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The Threepeat Season

Sometimes the best laid plan doesn’t work, and sometimes, you don’t have a plan at all, and things work out beautifully. Most of the time, you only have half a plan, and it about half works. But every once in awhile, a good plan works to utter perfection. When that happens, you don’t write it off to luck or good fortune. You examine it, and ask yourself why things turned out so well.

I wrote Reach for the Summit in the summer and fall of 1997 with no idea of what the University of Tennessee women’s basketball team was about to accomplish. It was a peculiar process. When I began the book, Tennessee had just experienced one of its most difficult, if rewarding seasons, struggling to a 27–10 mark, and setting a record for the most losses ever by a team that still managed to claim a national championship. Then, on the heels of that team and shortly after the publication of Reach for the Summit, came the 1997–98 Lady Vols. A team starring four freshmen and an All-American named Chamique Holdsclaw went 39–0, establishing a record for the most victories by a collegiate team ever, men or women, and along the way won a third consecutive national championship, Tennessee’s sixth overall. Some called it the greatest women’s collegiate basketball team ever.

In short, in the space of two seasons, Tennessee managed to set records for both losses and victories.

Strangely enough, after writing a how-to-succeed book, and concluding that I knew all there was to know about success, the 1997–1998 Lady Vols were the single most successful experience of my career.

Why?

The extraordinary but very different achievements of those back-to-back championship teams forced me to think again about Reach for the Summit, and the set of principles it outlines. The one thing those teams had in common, I realized, was the Definite Dozen. While the players have changed at Tennessee, The Definite Dozen has remained a fixture. It has evolved over several years, with many of the rules in place for more than a decade, while some of them have been refined or reworded.

Reach for the Summit opens with the 1997–98 squad reporting to campus, and our first team meeting. What none of us could know then was that the Lady Vols would go on to exemplify every principle contained in the Definite Dozen. Our plan was fully realized.

But in the beginning, we didn’t even know if they would get along. We had a puzzling mix of new players and veterans. We had four pure freshmen, and not a single senior. How could we hope to repeat our previous success? Would they respect each other? The more talented people you put in the same room, the bigger the potential problem.

But ultimately, their desire to win was strong enough to overcome personal concerns in the name of team, and that in turn created the intangible thing called chemistry.

Of course, there are a million different motivational formulas and prescriptives for winning, from the Definite Dozen to John Wooden’s Pyramid of Success. But I have noticed that they tend to have common denominators. Any realistic formula must include five things: people, system, communication, work ethic, and discipline. The Definite Dozen is simply a proven plan for incorporating each of these.

I’ve always believed you win with people. You cannot succeed at any level without talented people around you. The Lady Vols came in highly motivated. They weren’t only talented, they took responsibility for themselves before they ever reported to campus. Once they arrived, they committed to the system. But they never lost that creative individual spark. They were respectful of the program, but never intimidated by it.

Next, you have to have a system. The Lady Vols were one of the most principled teams I’ve ever encountered. Despite the presence of huge competitive egos and almost too much talent for one bench, they never quarreled over playing time. They each accepted their role in the overall scheme.

You can have the brightest, most creative people in the world, but if they can’t communicate you won’t fully comprehend what they’re capable of. They have to understand the system and each other. The ’97–98 Lady Vols, it gradually dawned on me, were an especially uninhibited group. If they thought it, they said it. If they felt it, they expressed it.

Without hard work, you won’t get anywhere. What’s more, you have to be willing to work even after you have achieved success. One of the most impressive attributes of that unbeaten team was that they continued to work hard even when they were winning. In the end, they won games by an average of more than 20 points.

At that first team meeting, I challenged the Lady Vols to be the first team in my career not to have a discipline problem. We never had a single serious instance of one.

People often ask me if the Lady Vols felt extra pressure as we approached the end of what could be a perfect season. No, we really didn’t. We felt an excitement. We felt an opportunity. Our goal every year is to win a title. You have to aim that high if you expect to reach a goal. If you expect to be No. 1, you might wind up No. 4. But if you just want to be somewhere in the top 10, you’ll probably wind up a lot lower.

Above all, the experience of going undefeated with the 1997–98 Lady Vols reaffirmed the importance of doing the little things. The Definite Dozen is ultimately about paying attention to basics, those things that enable you to achieve a larger, more profound goal. When you want to win a championship, you don’t focus on winning. You focus on the small tasks you have to do in order to win.

And once you have won a championship, what then? You try to win another one, of course. A funny thing happened in the aftermath of our 1997–98 NCAA championship. Someone asked Chamique Holdsclaw if she thought the Lady Vols were the greatest team ever.

“You know what?” she said. “I think next year’s team will be the best ever.”
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Never Wait ’Til Next Year

When I get after something, the veins in my neck stand out. The color begins to rise up from my collarbone, and you can see the pulse going in my throat, and my eyes look like the high beams of an oncoming car. I am what you would call a classic Type A personality. An extremely demanding person. Certainly the people close to me would tell you that, including my seven-year-old son, Tyler. In whom, may I just say, I have met my match. The other night, Tyler pulled out his own front tooth, and it wasn’t even that loose. The fact that it was his only remaining front tooth, and that it bled like a slaughtered hog, and that he reminded me more than a little bit of myself, may have accounted for the exorbitant fee of seven dollars he received from the tooth fairy.

