
finding takers.

Texas is the only edible state in the union. I know this, because I saw a 
restaurant that will cut a sirloin steak in the shape of the state and serve it 
to you. The state flower is parsley garnish, the state motto is “Seconds!” and 
there is no state bird, because someone done shot, deep-fried, and ate it.

National chains have had to modify their menus in order to fit in. The 
Lone Star State will have nothing of your super-sizing and extra-value, 
that’s not Texas enough. There is a sign on a McDonald’s.
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Is this “meal” intended for just one person? How many french fries come 
with that? My goodness.

I pulled over at a Taco Cabana, which advertises fresh tex-mex 24 
hours a day. The young man behind the pink and orange laminate counter 
spoke no English, I no condescending Spanglish, so I just pointed at what 
I wanted on the menu. Veggie burrito, personal nachos with beans and 
cheese, diet Coke. Si, si, señor.

When my order came up in the tiny side window, delivered by a middle-
aged female short-order cook in a hairnet, my nachos were covered in a 
reddish-brown, crusty sludge I immediately recognized.

Ma’am... señori... um, ma’am? Not what I ordered. No, no carne. 

It must be impossible to live in Texas and be a vegetarian. You can’t live 
meat-free in a state that’s practically made out of cows. I’ve been off beef 
and chicken and turkey and lamb, all that stuff, for almost five years now... 
it’s not some religious or ethical thing, it’s just a healthier way to live, more 
conducive to distance running and less so to heart disease. My family tree 
already has enough artery blockage. But whenever I come to Texas, it’s 
always a challenge finding the right stuff to eat. 

Like last season, for instance. In January of 2007, I stepped off a plane 
at Dallas Love Field, hired a rental car, and drove until I found the near-
est Subway. When I ordered my usual, a Veggie Delite with the meal-deal 
chips and drink, I quickly found out I’d done the wrong thing.

The cashier and Sandwich Artist behind the counter, deep into their 
teenage years from the looks of it, looked at each other, giggled, and the 
meal took shape. Once it had travelled across the trays of vegetables, each 
one added in heaping amounts, they looked at each other, then the sand-
wich, and giggled again.

“You sure you don’t want any meat?” the preparer drawled. I nodded in 
return.

He persisted. “You’re going to eat a sandwich... with no meat on it?”
There was no sense taking the high road. “I would have asked for it if I 

wanted it,” I said. “It’s right there on your menu, the very first item. ‘Veggie 
Delite.’”

“Yeah, but nobody ever orders that,” the Sandwich Artist said, shrugging 
his shoulders. “It’s kinda... you know...”
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“Gay?” I said, slapping a fiver on the counter for the cashier to process. 
Then I took my vegetable sandwich out to my white rented Chevy Cava-

lier, feeling more like a heterosexual American male than I ever have in 
my life. 

I’ll have to check this, but there might be more rolled asphalt in Texas 
than any other state. There are interstates and US highways and state 
roads and farm roads. Some of the freeways in the cities have sub-freeways, 
two-lane highways on each side of the highway so that folks can get to the 
restaurants. With the exception of far western areas, like Alpine and Pecos, 
you can get to within shouting distance of any one of the state’s 262,000 
square miles. 

Some of those miles are pretty lonely indeed, deserted stretches just 
moaning out for attention like a lonesome pedal steel. I massaged quite 
a few of those miles with the tires of that rental car last week, there on 
Interstate 45 between Huntsville and Dallas. I gave ‘em a good 90 m.p.h. 
rubdown — nobody seemed to mind, especially old Johnny Law.

There are areas out there that don’t even have any restaurants, and 
every Texas knows that driving those highways can make a man all sorts 
of hungry. Being late for my next basketball appointment, I passed by the 
areas that did have plenty of eating places.

So when I arrived at the University of North Texas in Denton, just a 
shade north of the Dallas Metroplex, I headed straight for the media room 
looking for some kibble. There in the corner was a pile of oversized “Jimmy 
Lunch” boxes from Jimmy John’s, each containing a blimp sandwich, a 
giant pickle and a big back of crispy chips.

I didn’t have to ask, I knew there wasn’t anything specially prepared 
for people like me. There were some No. 4’s (turkey) and No. 6 (ham). 
So I split the sandwich open, idly picking away the pile of turkey bits as I 
scanned the game notes. Soon, there was a tall grey pile on a napkin next 
to me.

A photographer, or maybe a member of a TV crew, looked over in horror. 
“What the hell you doing, son?” he asked.

I looked back wearily.
“Don’t ask,” I replied.
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RICHMOND SOMETHING GOOD’S GOING TO HAPPEN
3.25.20 11  • SEASON 7

 The power of a first impression comes from how forcefully it floods the 
vacuum of the unknown, how it fills a blank slate so completely. Before 
actual experience with a place and the people there, it’s just another dot on 
a map. My first contact with Richmond, Virginia came in March of 2004, 
in the days before The Mid-Majority, while taking a conference tourna-
ment vacation. The first RVA local I talked to was a policeman. On the day 
of the CAA title game between VCU and Old Dominion, he pulled me over 
on Interstate 95 on the bend near Boulevard. I handed over my papers upon 
request. 

“Is this how they drive in Rhode Island? Is this how people up their 
respect other people’s local laws?” he asked angrily, raising his voice as he 
spoke. I didn’t answer him, figuring he was provoked enough by 62 miles 
per hour in a 55 zone. “Nothing to say for yourself?” 

He walked back to his patrol car, ran my title and registration through 
a computer system, and returned with a ticket. It was the third I’d ever 
received. “I’m going to personally make sure you pay every penny of this,” 
he seethed. “This, here, is your court date. If you show up, or if you send a 
lawyer, I am going to be there in that courtroom to testify against you. So 
remember this face. You hear me? Remember this face.” 

As I pulled away, he tailed me closely for a few miles until I pulled 
off the highway, headed for the downtown grid. I recognized this all as 
an act in the name of protecting the local revenue base, but this was my 
initial impression of Richmond: angry, inhospitable. The traveler’s assump-
tion is that the first few people we meet are representative of a place as a 
whole, and we stereotype accordingly. Cities are either “nice and friendly” 
or they’re not. We all do this. It’s why a hotel concierge’s smile is wide 
enough for a comic strip. 

Two years later, I was in Richmond again, this time on business. The 
2006 CAA tournament turned out to be a historical event, the first two-
bid season for the league in a pair of long decades. There was an infamous 
crotch punch, an even more infamous NCAA Tournament snub, and a 
tourney champion (UNC Wilmington) that wouldn’t make it a quarter as 
far as the second-seeded semifinal loser (George Mason). It was also the 
first year of the conference in its newly expanded 12-team state. So, before 
quarterfinals could occur, a four-game first round was necessary to sort 



T H E  S O U T H   2 7 7

out the bottom eight teams. On Friday, March 3, after nearly 12 hours of 
basketball, the sixth-seeded VCU Rams — the virtual home team — dis-
patched No. 11 William & Mary. It was midnight, and we were free to go. 

I walked out to where I’d parked my rental car on a downtown street 
near the Richmond Coliseum. There were three police cars, blue and red 
lights flashing, a tow truck, and a single parked car with all of its windows 
smashed in, its alarm yelping. I thought I’d taken a wrong turn onto the 
wrong block. 