“Mama,” Tyler says, when I get that look in my eye. “Please put your sunglasses back on.”

That’s who you’re dealing with here. Someone who will sell her house to own your farm. Someone who will push you beyond all reasonable limits. Someone who will ask you to not just fulfill your potential, but to exceed it. Someone who will expect more from you than you may believe you are capable of. So if you aren’t ready to go to work, shut this book.

They tell a story about me back in Henrietta, Tennessee. One day when I was about fourteen years old, I passed a neighbor boy who was struggling to load a forty-five-pound bale of hay on to a truck. He was hot and sweaty, and trying to push the bale up onto the flatbed. I was just a tall, stick-legged girl everybody called Bone.

I watched him for a minute, and then I said, “You want me to show you how to do that?”

I grabbed the bale from him and threw it four stacks high.

You’re wondering what a bale of hay has to do with success. Well, there’s a trick to loading hay. You have to use your knee. What you do is, you put your right knee behind it and half kick it up in the air. That way you get some loft on it. It works with luggage, too.

My point is, there are certain ways to make a hard job easier. Which is what this book is all about. It’s about some tried-and-true methods of success, applicable to any job, that I have found over the course of my career.

I can fix a tractor, mow hay, plow a field, chop tobacco, fire a barn, and call cows. I can also teach, cook, and raise a child. But what I’m known for is winning. I wrote this book because I believe the winning formula we have created at Tennessee deserves to be documented.

I also wrote it because I’m not happy unless I’m driving myself to my limit, and driving everybody around me crazy while I’m doing it. Fortunately, I have a loyal, long-suffering staff in my assistants Mickie DeMoss, Holly Warlick, and Al Brown, and my secretary of seventeen years, Katie Wynn. I usually try to do five things at once—in fact, we remodeled our house at the same time I was working on this book.

I’m famous for putting my makeup on at stoplights. I constantly drive barefoot, changing my shoes in the car. I seem to arrive at my latest appointment still screwing in one earring.

My attitude is, why do things one at a time, when you can do two at once? The more work I have to do, the happier I am.

In my opinion, too many people in this world are born on third base and think they’ve hit a triple. They think winning is a natural state of being. Take our team, the 1998 University of Tennessee Lady Volunteers. Every year, we get one or two players who think that just being at Tennessee is enough, that all they have to do is stand on the basketball court, and breathe in and out, and we will win titles. And why shouldn’t they think that? We’ve won five titles in ten years, and two back-to-back in 1996–97. Fourteen times the Lady Vols have finished among the Final Four in the nation. You could pull a heist in our locker room, it’s so jammed with silver and gold hardware.

I promise you, I cure our players of this type of thinking. It starts the moment they arrive.

On a mild Sunday this past August, the 1998 Tennessee women’s basketball team reported to campus. They gathered in a locker room that still bore the signs and slogans and newspaper clippings of the ’97 national championship season. The Lady Volunteers hadn’t really been together since we had done the so-called impossible the previous March, when a team no one believed in, a group of classic overachievers, defeated Old Dominion, 68–59, to win a second straight NCAA title.

Now we were joined by four new players, a group that was being called the single best recruiting class in the history of women’s collegiate basketball: Tamika Catchings, the Naismith Award winner for best high school player in the country; Semeka Randall, USA Today’s Player of the Year; Kristen “Ace” Clement, a fluid point guard out of Broomall, Pennsylvania, who we jokingly call “Aceika”; Teresa Geter, the best player in the state of South Carolina. The rest of the team was an assortment of underclassmen, led by junior All American Chamique Holdsclaw, the clear candidate for collegiate player of the year.

I had a lot to say to these young ladies. A whole lot. I knew that before the ’98 season was over, I would probably say it with those veins standing out in my neck.

Everybody was talking “three-peat”—an unprecedented third straight national championship. But how could I explain what we would have to go through if we wanted to win another? How could I explain to them just how tired and hoarse I would grow from the daily exertion of trying to convince a team that isn’t very good—no one ever is, not at the beginning—to become great? How could I convince them, in a simple welcome speech, of what it has taken me forty-five years to learn:

Winners are not born, they are self-made.
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If ever there was proof of this, it was Tennessee’s ’97 team. No team had ever won a title with ten losses. But somehow they managed to win it all. As I looked around the locker room that following fall, the whole story was right there in front of me. The walls yelled it out, and I heard my own voice coming back at me. I saw the spot on the wall where I had thrown a cup of water in frustration with my center, Abby Conklin. They had been called “losers” and “pretenders” in the press. I had added my own taunts.

Abby Conklin, everybody wants to guard you. They can’t wait.

Ya’ll better get back out there quick, because if I was a paying spectator, I’d leave.

To be perfectly honest, I hadn’t liked the personality of the ’97 team to begin with. They were too quiet, they were listless, they had no attitude. I felt like a dentist pulling teeth. The misery started the day before our first practice, when I learned that our point guard, Kellie Jolly, had torn her anterior cruciate ligament. I knew then that we were in serious trouble. I could look at our schedule and count the games we would lose.