But it was my rented dark blue late-model Toyota Corolla, surrounded 
by thousands of safety-glass shards, smooth and gleaming and shining 
under the whirling colored lights. Years of detective training, or even a 
passing knowledge of “Law and Order,” weren’t necessary to reassemble 
the case. Somebody had used a crowbar to enter the car, found nothing 
of value except for a cheap dash-mount XM radio (thrown on the floor, its 
spiderweb of wires pulled out), and was sufficiently frustrated to destroy 
the rest of the windows. The windshield had caved in from the force of 
three bashed, blunt, thin concave dent lines. 

“Good thing you came by when you did,” the officer on the scene told 
me. He was taller and thinner than me, a little younger and a lot stronger. 
“Ten minutes later, there’d be nothing here but broken glass.” 

I called my wife of two years. The cracks were starting to show, even 
back then. “I know we haven’t been very good at dealing with emergencies 
lately, you and I,” I said as calmly as I could. “But I’m in real trouble. I’m 
stranded in Virginia, I’m not going to make Binghamton tomorrow after-
noon, the car’s been smashed in, and I have nowhere to stay tonight. I’m 
not really sure what to do now.” 

“I don’t know what you want me to say, Kyle,” she said. “I’m going back 
to sleep.” 

“Are you okay?” the officer asked me after the call ended. “Do you need 
a ride somewhere?” 

“The airport, I guess,” I said. “I’ll wait there until the rental car desk 
opens in the morning.” 

I collected my rental paperwork and luggage, strewn through with shat-
ter. I signed a police report, and climbed into the back seat of a Richmond 
police car. There was a thick pane of safety glass between me and the 
driver, and we made small talk through the wire-grate window. “What do 
you do?” he asked. 

“I travel around and go to college basketball games,” I said. “I write 
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about them.” 
“So you’re a traveling journalist-storyteller type,” he replied. 
“Yeah, I guess so.” 
“I didn’t know there were any of you left.” 
At RIC, a small regional airport that was long since closed for business 

at 1:30 a.m., he gave me his card and told me to call him if I needed any-
thing. It was larger than a regular business card, two-sided. On one side, 
a clip-art image of a pair of eyes on a black background. Underneath, in 
simple white type, I am your eyes on the street. I will watch over you and 
protect you. You can trust me. The other side of the card identified him as 
a specialist in working with young kids affected by gang violence. 

“This has to be such heartbreaking work,” I said. “I can’t imagine.” 
“Richmond has one of the highest violent crime rates in America,” he 

told me. “Some of the kids I work with, I lose. Just two weeks ago, another 
one. It is heartbreaking work, you’re right. My job requires a lot of positivity 
and hope, and it’s not for everybody. You have to show up for work every day 
and believe that something good’s going to happen. I’m just grateful that 
some days, something good does.” 

I slept that night in a thin row of segmented armchairs, which were 
aligned in a row along a wall across from a ticket booth. As night slowly 
turned into morning, baggage carts and rolling luggage banged up against 
my extended legs, as people got in line for their weekend flights to Char-
lotte and Baltimore. At 7 o’clock sharp, the rental car counter opened. I 
presented my rental paperwork, the police forms, and the phone number of 
the tow lot where they could retrieve what was left of the broken Corolla. 
I would not be liable for the damage. They gave me another car, which I 
made sure to park in a garage during the four CAA quarterfinal games. I 
was immensely thankful. 

As one person with a single small, outsider perspective, that night trans-
formed Richmond for me. Before, it was a mean and backwards Southern 
city with a collapsing downtown Coliseum and an ugly space alien basket-
ball arena uptown. It was the kind of place I wanted to get out of as soon 
as possible. After March 3, 2006, thanks to one police officer, I saw it as 
somewhere where horrible things happened but hope was possible. And 
most of the people I’ve met from Richmond since are friendly and easy to 
talk to, despite the strange Virginia accents. Thanks to college basketball, 
I have friends from there now. 

Following a series of events far more random than ordered or logical, 
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the men’s basketball teams from the city’s two Division I universities are 
here in south Texas. Virginia Commonwealth University and the University 
of Richmond are on opposite sides of the remaining bracket shard of the 
Southwest Regional, and will play tonight against Florida State and Kan-
sas (respectively), for the potential opportunity to face off on Sunday. And 
unprecedented RVA representation in the Final Four hangs in the balance. 
I can tell you this: there are more people from Richmond, Virginia here in 
San Antonio than at any point in this city’s history. 

This week, there was a big happy pep rally back there. Richmond’s new 
status as the power center of mid-major basketball has helped take the 
locals’ minds off the city’s tragic aspects for a while, and has given them a 
reason to be proud of their town. There were more teams from Richmond 
in the Sweet Sixteen than Big 12 representatives. And on Wednesday, 
thousands of people gathered in the streets, and Richmond mayor Dwight 
Jones, UR president Edward Ayers and VCU president Michael Rao were 
there too. 

Until proven otherwise, however, this basketball thing ends with a loss 
— we’ve all know that for a long time. But right now, the future for the 
Rams and Spiders is still wide open. 

 Something good’s going to happen.
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LOUISIANA THE LOW POINT
3.29.20 11  • SEASON 7

On the evening of February 15, 2011, the Siegel Center at Virginia Com-
monwealth University was packed to capacity, but the home fans were 
solemn and silent. The visiting team from George Mason had jumped out 
to a 34-19 halftime lead. The Patriot guards had rained down three-point-
ers on a dumbfounded VCU defense for 20 minutes in what was an impor-
tant battle for first place in the Colonial Athletic Association. 

The two clusters of green-clad traveling fans were ecstatic. “This is 
our house!” they chanted as the second half wound towards an inevitable 
buzzer, and the worst home loss (20 points) since the Rams opened the 
building. When they tired of that standard chestnut, they started chanting 
for walk-ons. Then they created a new version of the Ram Band’s signature 
song, which they serenaded the VCU faithful with as they filed out of the 
Siegel Center during the eight-minute media timeout. “We all want to go 
to wa-ar with the Ra-ams,” the Mason fans sang derisively. “They suck, they 
suck, they know they suck.” 

One fan who didn’t leave was Chris “Pavarotti” Crowley, the former 
team manager who now attends most games in his ram-horn helmet and 
fires the crowd up with his dry-erase signboard. To the end, he broadcast 
positive messages. “BELIEVE.” And then, “THE COMEBACK STARTS 
NOW.” 

I’d always known about Pav as a message board legend at CAA Zone, but 
we’d never exchanged words until he spoke to me with his signboard. On 
February 25, 2009, as the Rams played at James Madison’s Convocation 
Center, he lifted his signboard from the visiting fan section. “WHELLIS-
TON > VITALE, KATZ, BILAS, LUNARDI.” I got up from my seat on 
press row, walked over, and wrapped my pale, skinny arms around his great 
frame in a giant hug. He was a bit taken aback, but he had no idea what 
that meant to me. 

Two years later, in the press room, the vultures circled. All the reasons 
why the 2010-11 VCU Rams would never amount to much were hashed 
over — they were useless in halfcourt sets, couldn’t stop the three, lost 
badly whenever they didn’t force turnovers. When the glum home contin-
gent arrived to face the music at the dais, senior guard Brandon Rozzell 
was wearing a sweatshirt bearing a NIT logo, left over from the team’s par-
ticipation in the Season Tip-Off. On this night, it sent the wrong message. 
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The Rams, who had started the CAA season 10-1, were 12-4 and reel-
ing. “As a program, we’re going to spend every waking minute finding ways 
to improve on the areas we need to heading into this final stretch,” head 
coach Shaka Smart said wearily. He looked like he had spent plenty of 
sleepless nights already. 

Back in the arena bowl, Pav was still there, despondent in the band pit. 
In frustration, he had snapped his signboard in half, which read, “YOU 
STILL WON’T BEAT US IN MARCH.” “I feel so bad right now,” he said. 
“This sucks so much. All I have to hold onto is the knowledge that we’ve 
never lost to Mason at the tourney. We’re 4-0 against them. Hey, by the 
way, want a piece?” 

The impact breaking the signboard over his knee had snapped it in half, 
but the two corners where he had grabbed it had cracked as well. I took a 
corner, smiled sadly, and safely stored it in the inner pocket of my blazer. 

And it turned out that Pav’s belief was rewarded. Mason didn’t beat 
them in March. 

Butler University’s men’s basketball team, the 2010-11 version, may go 
down in history as the most misunderstood and generally disrespected 
NCAA Tournament runner-up in the modern era. Most of the Bulldogs’ 
games were only available online via the Horizon League Network. Nobody 
could figure out how to cover them, either. The national media ended up 
obsessing over Kyrie Irving’s toe a lot more than Matt Howard’s new three-
point stroke. Butler couldn’t win for losing, and likely would have lost for 
winning too. 

When Brad Stevens’ team lost a conference road game by 24 points on 
Jan. 3, putting the Bulldogs at 2-1 in the Horizon League, true analysis 
was at a premium. It was easier to discard them, call them fraudulent, and 
openly discuss the potential for a 2011 NCAA Tournament shutout the 
year after a run to the National Championship game. Conventional wisdom 
was a one-note samba: without Gordon Hayward, who’d gone to the NBA 
two years early after bringing Butler eight pixels away from heaven, Butler 
would never scale such heights again.

And that night in Milwaukee was this team’s low point. Shelvin Mack, 
presumably Butler’s next NBA export, shot 1-for-7 and was held to three 
points. The Butler defense collapsed, allowing 1.28 points per possession 
and 63 percent two-point shooting in a 76-52 blowout loss. 
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“No brain surgery here,” Stevens told the press after the game. “We got 
pounded tonight.” 

I went to Hinkle Fieldhouse four nights later to see Butler play Cleve-
land State. At the time, Gary Waters’ Vikings were threatening to run away 
with the regular season title. They’d won their first 12 non-conference 
games, and were 15-1 (4-0 Horizon). The game date was Friday, January 7, 
but it had the feel of an eliminator, and a potential torch-passing. Cleveland 
State would assume full psychological control of the conference with a win, 
and a sixth Butler loss would severely limit Butler’s options. With the slip-
ups accumulating, they’d likely have to win the conference tournament to 
return to the Dance. 

Hinkle was only filled to two-thirds capacity that night, and those who 
had assembled were nervous and quiet before tipoff. But that changed 
immediately once play began. Butler raced out to an 8-2 lead, extended to 
26-7, and were up 42-23 at halftime. When the Bulldogs are at their best, 
Stevens identifies the opposing team’s weakness, and the player (or players) 
best suited to exploit it step up and lead. On this night, the Vikings’ Achil-
les was their size and lack of depth thereof. Senior star Howard and 6-11 
sophomore project Andrew Smith tag-teamed for a combined 39 points and 
16 rebounds. Butler won going away, 79-56. 

After the buzzer, a Butler fan recognized Bally in the media corner and 
came over to shake my hand. “Bulldogs ever do or die,” he told me. “And 
we’re not dead yet.” 

Right before the Southeast Regional final in New Orleans, I was read-
ing the game notes when I heard a great bellow from the end line stands. 
“Mid-Majority!” came the cry. “Mid-Majority!” 

I looked up, and it was the beaming face of Indiana boy Mark Slessinger, 
11-year assistant coach at Northwestern State. We worked together on the 
bench once, and he helped me learn the true value of an Extra Value Meal. 
Since I wasn’t able to come down to Southland country during the regular 
season, I hadn’t seen him in almost a year. On Saturday, he drove down 
from Natchitoches to see Butler and Florida play for a spot in the Final 
Four, walked straight up to the ticket window, and bought an $85 ticket. 

“How you doin’?” he yelled out as he gave me a big hug. “Lookin’ good, 
baby! Love the bowtie.” 

We didn’t have much time to catch up, with tipoff fast approaching. But 
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I called him on Monday evening from the road as I began the trip back to 
Providence to return the rental car. 

“I’ve been thinking a lot about low points lately,” I said. “Butler and 
VCU both went through some tough times during the season, and I’ve been 
remembering those all weekend. Seeing you on Sunday reminded me that 
you were there for my own lowest moment, two seasons ago.” 

“I remember that,” Mark said. 
It was the early morning of February 7, 2009. I was in Little Rock, 

Arkansas, I had just flown in from Providence to spend a week in the 
Southland Conference, Sun Belt and SWAC. An email came in from a 
long dot-mil address, segmented with dots and dashes, and a header that 
vaguely identified the source location as a Navy base in remote Iraq. 

When were you going to get around to telling me that you were fired by 
ESPN? 

It had been almost three weeks, and I hadn’t told my wife. I didn’t want 
to bother you with that, you have enough going on, I wrote back. Besides, 
the readers all chipped in so that I could finish the season. I’m in Arkansas 
right now, heading for Louisiana. I’m going to keep doing this, no matter 
what it takes. And it was then when the die was cast, fate was sealed, and 
my priorities were laid bare. I’d chosen Our Game over her, and there was 
no going back. 

I really didn’t want to discuss this, she wrote several exchanges later. But 
you’re absolutely correct that postponing what very well may be the inevitable 
is doing a disservice to us both. I think we can both agree that our marriage 
has never been incredibly healthy, and although I didn’t want it to end this 
way, I think it’s time we both move on. I really really didn’t want to do this 
over email, but here it is. 

I’ll file for divorce as soon as I get back to Rhode Island, I typed back. I 
can draft up no-fault paperwork if that’s amenable. 

An hour later, I was on the road to Natchitoches. I ended up getting to 
the game late, because I had to pull over to the shoulder. An earthquake 
split my head open and my eyes stopped working together, showing me two 
flat side-by-side images of the road ahead. I opened the door and vomited 
blood out of the driver’s side. Another seizure. And then I recovered, and 
then I kept driving. 

When I finally arrived at Prather Coliseum, the homestanding Demons 
were already down double digits, missing shot after shot, against Texas-
Arlington in a rematch of the previous year’s Southland title game. After 
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the break, it got worse — they went 1-for-8 to start the second half, and 
only made 23 percent of their attempts the rest of the way. It was one of 
the worst home losses in program history, a 19-point beat down that gave 
Northwestern State a 1-7 conference record. (As Coach Sless would say 
two years later, “I guess that was a low point for us too.”) 

In Louisiana, if doesn’t matter if you win or lose, you eat big. Mark and 
his wife Toni took me out to a crawfish restaurant in town with a picnic-
bench patio on the water, and there were at least 25 people there at our 
table. I tried to hold it together as long as I could, but I finally pulled Mark 
aside. “I’m getting divorced,” I told him. 

“We’ll take you home,” he replied. 
At the Slessinger house, I collapsed in tears. “I know what’ll cheer you 

up,” Mark said. “Let’s go get some king cake.” 
Mardi Gras was still two weeks away, but the traditional multicolored 

pre-Lent treat was already showing up in stores. We drove out to a local 
Wal-Mart, and Coach Sless bought a king cake and a cheap New Orleans 
Hornets ball cap for me to wear. The plastic Jesus was packaged separately 
due to choking lawsuit concerns, so Toni hid it in the cake when we got 
back to the house. It was still a surprise to bite down on it on the second 
bite. 