Of course, I didn’t dare let the team know it. But I told my husband, R.B., “This is gonna be a long year.”

I was right. We didn’t just lose. We lost badly. On December 15, we were humiliated by Stanford, 82–65. On our home court. It was our worst loss in Knoxville in a decade. It gave us a 7–3 record, our slowest start since 1984.

Chamique Holdsclaw was not used to losing. Chamique had never lost at anything. She had finished every year of her career so far as a champion. She had won state championships all four years at her New York City high school, Christ the King. Then she had won a national title as a freshman at Tennessee.

And she was completely demoralized after that Stanford game.

As we were walking back to the press room, Chamique dragged alongside of me. “I can’t wait ’til next year,” she muttered.

And we were only ten games into the season.

I didn’t want to reveal how concerned I was, so I said, “Chamique, we’re going to be all right.”

But a few games later we got killed again, this time by top-ranked Connecticut, 72–57. In that game, we racked up season lows for points and shooting percentage. Now we had five losses, and we were on our way to play Old Dominion, ranked second in the country. On the night of January 5, we changed planes in Washington, D.C. I sat there in the airport, exhausted, in the same clothes I had coached in against UConn. Tyler was asleep on my lap, and I was too tired to move. I was in a daze. All of a sudden I saw the North Carolina basketball team, and their coach, Sylvia Hatchell, passing through the airport. I must have looked awful, because she put a hand on my shoulder as she went by.

“How you doing, Pat?” she asked sympathetically.

“Oh, I’m doing all right,” I said.

Sylvia said, “Well, just hang in there ’til next year.”

Right, I thought, wait ’til next year. It was like everyone had given up on us. Home Box Office had come to campus to film a documentary, but now the producers were being told to pull off the story and find another team, because we were losers. Even my own assistants were worried that we might not make the post-season tournament. I looked at our schedule, at where we still had to go, and thought, How are we ever going to get through this?

The next day I had a five-hour meeting with the team. Actually, this meeting, like others we have from time to time, was more like a knockdown-drag-out. I critiqued each and every one of them—and they critiqued me back. Chamique said straight out to her teammates, “I’ve got to have help.” She had been doing it alone.

That night against Old Dominion, I was really proud of them. They fought, they made things happen, they were on top of every loose ball. But we lost again, 83–72.

Now we were 10–6.

Our players were devastated. In the post-game locker room, everyone was sobbing. Some of them to the point that they couldn’t speak or breathe. They were so distraught that I was actually concerned. I put my arms around Chamique Holdsclaw, and her shoulders would not stop shaking.

I had never seen a team react so strongly. I was both moved and bothered by the depth of their emotion. So I made them a promise.

“Get your heads up,” I said.

They looked at me, their eyes swollen.

“If you give effort like this all the time,” I said, “if you fight like this, I’m telling you, I promise you, we’ll be there in March.”

I said it, and I believed it.

What had happened was, they had taken ownership of their team, and for the first time they all felt responsible.

When you take ownership of a project and make a commitment to it and then you fail, it hurts so deeply. If you never make that commitment—if you just stand around waiting for things to happen—failure won’t affect you so much. You think, It’s not my fault. But you won’t succeed either.

So you have a choice. You can choose to settle for mediocrity, never venturing forth much effort or feeling very much. Or you can commit. If you commit, I guarantee you that, for every pain, you will experience an equal or surpassing pleasure.

But pleasure was a long way off in January of 1997. No one believed in us, not even my husband, R.B. My husband is a banker, so he has a natural tendency toward pessimism. But R.B. was as subdued as I had ever seen him. He has a very analytical, numerically oriented mind. That evening he stared at the schedule, and he said to me, “We won’t win twenty games.”

Well, that did it. I was furious.

“Let me tell you something,” I said. “I am not waiting ’til next year. Do you understand me? I don’t care what we have to do. We’re going to win twenty games this year. I don’t know how, but we will.”

The discussion escalated from there until, finally, Tyler told us to quit fussing at each other.

Two months later, we were national champions.

Whenever I am asked to explain that remarkable accomplishment, I point to a placard posted in the most central place in our locker room. It says, THE DEFINITE DOZEN. The Definite Dozen is a set of commandments. It is Tennessee’s most basic set of rules. It is a blueprint for winning.

But the Definite Dozen is more than just a formula for success. It is a set of principles that has evolved over my twenty-four years at Tennessee. You don’t often hear ethics discussed in the same breath as success. But to me they are inseparable. A lot of people can win once. They get lucky, or follow their intuition, or strike on a good short-term formula. But very few people know how to repeat success on a consistent basis. They lose sight of their priorities, grow content, and abandon their principles.

Long-term, repetitive success is a matter of building a principled system and sticking to it. Principles are anchors; without them you will drift.
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During that first meeting with our 1998 team, I thought about the long, hard road traveled by our 1997 team.

I gazed at our new group of players. I didn’t know them very well yet. And they didn’t know me either, ’cause I was still being nice to them. Hanging over them were pictures of dozens of past All Americans, and the ten Olympians we have produced at Tennessee—more than double any other school. Among them were Nikki McCray, Carla McGhee, Bridgette Gordon, Daedra Charles. These players had all been undergraduates once—drilled relentlessly in the Definite Dozen and yelled at by me at one time or another. But they were also like daughters, each with her own compartment in my heart.