“Agggh,” I said as I nearly broke a tooth on it. “Holy shit, that hurts.” 
Mark laughed. “All hail King Whelliston!” he proclaimed. “See, things 

are getting better already.” 





THE END



8.98THE END
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THE COMPLETE CIRCLE
4.5.20 11  • SEASON 7

When Adam Walsh was in his twenties, he climbed up the coaching ladder 
through the juco and small-college ranks as an assistant. All throughout, 
he had the following bullet point at the top of his résumé, under Career 
Goals: To be a Division I head coach before the age of 30. Despite never 
having led a program at any level, his audacious dream almost came true. 
Last May, after three seasons as an assistant at Centenary College of Lou-
isiana, head coach Greg Gary left abruptly, and Walsh was left in charge. 
The new bench boss asked the administration if there was anything they 
could do to rush the paperwork. But Walsh ended up officially assuming 
the position at 30 years, four days. 

Centenary was a job nobody wanted. The school had announced a 
downward repositioning to Division III, effective summer 2011, and the 
Gentlemen had to play a lame-duck D-I season in the Summit League. 
Gary left instead of having that on his résumé. Due to NCAA rules, any 
player could transfer immediately. The most talented players did. They 
spread out across the Division I countryside to places like UC Irvine, Lou-
isiana-Lafayette and South Alabama. At the start of the 2010-11 season, 
Walsh’s team was down to 10 scholarship players and had to pad the roster 
with walk-ons. 

Coach Walsh harbored modest hopes and treaded lightly. “I had to be 
really careful,” he told me. “Because of the rules, any player could have left 
at any time. So I couldn’t yell and be a prick. I tried to keep the atmosphere 
loose, and I was never as hard on them as I wanted to be. We went to NBA 
games as a group, and we all went out to the movies a lot. As far as our 
initial approach to the season went, I split it into small parts. I figured that 
even if we didn’t win any conference games until February, we could win 
five of our last seven and still make the conference tournament as a No. 
8 seed. [Eight of the 10 Summit teams make the playoffs.] And that’s the 
way the league played out. Five would have got us in.” 
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That’s not how Centenary’s season played out, though. In Walsh’s first 
game as a Division I head coach, the Gents lost to Memphis by 64 points. 
They were Black Lined at their own geodesic Gold Dome by Arkansas-
Monticello, a Division II school, 82-70. By the time the calendar turned 
from November to December, the Gents were 0-8. 

There was one team in the Summit League that appeared slightly less 
hapless than Centenary: Western Illinois. The Leathernecks, perpetually 
in the lower quarter of the conference and constantly fighting to make the 
playoffs, had recently lost to Morgan State of the MEAC by 19 points dur-
ing Thanksgiving week. When Centenary showed up there on December 
4 for an early league tilt, WIU was coming off a wide loss against Oral 
Roberts. At that point, the Centenary players still had some measure of 
confidence. 

“One of my players told me before that game, ‘Coach, what are you going 
to do when we finally win tonight? Go out and get a nice steak?’” Walsh 
recalled. “I told him, ‘For me, this is just another game. I know and believe 
that I’m going to win someday. I want you guys to go out there and earn this 
win for you, the team, for Centenary.’” 

They didn’t earn a win that night. Centenary shot 29 percent from the 
floor, mounted a small run at the end, but still ended up losing by six. And 
the L’s kept mounting: 15 by New Year’s Day, 19 on Martin Luther King 
weekend. Coach Walsh was prescient indeed — his team didn’t win any 
games before February, none whatsoever. On January 29 at the home of the 
defending and eventual conference champion Oakland Golden Grizzlies, 
the Gents lost 100-70 to fell to 0-23 (0-11 Summit). The Gentlemen were 
being outscored in games by an average of 81-59. 

“We were capable of playing well in short spurts, or for a half, but we 
could never put 40 minutes together,” said Walsh. “Basketball is a game of 
runs, making and responding to them. Teams would get a few unanswered 
baskets against us, and we always had trouble responding to that.” 

Centenary played a total of 30 scheduled games in the 2010-11 season, 
lost their first 28, and were eliminated from Summit League postseason 
play by early February. Two more losses, and they’d achieve history. An 
0-30 record would surpass the Division I futility record set by the 0-29 New 
Jersey Tech Highlanders three seasons earlier. 

But the Gents’ penultimate game of the season, the second-to-last of 
the school’s Division I era, came in Shreveport against Western Illinois. 
By that time, the Leathernecks were 7-20 and 2-14 in the conference. Ken 
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Pomeroy’s prediction machine forecast a 40 percent chance of a Centenary 
breakthrough win. And the way the Summit League schedule was drawn 
up, they had nine days to prepare for the game. 

“I didn’t usually do this, but we focused directly on Western Illinois all 
week, really studied their stuff,” Walsh said. “We knew that Matt Lander, 
their senior two-guard, took a quarter of their shots and got ball screens 
set for him on nearly every possession. So we worked on really attacking 
those screens, setting up a hedge so he couldn’t slip into the paint and do 
damage to us that way. We had the best week of practice of the year. The 
guys worked so hard, I was so proud of their effort. All they wanted to do 
was win this one game.” 

Gameday arrived. A total of 465 spectators trickled into the 3,000-seat 
Gold Dome. Before tipoff, as the coaches were shaking hands with the 
officials, local official Mike Thibodeaux took Walsh aside. “Coach, I feel 
like you have a good shot at this,” the referee said. 

“I hope so,” Walsh remembers replying. 
With no help from the officials whatsoever, Centenary scored the first 

12 points of the game. Thirteen minutes in, the lead was 23-9. By halftime, 
the Leathernecks cut the Gent advantage to eight with a flurry of forced 
turnovers and a 15-5 scoring run. But this game, Walsh’s team did not 
buckle or fold. 

“The last ten minutes took forever,” the coach remembered. “I thought 
I was trapped in a game that was never going to end.” 

Western Illinois used constant hack-fouling to try and get the ball back, 
and kept the clock stopped for as long and as often as they could. But the 
home team kept hitting free throws and kept the lead in double digits. 
Finally, there was no more time left to kill. The Centenary Gentlemen were 
1-28, and had reclaimed their season. And Matt Lander ended up with 10 
points on 3-for-19 shooting, 1-for-10 from three. 

“Once our guys got into the locker room, they went nuts,” Walsh said. 
“It’s certainly not the way I wanted to get my first career head coaching win. 
But I was really pleased and surprised about how much that win meant 
to so many. I was getting all these emails and texts from a lot of people I 
didn’t know. I shared them with the team. And the messages of support 
from you and your readers meant a lot to me. I even heard that a newspaper 
up in Illinois had set up a regular Centenary Watch, and the next morning 
it read, ‘They won!’” 

The last game of the season was a 21-point home loss against IUPUI. 
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Then, the Gentlemen officially began life as a Division III member of the 
American Southwest Conference. But their head coach wasn’t about to 
jump ship. 

“I rely heavily on my faith, and I accepted Christ into my life last April,” 
he said. “I truly believe there’s a reason why I’m at Centenary right now, but 
I don’t know exactly what that is. I’m still only 30, and I don’t have a wife 
or kids yet. But when I do, I want to make sure I have plenty of time for 
my family and keep them as my number one priority. I’ve seen how much 
pressure coaches at this level are under, and I’ve seen what that does to 
families. So maybe Division I isn’t the right place for me.”

The game will hurt you. That’s will hurt you, not might or could. If it 
ends in a loss, it’s because Our Game itself doesn’t end. Basketball doesn’t 
stop for you, me or anyone else, and there are no exemptions or exceptions 
to this basic rule. Basketball is timeless, and it will end up outlasting us 
all. Seasons commence in the autumn, close in the spring, and new ones 
begin again once summer is finished. The calendar takes away eligibility 
and ability, and every championship must be defended. 

Seven years ago, it ended in a win for Tony Ingle. It was a final vic-
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tory that few recognized as important, but it was a certified championship 
nonetheless. In his fourth season at Kennesaw State University, he led the 
Owls to a 34-4 record and the 2004 Division II national title. In 2005-06, 
the school became a provisional D-I member and ended up with a surpris-
ingly even record of 10-10 in the Atlantic Sun Conference. In 2010, once 
the school was eligible for the local and national postseason, KSU promptly 
pulled an upset of Lipscomb in the league tourney, the first 8-over-1 in any 
D-I league in five years. Then, once this most recent season began, the 
Owls beat Georgia Tech by 17 points at home. 

But that was one of only eight total wins in 2010-11. Ingle and his staff 
were fired on March 8, and the administration cited poor academic prog-
ress as the reason. 

A few days after the news came down, I called him up. He was driv-
ing. “Hey Kyle, guess what!” he shouted into the phone in his deep-fried 
Georgia accent. “I got canned!” 

We laughed, and settled into our normal pattern of inside jokes and 
one-liners. He told me that his family was taking the turn of events as well 
as they could, and that he had some projects to keep him busy over the 
summer. The book we wrote together might still be turned into a movie, 
he reminded me, with a working title of “Sunrise.” That’s a reference to the 
end of his playing career, a gruesome and twisting leg break he sustained 
during the national junior college basketball tournament in Hutchinson. 
The next morning, gazing out of an airplane window into the first rays of 
a Kansas dawn, his leg propped up in a heavy cast, Tony Ingle vowed that 
he’d win the National Championship as a head coach. He overcame high 
odds to win a D-II title, but his ultimate dream was still very far away on 
the horizon line. 

He turned somber and serious. “I did the best I could do,” he told me. 
“I loved those kids like family. I wanted so bad to help them be better ball-
players and men. I want you to be honest with me, Kyle. I’m 58 years old. 
Do you think anybody out there is ever going to take a chance on an old 
guy like me? Who’s going to hire me now? 

“Do you think I’m ever going to get another shot at a National Cham-
pionship?” 

If Our Game loved you back, it would hold you there in your greatest 
moments, stop time, embrace you and keep you young and ageless and 
happy. But it will never love you back, not like you want it to. It con-
spires with the clock to wear you down with constant struggle, to keep you 
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hooked with temporary rewards. That sun keeps rising, over and over, each 
and every day. 

Donnie Tyndall, the current head coach at Morehead State, is a man 
18 years younger than Tony Ingle. He introduced me to that phrase, which 
would become a key linchpin of this site’s core philosophy: the game will 
hurt you. It was passed down to him by Isiah Thomas at a basketball con-
ference once. “I’ve done this, done that, played on Olympic teams, been 
MVP of the All-Star Game,” the future Florida International head coach 
told him that day. “But you know what... no matter who you are, the game 
will hurt you.” 

The Eagles’ 2010-11 season ended in a loss. Their final defeat came 
in Denver, a 17-point pullaway blowout in the NCAA Round of 32 at the 
hands of Richmond. But 52 hours earlier, with 4.2 seconds left in regu-
lation and Morehead State down by two points, senior guard Demonte 
Harper pulled up at the top of the key. He drained a three-point superhoop 
over a stutter-stepping Peyton Siva. 

No. 14 Morehead State 62, No. 3 Louisville 61. It was, without question 
or debate, the greatest win in program history. And it was pure payback, 
too. In 2009, after MSU won the Play-In Game at Dayton, a top-seeded 
Cardinals team destroyed the Eagles by 20 points. Harper, then a sopho-
more, managed just two points on 1-for-9 shooting that night; two years 
later, he would wield the dagger. “This is as tough a loss as I’ve had in 
coaching, and I’ve been coaching a long time,” a frustrated Louisville head 
coach Rick Pitino told the media afterwards. “After tonight, maybe too 
long.” 

As day broke on Final Four Sunday in Houston, I met up with Coach 
Tyndall at the coaches’ hotel for an early breakfast. “When the bracket 
came out, my first thought was, ‘UL? Again?’” he said, slapping his fore-
head. “But I guess it ended up being a perfect draw.” 

During those two days at the Pepsi Center, Coach Tyndall experienced 
the highest high and lowest low, the summit and then the end. “It happens 
so fast at the NCAA Tournament,” he told me. “After we beat Louisville, I 
had my oldest daughter Taylor on the bench with me, like I always do, and 
she was crying happy tears. I could tell she was so proud of her dad, and I 
saved the biggest hug for her. But like always, it goes back to the game will 
hurt you. We just didn’t play as well as we could have against Richmond. 
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We just didn’t do our best. And there was Taylor at the end of that game, 
crying because it was over.” 

Coach Tyndall takes losses home with him so often, he now has joint 
custody of his two daughters. But he decided to treat elimination differ-
ently this time. “I gathered our team together, and I thanked them. I stayed 
100 percent positive. Then I went and spoke to the fans who’d made the 
trip out to Denver with us, and I thanked them for all of their support. Later 
on, I took my family and friends to a restaurant. I told them, ‘We’re here to 
celebrate Louisville, not mourn Richmond. We’re going to be happy about 
our accomplishments, all the 25 games we won... especially that 25th. Not 
the 10 losses, especially not the one that just happened.’” 

Within a week of beating Rick Pitino, MSU signed Donnie Tyndall to a 
contract extension. He received a steep raise that makes him the highest-
paid head coach in the Ohio Valley Conference. Once Taylor and Grace 
grow up and get into Harvard or Yale, they won’t need to take out any stu-
dent loans... in large part because of what their dad did on Saint Patrick’s 
Day in 2011. 

“It’s so crazy,” he said. “When I played at Morehead State in the early 
1990s, Rick Pitino was at his peak at Kentucky. He single-handedly raised 
that program from the dead. In my senior year, he took the Big Blue to the 
Final Four. He was the most popular man in the state back then! I got to 
know him a little later when I started coaching, and he once said to me, 
‘Donnie, don’t mess up happiness.’ He told me that his one regret in life 
was leaving Kentucky. Can you imagine that? Here’s a man who had every-
thing, and to this day he admits that he made a mistake by taking all that 
extra money from the Celtics.” 

In March 2011, with his stock at an all-time high, Tyndall stayed at his 
alma mater, despite more lucrative offers elsewhere. 

“My dream is to win a National Championship. I know I have a better 
chance to do that somewhere else. But would I be happy? Will a couple of 
hundred thousand dollars make me a better person at this point in my life? 
I doubt it. Like Rick said, ‘don’t mess up happiness.’ On the other hand, 
I know what a cruel business this is. Jim Les just got fired from his alma 
mater. He made the Sweet 16 five years ago. Mark Gottfried got fired at his 
alma mater after 11 years because he stopped winning enough games. All 
I know is that wherever I am, for as long as I’m doing this, I have to keep 
winning games. Hopefully, when I’m too old to do this anymore, I can retire 
on my own terms instead of ending up out on my ass.” 
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We got up to go, and Donnie Tyndall and I shook hands before leaving 
the hotel restaurant. Outside, the sun was ascending through a hazy sky. 
“Kyle, it’s another Final Four, and I still have a job,” he said. “So I’m a real 
happy guy.”