The 1998 newcomers, I knew, saw similarly glorious visions for themselves: medals, awards, publicity, pro contracts, more titles. They were thinking big.

But the Definite Dozen is made up of small things.

“Your focus better not be on a three-peat,” I warned them. “Because mine is not. Your focus better be on getting down in a defensive stance and posting up.”

Then, as I have with every team at Tennessee in my recent years there, I introduced them to the Definite Dozen, one by one.


	Respect Yourself and Others

	Take Full Responsibility

	Develop and Demonstrate Loyalty

	Learn to Be a Great Communicator

	Discipline Yourself So No One Else Has To

	Make Hard Work Your Passion

	Don’t Just Work Hard, Work Smart

	Put the Team Before Yourself

	Make Winning an Attitude

	Be a Competitor

	Change Is a Must

	Handle Success Like You Handle Failure



“Believe me, you’ll work,” I told them. “No one’s died of it. I don’t remember anyone passing out, either.”

I paused.

“Although some came close.”

And that’s how we begin.

 Q & A Abby Conklin

Forward, 1996–97 national championship team; Atlanta Glory, ABL

Q: Exactly what happened between you and Pat?

ABBY CONKLIN: I disrespected her. She told me I’d hurt her more than any other player ever had. She wanted to know why I didn’t respect her. And she said she wasn’t gonna accept my apology. She said maybe she’d accept my apology by the end of the year. And then she threw this cup of water across the room. I just stood there in shock. I was like: She just hit me with water. The thing is, I had tremendous respect for her. But she kept pushing me and pushing me.

Q: Were you afraid of her?

ABBY CONKLIN: Well, I mean, it was difficult. I struggled with that.

Q: Would you play for her again?

ABBY CONKLIN: My mom asked me the same question, because she saw what a hard time I had at Tennessee. I said, “Yeah, if I had to do it again I’d be back there.” She said, “After everything you went through?” But I would. And I’d send my daughter there in a heartbeat.

Q: Why?

ABBY CONKLIN: Because she makes you better. And she cares about you. I mean it’s genuine. I love her to death. As hard as she is on you when you’re on the court, she cares. She teaches more than basketball. She teaches you the things that are going to get you through the rest of your life.
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Respect Yourself and Others

Sometimes I ask myself, “Could I play for me?” The answer’s not always yes.

Back in 1974, no way could I have played for me. I was a twenty-two-year-old head coach, and I had four players who were twenty-one. I was hard on them and myself and everyone around me. I thought I had to be. I thought that’s how you commanded respect.

My first day on the job, I stood in front of a packed room of Tennessee undergrads who came to open tryouts for the team. I decided I was going to set the tone right then and there. I was going to let everyone know how in charge I was. I gave a long speech about how demanding it would be to play for the Lady Volunteers.

Well, after that meeting at least thirty kids never came back.

You could say I already had a style.

The opening day of practice was pretty funny, too. I worked those prospects up and down the court, at full speed, for two solid hours. At the end of that, I ordered them to run a bunch of conditioning drills. I ran ’em in suicide drill after suicide drill.

A group of four young ladies were running together. When they got to the end of the line, they just kept on running. They ran out the door and up the steps, and I never saw them again.

My ideas about how to command respect have changed since then. I’ve learned you can’t demand it, or whack it out of people with a two-by-four. You have to cultivate it, in yourself and those around you.

There is no such thing as self-respect without respect for others. It sounds like a riddle, doesn’t it? But it’s not. I don’t know anyone who has succeeded all alone. Individual success is a myth. We are all dependent on those around us. This is a fundamental truth you learn growing up on a farm. It applies elsewhere, too. Especially in our locker room.

Respect is essential to building group cohesion. People who do not respect others will not make good team members, and they probably lack self-esteem themselves. You don’t have to like each other. But you do have to respect your colleagues’ opinions and decisions, because your personal success depends on commitment to the overall plan and doing your part to make it work.

Chances are, you have a “moody” colleague. My question is, what right does he have to inflict his moods on others? Is this colleague more valuable than others? Of course not. Moody people are rude people. They may even be a liability, if they are unreliable and pull other people down. So if you’re a moody person, get out of business, fast. Pray for an inheritance.

Rule No. 1 in our program is to respect others, no matter what their place on the team (or in society), because respect is the first step toward team building: Treat people the way you’d like to be treated. It sounds simple enough. But you’d be surprised at the ill manners some full-grown people can display, and how it can interfere with group solidarity.

There are some simple ways to build mutual respect in a group.

The foremost thing we require from our players, before anything else, is that they make good eye contact. To me, eye contact is a sign of both self-respect and mutual respect—it demonstrates that you are confident enough to look at the person who is speaking and that you will give her your full attention. I am known for my eye contact. My former point guard, Michelle Marciniak, says I “look way down” into her eyes. She claims our players don’t dare look away or break that contact. Well, that’s good.

I’ll never forget the afternoon that Chamique Holdsclaw and her grandmother came to our home in Knoxville on a recruiting visit. The team was laying around in the den, watching something on TV, and I brought Chamique’s grandmother into the room to introduce her. Nobody moved. They barely looked up from the TV. Worse, no one got up to offer her a chair.