Another call from the road. My friend Steve, who’s been a reader-sup-
porter and friend since the very beginning, back to Season 1 and the origi-
nal 100 Games Project, dialed me up on Monday night as he waited for a 
homebound CTA train. 

“OK, so we have VCU and Butler in the Final Four,” he said. “We are 
guaranteed to have a team from our side of the Line in the National Cham-
pionship game with a real chance to win, for the second year in a row. So 
I’ve been thinking, what if this is as good as it gets? For all of us true Mid-
Majority believers, all of us middle-aged dudes, what if this is the top of the 
mountain? What happens next? Where do we go from here?” 

The valley of the shadow is not very far away. We have all been there, 
and quite recently. This place, where we are now, was unbelievable and 
unfathomable just short months and years ago. 

So this can’t possibly be the peak. I believe that this mountain extends 
all the way to the sky, through the fog that obscures its summit, and so we 
will keep climbing. Farther and farther, until we can reach out and feel the 
stars within our grasp.

 

 I wrote about my father in this site’s first post. He’s been sick lately, so 
I’ve been thinking about him a lot. My father taught me that one doesn’t 
need to master basketball, or to make it to the NBA, in order to love Our 
Game. When I was 12, he took me to the Hall of Fame in Springfield, 
Massachusetts. There, he explained to me how James Naismith invented 
Basket Ball at the local YMCA, 90 years earlier. My father showed me the 
famous picture of the first peach basket, nailed to the first ten balcony, in 
that photograph taken in 1891. 

“This was supposed to be something for kids to do during the New 
England winters so they wouldn’t get fat,” my father told me. “It certainly 
wasn’t an excuse to sell canvas Converse high-tops.” 

Indeed, basketball has only been an industry for a percentage of its life. 
As a cultural touchstone for lifestyle and branding, an even shorter time 
period. In 1982, when my father first took me to Springfield, the Hall of 
Fame was still housed in a flat-roof building that looked a lot like an indus-
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trial warehouse. The great players were enshrined in an upstairs hallway, 
and it certainly wasn’t the glittering roadside dome that exists nowadays. 
Back then, the NBA was still in the early days of the new Bird-Magic era, 
and the college game they left behind was still growing rapidly. There were 
48 teams on the NCAA Tournament bracket, and the idea of holding a 
Final Four in a football stadium was still very new. 

It’s still such a young sport, this Basket Ball. There was no professional 
version until the 1920s, when teams like the Rens and Celtics and Globe-
trotters started criss-crossed the country storming barns for a few bucks. 
Half a century elapsed between the 1-0 first game and the birth of a cohe-
sive pro circuit with a recognizable national title. By that point, universities 
had already been contesting National Championships for decades. The 
college and high school versions developed first, because they grew out of 
the sport’s original purpose.  
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Naismith combined the best elements of existing games to create the 
perfect sport. Basketball challenges every piece and part of a young athlete, 
and rewards athletic prowess and cerebral skill. Our Game teaches lessons 
about thinking on one’s own, as well as lessons about the importance of 
following directions. It gives back to both the strong and the smart, and 
punishes the lack of discipline and effort. It was originally conceived as a 
way to help students remain young in body and grow greater in mind. The 
basketball court was supposed to be a classroom. 

But school ends. People grow up and graduate. 
This season, I’ve approached at that picture of the first basketball court 

differently. I still daydream about what it must have been like to play in 
those first-ever games, carrying that soccer ball and shooting at the funny 
fruit basket with the bottom still attached. But now, instead, I look at the 
doors underneath the hoop. At the lower and simpler end of Division I, 
those doors are still there. In the Northeast Conference or Big South or 
SWAC, you can still find basketball gyms housed in multi-purpose facili-
ties, with natatoriums and classrooms and cafeterias across the hallways.  

It seems so odd and ridiculous for those doors to be there, right under 
the basket. But they stand for something. They say, You are free to go. The 
more gigantic this sport becomes, the further away from Naismith’s 13 
Original Rules we get, those doors become harder to locate. It becomes 
more difficult to find your way out. On Saturday night at Reliant Stadium, 
I timed myself walking from courtside to outside. I left my seat on row M2 
of the media seating area and walked at my normal pace past the court, 
across the floor, down through the corridors, into the tunnel systems, and 
backwards through the security checkpoints. It took me over seven min-
utes to see the sky.  

We are supposed to leave. Trapped inside the arena, we become older 
and increasingly bitter, and less able to communicate with people outside. 
If we stay too long, we get caught in the endless cycle of temporary wins 
and inevitable losses, season after season, each exerting a toll on body and 
mind. Basketball was never supposed to weaken us. Naismith wasn’t set-
ting us up to fail. We’re supposed to learn the lessons, take what we can 
from the game, and then go. It shouldn’t end in a loss, it should end when 
we say it should. 

Mike Sutton was able to retire on his own terms, if not against his will. 
He’s 55 years old now, and would have had another decade left in coaching 
if his body hadn’t let him down. In 2005, he was struck with Guillain-
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Barré Syndrome, and barely lived through it. He made his way back to the 
Tennessee Tech bench with the help of his faithful wife Karen, his loyal 
assistant Steve Payne, and a motorized wheelchair. But this season, he 
missed two weekend trips during the Ohio Valley Conference race, due to 
GBS-related complications. After the season ended in a loss — a title game 
defeat at the hands of those Morehead State Eagles — he was able to exit 
gracefully. The administration allowed Sutton to pass the mantle to Payne, 
the man who always filled in when he was sick. 

Tony Ingle wasn’t afforded the dignity of a goodbye letter. Someday, 
Donnie Tyndall and Adam Walsh might get the opportunity to pen their 
own exit speeches. But in 2011, Coach Sutton was able to announce his 
own retirement, his own way. 

“I guess I just became a consultant, analyst, workout guru, recruit-
ing service expert, scholarship consultant and overall genius (coaches are 
much smarter when they give advice rather than make decisions),” the let-
ter read in part. Underneath, it was signed, Mike Sutton, Tennessee Tech 
Head Men’s Basketball Coach. And then, in big bold uppercase letters: 
RETIRED. 

I called Coach Sutton to congratulate him on his 33-year career. His 
path wound through VCU and Tulsa, before he broke the Red Line as an 
assistant at Georgia, and then on to Kentucky. Sutton has a 1998 National 
Championship ring because Tubby Smith, the man who replaced later-
regretful Rick Pitino, hired him to the staff. I was prepared to talk about 
grandchildren and golf, but all Sutton wanted to talk about was basket-
ball. He was going a mile a minute, for half an hour, about tempo-free 
stats, ideas for new pages on Basketball State, the coaching carousel, John 
Calipari, the book”Scorecasting,” and how many games the TTU Golden 
Eagles are going to win the 2011-12 OVC regular season title by. I couldn’t 
keep up. 

I’m convinced that Coach Sutton is going to be the happiest Basketball 
Guy in the country. “I still love basketball so much,” he said. “I’ll never 
retire from that, not until I die. But I’m running from two people now: the 
surgeon and the funeral director. If I can keep hiding from those guys, you 
know I’m going to be there cheering my team. There’s a lot of difference 
between the bench and the row of seats right behind it, you know, Kyle. 
Those four feet is the difference between idiot and genius.” 
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On Monday morning, I found myself eating breakfast in the Hilton 
again, even though I wasn’t staying there. As I sat in the sprawling lobby 
café, the hostess assigned George Mason head coach Jim Larranaga to the 
table beside me. He was minding his own business, ordered his herb tea, 
and read the Houston Chronicle through his thin spectacles. I stood up 
from my table, and made the short walk over. 

“You probably don’t remember me,” I said, extending my arm. “It’s been 
a while. But I’m Kyle Whelliston.” 

“I remember you,” he exclaimed, shaking my hand with a bony grip. 
“The writer! Pull up a chair. So who are you working for nowadays?” 

“I... well, it’s kind of complicated, Coach,” I replied. “But I’m here 
because of Butler.” 

“Brad Stevens.” He drew the words out slowly and reverently, his eyes 
squinting a bit. “Let me tell you something, Kyle. Brad Stevens is nothing 
less than the next John Wooden. Think about it. Smart young coach from 
Indiana, took a small local college all the way to the championship game. 
Then Coach Wooden got a thirst to test himself at a higher level. At some 
point, Coach Stevens is going to have that same urge. But he’s never going 
to leave for the sake of leaving. He’s only going to leave if it’s the absolute 
right situation. He’s guided not by a hunger for money, but by strong bed-
rock principles that he lives his life by.” 

I held up my left hand to show five fingers. He nodded curtly, he under-
stood. He was in that room that day in the summer of 1995, when he and 
then-Butler head coach Barry Collier received the keys to the Way from 
Dick Bennett. 

Coach Larranaga counted the tenets off on his own left hand. “Humil-
ity, passion, unity, servanthood, thankfulness. Those are the five non-nego-
tiable building blocks of success, Kyle... not only on the basketball court, 
but in any aspect of life or business. A lot of coaches aren’t interested in 
all that, though. They’re distracted by other things. But not Brad Stevens.” 

Fourteen hours later, Brad Stevens was standing outside the loser’s 
locker room at Reliant Stadium, calmly and politely answering pointed 
questions from reporters. The season had ended in a loss, on the last pos-
sible night of the season, just like it had the year before. But the second 
title game elimination — Connecticut 53, Butler 41 — could not have been 
measured in pixels, but in miles instead. On the other side of the doorway, 
the Bulldog underclassmen wept in front of their lockers. But their coach 
had less to say about missed shots than he did about philosophy. 
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“It’s a bitter pill to swallow, the way it ended, but we have nothing 
to hang our heads about,” Stevens said in an even, cool, measured tone. 
“These guys truly care. It’s not talk. When they say they’re a team, they’re 
a team... if there’s anything they are, they’re accountable. All who played 
in the game feel like they somehow let us down, but that’s ridiculous. If a 
team is going to go 12-for-64 from the field and lose that game, and go out 
the way that they did, these guys have the character to handle it. I’m really 
proud of them, and it’s hard to put into words what they’ve done.” 

One word, certainly, was accountability. Over the years, Stevens added 
his own sixth pillar to the Way — an extra finger, or perhaps another brick 
in the success pyramid of his own construction. 

“Disappointment’s an interesting thing,” he continued. “A lot of people 
want that title of champion, National Champion. It’s disappointing when 
you lose your last game, because you care so much and you feel so account-
able. This will take some time to heal, because it’s so fresh right now. This 
is disappointing... but we’ll live.”
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ALL OF US vs. EACH OF US
11.1.20 11  • SEASON 8

About a year ago, George Mason head coach Jim Larranaga called. “Thanks 
for writing that nice article about our 2006 team,” went the voicemail. Five 
months later, on the morning of the National Championship game, over 
breakfast in the lobby of the downtown Hilton in Houston, I took the 
opportunity to thank him for thanking me. “I really appreciated that you 
even took the time to read that,” I said. “For a Division I head coach to pick 
up the phone about someone’s blog post, that isn’t something that happens 
very often, much less every day.” 

I explained to him that I’d tried to write five essays, about each of the 
five pillars of former Wisconsin-Green Bay coach Dick Bennett’s coaching 
and life philosophy. In 1995, this wasn’t called “The Way,” back when Ben-
nett shared a quiet summer weekend with Larranaga and Barry Collier in 
Wisconsin, but Collier ended up naming it the “Butler Way” back at his 
own school. Humility, passion, unity, servanthood, and thankfulness: this 
handful of fundamentals turned out to be quite the recipe, one that some-
how turned mid-majors into giant-killers. At Butler, The Way was potent 
enough to make the Bulldogs National Championship runners-up... twice. 
For Larranaga’s part, he started winning at Bowling Green, moved back 
East to George Mason, and he got a Final Four appearance out of it too. 

I’d used George Mason 2006 to illustrate Bennett’s third precept: unity. 
“That’s really neat, Kyle,” Larranaga said between sips of herbal tea. “I 
didn’t get a chance to read the others. Send me those links when you get 
a chance.” 

By the time I got around to it, his George Mason email address didn’t 
work anymore. 

On April 22, Jim Larranaga left for the University of Miami of the 
Atlantic Coast Conference. When I heard about this, I was at O’Hare 
Airport waiting for a flight back to Rhode Island after visiting Sarah, my 
girlfriend at the time. It was a long flight. 

The news stung deeply. I thought about calling once I landed, about 
doing the whole “say it ain’t so, Jim” thing. But that would have only made 
me another speed-dialing media vulture, as if the world needed more of 
those. Besides, I knew I didn’t have any right to feel betrayed. If Larranaga 
had played Judas, it had only been against a narrow construct that I’d been 
responsible for purveying — the brilliant fantasy that those with fewer 
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resources share a common struggle, that being happy with less is some 
kind of selfless virtue, and that “ jumping the Red Line” is a euphemism 
for greed. 

But what hurt the most was that here on the site, we’d used six of Jim 
Larranaga’s very own words as a rallying cry. So much so that the six-letter 
acronym AOUEOU had become recognizable hashtag shorthand within 
our little community of scrappy basketball underdogs. 

The words came from a George Mason practice back in March of 2006, 
as the Patriots stood two games from the Final Four and four away from 
a National Championship. “We’ve made it this far... There’s no reason we 
can’t go even farther. But it’s up to all of us, and it’s up to each of us.” He 
gestured with both hands as if measuring with a scale. “All of us, each of 
us. When there is no difference between those two, anything is possible for 
this team. When we get selfish, when we don’t play together, when we don’t 
pick each other up — and we know this very well — we all fail together.” 

As the plane touched down in Providence, I thought about the words 
Larranaga used, but I couldn’t get past that gesture, the way that he weighed 
both sides of the equation with his hands. There’s a comma, a separating 
wedge between “all of us” and “each of us,” and true balance between the 
two is fragile and fleeting. No matter what, one of those two sides is always 
going to tip the scale in the end. 

Everyone is disappointing, the more you know someone.
- Charlie Kaufman, from Synecdoche, New York

Despite the best efforts of some, there is no true cohesive “all of us.” 
Human history and politics and sciences and arts, as we know and perceive 
them, would not be possible without the difficult relationship between 
Self and Other. Each division and spectrum point smashes the whole into 
smaller and tinier contextual fragments: blacks and whites, communists 
and libertarians, men and women, the X percent and the Y percent, creators 
and consumers, adherents of all the One True Gods, and so on. Individual-
ism results from a careful process of elimination. 

Empathy and understanding only go so far. You and I are cursed with an 
unshakable perspective that defines our each-ness; inside and outside are 
divided by a line of scrimmage defined by the epidermis. And is there any-
thing more problematic than those on the other side, those other Selves? 
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My father, who’s been married and divorced three times, always says 
that the ultimate goal of life is to find other people you can stand to be 
around for more than a couple of days at a time. That’s always made more 
sense to me than 42, unless Douglas Adams was talking about a set and 
exact number of hours. 