I had to tell a nineteen-year-old to get up and move so Chamique’s grandmother could sit down.

Well, after they had gone, I called the team together and let them have it. “I don’t ever want to see that happen again,” I said. They took a lesson from me, right then and there, in how to stand up when someone enters a room, and how to introduce themselves.

Another simple matter of respect is being on time. Think about it. Why should you be on time? So other people don’t have to wait on you, that’s why. Lateness sends a message that you’re either too sloppy, too careless, or too special to be on time. If your teammates or colleagues always have to wait on you, rancor builds and egos clash. We have enough trouble putting twelve big egos together as it is.
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Early on, the ’97 Tennessee team had some issues with respect. That was a part of our problem. One of our centers, Tiffani Johnson, had no respect for our curfew. I was forced to suspend her. (More on that later.) Everybody had too much respect for Chamique Holdsclaw as a player. They all stood around, assuming Chamique would win games by herself. And then the player I needed to step up and be an example, Abby Conklin, our senior leader, decided to challenge my authority in front of the team.

It happened the day after we were beaten by Stanford at home.

There was one thing I knew we had to do against Stanford: defend the high post and keep the ball out of the middle of the floor. And that was Abby Conklin’s job. Well, she didn’t do it.

Abby is a complicated, mild-mannered, 6-foot-3 young woman from Charlestown, Indiana. She has a very calm temperament that can be mistaken for impassive or uncaring. She might be one of the sweetest-natured players I’ve ever had. But she is also one of the most stubborn. She was an enigma to me for much of her career, and I wasn’t always sure in my handling of her. I felt like she didn’t respect me. She felt like I didn’t respect her, because I was always getting on her in front of the team. It turned into an epic war of wills.

Abby had other ideas about how to defend against Stanford. She did what she thought was best. I asked her to deny the ball to the high post, but instead she decided, all on her own, to play containment. The truth was that she was afraid she wasn’t quick enough to defend aggressively against the Cardinal, which she admitted later. The first time she played hard denial, Stanford drove right past her and scored. That was the real deal.

She lacked respect for her own abilities.

But it showed itself as a lack of respect for me and our game plan, and in that, she made a big mistake.

The next day, in our team meeting before practice, I told Abby straight out that she had played terribly. I said, “What was the one thing I begged you to do?” She just looked at me stubbornly. I told her that she had given up the middle of the floor and that they had killed us from the middle. Now, I knew what I was talking about. I had been up until 4 A.M. watching that tape, throwing stuff at the television. But Abby just gave me her own peculiar, intractable gaze.

“I don’t agree with you,” she said.

Abby said later that it looked like my head had swiveled around like in that scene from The Exorcist.

“You what?” I snapped.

It was Abby’s turn to look like something out of The Exorcist. She turned green. You know how something can fly out of your mouth, and you wish you could suck it right back in? That’s how she looked, like she was trying to suck the words back out of the air. But the damage was done. Here we were, having our toughest season in a decade, and Abby was going to argue with me in front of the team.

Ironically, one of my complaints against Abby was that she was too quiet. She wasn’t very vocal or animated, like good leaders have to be. Great, I thought. This was the most animated she had been all season—in trying to take me on.

The thing was, I counted heavily on Abby. Our leaders are our floor coaches, they are the players I am most dependent on and hardest on. They are also the players I frequently think the most of, and they are often the players I become closest to in the end. I can’t wear a uniform and go out there on the floor, so I need them to be an extension of me. Abby’s most critical responsibility as a leader was to back me up, no matter what. If she wasn’t going to respect our game plan, no one else was.

When you lose the support of your leader in front of the whole team, you might lose the team altogether. By taking me on like that, Abby jeopardized everything we were working toward.

Unfortunately, HBO was following us for their women’s basketball documentary, and I was miked. They were filming the whole thing—my center, and my so-called leader, challenging my strategy in front of the world. I don’t really remember what I said. I was just trying to hold my temper in front of the camera. I dissolved the meeting pretty quickly, and we started off to practice. But I should have gone ahead and let her have it, instead of bottling it up, in light of what happened next.

As we were walking out to the court, I drew up beside Abby. “You know, you’re more stubborn than you are smart,” I said. “And you aren’t gonna win this one.”

My anger continued to build. After practice, Abby knew how much trouble she was in. She went into the coach’s changing room, off the main locker room, to talk to our assistants, Mickie and Holly, about it. I came into the room. Abby started to apologize.

Well, I told her I wasn’t ready to entertain her apology yet. I might not be ready until July. I was sipping from a cup of water, one of those little paper Gatorade cups. But it wasn’t cooling me down any.

I threw it across the room.

It hit the wall and showered her. It got Mickie and Holly pretty wet, too, I have to confess. Abby just gaped at me. Finally, I had her full attention. I hollered at her, “I cannot believe you would do that.” I told her I was hurt. And I told her we were in real trouble if she didn’t have more respect for me than that.

I also told her she was benched.

The next night, Abby came off the bench against Texas Tech and scored a career-high twenty-six points. After the game, she told the press that she was trying to win back my regard. “I was afraid Pat would stop believing in me,” she said.