Give someone enough time, and they’ll let you down. No matter what, 
those who you like, love and look up to will fall short of your expectations, 
fail your narrow tests. It’s only natural, since failure is programmed into 
the DNA of each of us. It always ends in a loss. Our Game is one great 
big annual crucible of dissatisfaction. That basketball coach your school 
just signed to a multi-year contract will eventually be fired for losing too 
much, or he’ll go somewhere better for winning too much. Shaka Smart 
will someday leave VCU, just like Anthony Grant did before him. At some 
point, Brad Stevens will have a losing season at Butler, or wherever he 
finally ends up, and you can bet there will be plenty of internet writers 
who’ll have an opinion about that. 

I’m not the only person who felt disappointed when Jim Larranaga left 
George Mason. But I can’t blame him; I’ve done plenty of disappointing 
myself. Over the last seven years, I’ve had the opportunity to dissatisfy 
more people than most folks ever get to. 

The Mid-Majority could very well be subtitled A Minor Journal of 
Human Disappointment. (Then again, that probably goes for at least 95 
percent of all non-fiction writing.) Disappointment with various others has 
been a recurring theme since Day One, but I pause now to honor the tens 
of thousands of former TMM readers who will never see these words. I let 
them down because of something I wrote, or I used this space far too much 
for matters other than college basketball, or I was a dick for not return-
ing an earnest 1,500-word email. Plenty of people have stopped reading, 
or unfollowed, or defriended, or whatever other new ways technology has 
enabled us to communicate basic unfulfillment. 

This is obviously a structural problem, albeit a common one. Any com-
munity of “all of us,” of any size, based around the organizational efforts of 
a single person, will eventually fail. Being human, each of us is eminently 
unreliable. 

Death has the final word over narcissism: you can’t be the cen-
ter of the universe if you don’t exist. 
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The self-defeating nature of narcissism is that the center of the 
universe is a lonely place to be, and it’s precisely our anxiety 
over being alone that drives us to be narcissists. It’s a vicious 
cycle: loneliness, anxiety, narcissistic compensation, more 
loneliness, and so on. 

Release comes in surrendering to our neediness: in recognizing 
that we are not necessary beings but contingent, fragile, mortal 
beings. In surrender we make ourselves available to others; we 
open ourselves into the vulnerability that makes intimacy pos-
sible. More and more, life ceases to be centered on me, and the 
grip of loneliness relaxes. Ultimately, relationships are what we 
have. 
- Chris Owen

I’ve lost track of the number of Mid-Majority seasons that have begun 
with a description of the most common scene I’ve experienced over the last 
seven winters: 

It’s late at night. I’m sitting in a rented vehicle alongside an Ameri-
can interstate highway. I’m somewhere between one college campus and 
another, between two of the 702 Division I basketball games I’ve attended 
since the beginning of this. I always made it a point to write about the 
experiences in between the games, mostly because I was chronicling a 
journey of 100,000 miles that readers underwrote. So I even included the 
mundane, lonely parts. 

It doesn’t get much lonelier than sitting alone in an enclosed, locked, 
metal container in the middle of American Nowhere. It’s a feeling that 
encourages a perspective of the universe as viewed through the spectral 
prism of one’s navel. It helps reinforce the ridiculous illusion of the Self 
as a singular, special, unique entity on a planet of billions, a “me” adrift 
amongst an invisible “them.” 

None of the colleges I visited offered classes in Loneliness Studies, and 
none ever advertised a Bachelor’s or Master’s degree in that or any related 
discipline. But there’s no understating the power of loneliness as an unstop-
pable primal force. Our efforts to escape it explain just about everything 
we do. To stop running from loneliness is to face skull-crushing existential 
self-absorption, to confront the little-g god inside. 
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We’re not really getting too far off-topic here; loneliness is an important 
motivating force of sports fandom. Devotion to athletes and teams tends 
to be more about discussion than pure observation, especially these days. 
Twitter is full of cries for attention from strangers, whether over nation-
ally televised baseball games or obscure soccer teams. Comparative sports 
expertise often boils down to a contest about who has less constructive 
things to do with their time, or who’s superior at neglecting their spouses 
and families. Loneliness is a central driver of the sports-guy experience, 
even if Bill Simmons keeps conveniently forgetting to discuss this. 

Why else would someone go on the internet and write 1800 posts and 
1.5 million words about mid-major college basketball? 

In late September, I found myself on another roadside, late at night, in 
the parking lot of a convenience plaza on the westbound Ohio Turnpike. 
This time, I was sitting in a U-Haul truck, with most of my earthly posses-
sions loaded in the back. I recognized that familiar Mid-Majority feeling 
from a thousand times before, shuddered, and got back out on the road as 
immediately as I could. There was nobody waiting up for me, nobody I had 
to text the minute I got there, but I wanted to get the journey finished as 
soon as possible. I just wanted to see the skyline as the sun rose. I wanted 
to reach Chicago. 

My true love now is my city. It’s unlike the Eastern metropolises where 
I grew up. New York and Boston and Philadelphia happen to you; history 
and culture are fixed in stone there, to the point of grey looming oppres-
sion. These places resist their residents’ impact, and will remain the same 
once each either leaves or dies. In Chicago, history is a very fluid thing. My 
neighborhood has changed hands from immigrant Jews to Polish Catholics 
to Germans to Mexicans to aging hipsters like me, all in the last 100 years. 
Waves of immigrants settled here, then moved outwards from the center, 
because there’s plenty of room for everyone. Chicagoland is technically 
unbounded to the west, and it could theoretically grow until it annexes 
Davenport, Madison and Saint Louis. 

For generations, Chicago has been a choice. While a few lack the 
resources to pack up and leave town for good, nobody is being held here 
against their will. Much of the city’s South Side is populated by men and 
women whose ancestors escaped slavery a century and a half ago. Most 
new residents, like me, came here for possibilities not available in smaller 
places, and embraced the opportunity to be a small part of a greater work-
ing whole. I think about the four six-pointed stars on the city flag, and how 
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they each represent four moments in time when locals came together, each 
of them and all of them, in the name of mutual benefit and progress. 

For every Chicago year, there has been a Chicago winter. The one I spent 
here as a guest showed me that people here generally tend to approach lake-
effect snow with a genial, communal attitude. If we all agree to get through 
this together, there are ample rewards on the other side: green grass, base-
ball, and patio dining. As you may have heard, the food here is pretty good. 

My city is endless. Some days, I’ll ride the train and get off at a random 
stop, just to walk around and discover a new neighborhood. Everywhere I 
go, people smile and say hello, instead of playing Travis Bickle at the first 
sign of eye contact. This is something I could do for the rest of my life. 

Last week, I met a friend for coffee. He reads the site, so he asked me 
how the sabbatical was going. “OK, so after the 800 Games Project, you’re 
going on the road again for Season 9, right?” 

“Wait, are you serious?” I responded. “You really think I’m going to go 
back to spending five months out of the year sleeping in cars and hotels, 
getting sick all the time and slicing years off my life? Believe me, this is the 
end of that. I’m home now. 

“I’m supposed to go back east for a wedding next month. I’m having 
nightmares about it. In the dream, I try to get on the plane back to O’Hare 
and they won’t let me board for some reason or another. So yeah, no way I’m 
going out on the road again. I don’t even want to leave town for four days.” 

So here’s where this story ends. 
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