I was still mad at Abby, though. She had punched my buttons good. But then, my buttons are punched just about all the time. They tend to stay about halfway in.

I shouldn’t have thrown the water, of course. It was hardly an example of mutual respect. But I felt that I had to do something to impress on her the seriousness of the situation.

It didn’t help the team that there was tension between Abby and me. And it began to pervade the whole squad. A few games later, we had to play at St. Joseph’s, a tough game in a tough gym. And we were falling apart, right there in front of my eyes. We trailed St. Joe’s by fourteen points with about seven minutes to go. I mean, normally Tennessee doesn’t trail anybody by double digits. So I called a time-out, and the players came to the bench and sat down. I started to talk to them when I noticed Abby and our other senior, Pashen Thompson, kind of scuffling. I looked closer, and Pashen was hitting Abby in the leg. Abby was pulling on Pashen’s towel.

They were fighting.

Over a towel.

I thought I had seen everything. Obviously, I was not getting the concept of mutual respect across to them.

“What in the world are ya’ll doin’?” I said incredulously.

“She took my towel,” Pashen said.

“It’s my towel,” Abby said.

Well, that was it. “Abby, just get outta here,” I said disgustedly.

I benched her again.

Like I say. It was a long year.

Abby and I would come full circle. That night, after the St. Joseph’s game, Abby and I met in the lobby of the hotel and talked for more than two hours. We put aside our resentments and really communicated with each other for the first time. We’ll get into that in another chapter. But the end result was that Abby and I did an about-face. She played the best basketball of her life in the second half of ’97.

In the end, I would respect her and her teammates as much as any players who have ever come through Tennessee.

Self-respect sustained us when nobody else believed in us.
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If we’re going to spend all this time together, me talking and you reading, you need to know me better. How are you supposed to respect my opinions and my system for success, if you don’t know anything about me? The first thing you need to understand is that I’ve lived these ideas.

My ideas about respect are severe. But then, they were formed by a severe man, my father, who whipped them into me. When I’m tough on a player, like I was on Abby Conklin, everybody back in Henrietta says, “There’s the Richard in her.” They say I’m a lot like him. But frankly, I hope I’m not too much like him. While I loved and respected my father, I also feared him.

My father could go for days on end without saying a word, and when he did speak, his voice sounded like it came up out of the bottom of a well. He was fearsome looking, too—at 6-foot-5. As soon as he walked into a room, it fell quiet. The whole house tensed up. Even today, some members of my family, especially my younger nephews and nieces, won’t drink or smoke or cuss around my parents, out of that combination of fear and respect.

I think some of my father’s silence when I was a child was a result of pure exhaustion. He built up his own dairy and tobacco farm out of nothing in Montgomery County, Tennessee. It’s a region of rolling green hills and dense backwoods cleaved by one-lane blacktop roads, where the barns and sheds and lean-tos outnumber the houses. He and my mother, Hazel Head, started out working a small plot of leased land for just forty dollars a month. When I tell you they worked, I mean they worked, back-breakingly hard.

On the weekends my father would drive into Nashville and peddle chickens.

For a dollar apiece.

That’s how he saved up one hundred dollars to buy his first milk cow.

When I was a baby we lived in a two-room log cabin. It’s gone now, which is too bad, because legend had it that the cornerstone of that cabin was laid by Jesse James. But as you can imagine, my father was less concerned with antique cornerstones than he was with making a living and feeding five kids. The only inheritance farm people pass on are the family clocks, the silver, and acreage.

Over the years my dad steadily built up a thousand-acre farm. At one point we had sixty-four milk cows. Then he bought a general store and opened a hardware store, a feed mill, a gas pump, and a laundry. He got into the construction business, too. Today it’s hard to find a brick house in Henrietta that the Heads didn’t build.

So when I talk to you about self-respect, it comes from someone who belongs to a family of self-made overachievers.

My older brothers, Tommy, Charles, and Kenneth, all work their own acreage around Henrietta or in neighboring Oak Plains, as does my sister, Linda, and her husband, Wesley. Everyone in the family is an overachiever. Tommy is a member of the state legislature, and Charles fought with the Big Red One in Vietnam. Linda works as hard as any of us, and still manages to have the best sense of humor, too. She is raising two wonderful daughters who just might be future players. She also runs the family laundry, helps me with my annual summer basketball camp, and hosts all the family dinners and reunions.

Not too long ago, a television reporter told me it was hard for him to believe I’d ever had my hands dirty. He meant it as a compliment, but I’m proud for you to know that I come from a hardscrabble farming family. Hard work breeds self-respect. I wasn’t any older than ten when I started driving a tractor, setting tobacco, and raking and baling hay.

If you look at my father’s hands, they are as cracked and brown-stained as a pair of old loafers. My dad still works in the fields and in a tobacco warehouse. He and my mother have worn out their bodies from laboring all those years to build their business. My dad has had two knee replacements. My mother has had ankle surgery. She ruined her feet. They are so painfully misshapen she can only wear the sneakers I send her, and even those sometimes hurt her.

On our farm no job was too big or too small. Everybody had to do their part. Ask my father how hard he made us kids work, and he says, “They didn’t work hard. They just worked.” To which I always say, “All day. We worked all day.” We didn’t get praised for it, either. It was just expected of us. We didn’t hear anything about it if we just did our jobs.

We lived from crop to crop. There was always plenty on the table: heaping bowls of fresh corn cut off the cob, creamed potatoes, butter beans, platters of biscuits, and huge jugs of sweet tea. But we were cash poor, except when the tobacco came in.

Tobacco is a beautiful crop, I think. If you’ve never seen it, I’ll describe it for you. It has a large, teardrop-shaped leaf of near tropical lushness. There are two kinds of tobacco, dark and burley. Burley tobacco is yellow, but dark tobacco is a deep lustrous green that from a distance has a slightly blue tinge. In late summer the fields of Henrietta are covered in bright yellow and dark green-blue, alternating with rows of gold-brushed cornstalks. Surrounding the fields are pastures and hollows full of fat, indolent livestock and thickets of elms, poplars, and sycamores, along with the occasional pomegranate and wild apple. Willows and cattails wave, and the cicadas whine, and smoke seeps out from clapboard barns where the tobacco has been put up to cure.

Here’s how you cure tobacco: What you do is, hang the chopped tobacco leaves up in the rafters and then lay sawdust and slabs of wood on the floor and light it. It’s called firing a barn. The haze that drifts from the barns gives the air of Henrietta a sweet smoldering smell.

If you were to drive over to Henrietta today you’d see a fairly prosperous-looking place; most of the tobacco gets sold to the big companies, like Phillip Morris or American Brands. But when I was growing up, a lot of the roads were still unpaved. If I wanted to go anywhere I traveled there on a brown-and-white spotted pony named Billy.

All we did with our days was go to school, go to our Methodist church, and work the fields. We had to make up our own fun—what little my father permitted. Once, my best friend Jane and I water-skied the Cumberland River from the Cheatham Dam near our farm all the way to the Bordeaux Bridge in Nashville—a distance of several miles. We skied until every muscle in our bodies trembled. Why? Because it was something to do.

Let me put it this way. A really big night out was when we climbed the town water tower and painted it black—something I have never admitted to until today, for fear that my father, the town water commissioner, would kill me.

My father demanded respect with his belt. We got regular whippings—hard ones. I’ll give you a painful example. Once, when I couldn’t have been more than five years old, my brothers thought it would be funny to teach me an off-color song about beans and bodily functions. If you’ve got kids, you’ve probably heard it before. It’s ever-popular with them. Anyway, that night at dinner I dished up a spoonful of beans and sang my new song for the table. “Beans, beans, good for the heart, the more you eat, the more you …” I piped.

As I finished the song, my father wordlessly dropped his spoon to the table with a clatter. Then he raised his hand and backhanded me out of my chair. He hit me so hard my mother burst into tears. I did a backflip and landed on the floor.

So I’m not going to tell you I have an untroubled relationship with the man.

But the thing you need to understand is that my father, to a great extent, made me who I am. His peculiar combination of love and discipline was hard to take, but in the end I was grateful for it. He gave me strength. If you saw the two of us together today, you would see two people who have reached a peace. We finally understand each other. He is a man with a buried sense of humor and a fierce devotion to his family. This is the same man who built a basketball court in the top of a hayloft for his kids. He put up an old iron rim, and strung lights so we could play up there at night. We’d climb up the twenty-foot barn ladder and have heated contests of two-on-two in the rafters. My oldest brother, Tommy, would play with me, the smallest, against the middle boys, Charles and Kenneth.

I’m not saying my father is easy to figure out. He doesn’t want to be. For instance, he never told me he loved me. He wouldn’t show overt affection. His way of showing it was to make a sacrifice. When I got to be high school age, my father moved the entire family across the county line, six miles down the road, just so I could have a chance to play basketball. The high school I was assigned to in Clarksville, Tennessee, didn’t have a team for girls. So my dad bought a drafty old place on the main street of Henrietta, a white clapboard house with rumors of a ghost, just so I would be able to play for the neighboring high school in Ashland City.

I was forty-three years old before my father hugged me for the first time. It’s become sort of a famous story in Tennessee, that he embraced me for the first time in 1996, on the night we won our fourth NCAA Championship. I had said publicly over the years that he was a forbidding man, and that I’d never been able to win his approval. I guess he got tired of hearing about it. So after we beat Georgia to win our fourth title, I climbed up into the stands to see my parents, like I always do. He put his arms around me, and in his own awkward way, hugged me and kissed me. A few days later, he said grudgingly, “Now I don’t want to hear any more about how I never hug you or tell you how proud I am.” That was his way of telling me he was proud.
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The best, most valuable thing my father gave me was an equal opportunity. Nobody in the family seemed to regard me as a girl when it came to work or playing basketball. I fought hard and played hard, and I was expected to hold my own with my brothers, whether we were in the fields or in the hayloft. In most ways I was raised like a fourth son, while my younger sister, Linda, got the role of baby sister.

They cut me no slack. Let me tell you, competing with three brothers could be life-threatening.

For fun, my brother Kenneth liked to load me in a forklift. He’d raise me up, and then hit the drop switch. I would speed downward, and hit the ground with a huge whang. Then he would raise the forklift up again, and whang, send me to the ground again. He kept it up, whanging and clanging that heavy machinery, while I held on for dear life, until I cried.

One time Kenneth threw a butcher knife at me. We were in the kitchen one afternoon, and he came after me. I bolted from the room, and he hurled that knife right at my head. It stuck in the door frame, vibrating.

The obvious question was, what had I done to provoke him?

I think I hit him with a baseball bat.

I was a force to be reckoned with. Once, I remember, Charles locked himself in our parents’ bedroom so he could use the phone to talk to his girlfriend. I wanted to use the phone too. I got so mad, I told him I was going to kick in the door. And I did. I kicked it so hard, for so long, I put a three-foot hole in it.

Another night the boys and I had a pillow fight. It raged pretty good for a while, until we heard my father’s feet hit the floor. I jumped behind the window curtains and hid, just before Dad came through the door with his belt flying. I stood there trembling behind the curtain and listened to him whip each one of my brothers, while they screamed. They kept trying to tell on me, but he was whipping them so hard they couldn’t get it out. Finally, when my father was done, he turned out the lights and closed the door.

I dove headfirst through that window.

It was about a five-foot drop to the ground. But I was more afraid of Richard Head’s belt than I was of breaking any bones.

As I got older, I understood that women had to fight for respect in more ways than one. It seemed to me that my mother worked as hard or harder than my father and my brothers. One impression has stayed with me all these years, and it’s as powerful as any left by my father’s whippings.

At the dinner table, when my brothers would finish their tea, they’d hold up their empty glasses and rattle them. They wouldn’t say a word. They’d just lift their glasses, and shake them, until my mother served them. It was their way of saying, “Come fill my glass.” I can still see those hands, holding up their glasses, rattling the ice. My mother waited on them. And I thought, That isn’t right.

My dad and my brothers wouldn’t do any work around the house, whether it was make their beds, or work in the garden, or mow the lawn. They just worked the farm, that was it. But my mother did the cooking and the ironing and the cleaning, and the milking, and worked the garden, and worked in the store, and in the dry cleaners. When my dad got into the house-building business, my mother was the one who painted the houses and laid the carpets. Looking back on it, I don’t think anyone in the family worked as hard as my mother or got less credit for it.

As I got close to graduating from high school in 1970, I realized that while my brothers each had athletic scholarships, I wasn’t going to get one because they weren’t offered to women back then. Tommy and Kenneth both went to nearby Austin Peay on full rides; Tommy was a gifted basketball player, and Kenneth lettered in baseball. I was a good enough player that Cheatham County High School in Ashland City would eventually name the school gym after me. But my parents had to scrape to pay my way to the University of Tennessee-Martin. And I thought, This needs to change.

In 1972 I got an invitation to try out for the U.S. national team, and I suddenly realized that I had a chance to be an Olympic athlete. Women’s basketball was going to be played for the first time at the ’76 Games, and I burned to be on the team. It seemed to me that there was no greater mark of respect than to be an Olympian. But also, I knew I wanted to make a difference for women. So I think that’s when I found my real calling.

Sports, it struck me, could be a vital avenue to self-worth for women. It was for me. That shows you what a game can do: It can teach you to explore and broaden your capabilities. That’s why the explosion in female athletic participation over the last twenty years has been so important. Think about it. There was actually a time when women were forbidden to run marathons for fear we’d damage our ovaries. Basketball for women was stationary to make sure we didn’t swoon. But unfettered play affords the experience of excellence, both physically and mentally. It is too critical for personal development to deny it to half the population.

In my case, it was life-altering.
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Ambition can transform you. The starting point of ambition is self-respect.

You can believe me when I tell you this, because I’m self-made. So I don’t care how far behind the starting line you may be, or how many shortages or deficiencies there are in your life. Trust me, you can make up for them.

When I arrived on campus at the University of Tennessee-Martin, I was so shy I couldn’t tell people my name. All my life I had been teased about how tall and skinny I was. Everybody in Henrietta called me Bone. Naturally, because my last name was Head, there were some who couldn’t resist calling me Bonehead. It’s funny now. I assure you it wasn’t to the sensitive, insecure girl I was then.

Most people back home called me Trish. It came out in a long, slow middle-Tennessee accent. It sounded like, “Treeesh.” But my new college teammates and sorority sisters didn’t know what to call me, because I was so quiet. Since my full name was Patricia, they assumed I was Pat. I couldn’t correct them, because that would mean opening my mouth.

So I essentially became two people. And I still am, really. There is Trish Head, from Henrietta. And there is Pat Summitt, who gives the impression that her hands have never been dirty, and that she is comfortable with her height, and that she has never been shy.

The first time my dad came to see me play for the U.S. Olympic team, he sat up in the stands and yelled, “Trish, Trish,” at me. Nobody knew my family name was Trish. I had a teammate named Trish Roberts. She thought that man up in the stands was yelling at her. But I knew exactly who he was yelling at. You’ve never seen two girls play so hard.

You wouldn’t have recognized me then. Trish Head was a farm kid with crooked teeth and all the wrong clothes, who said ain’t and reckon and yonder. In the Chi Omega sorority house, they made fun of my blue jumper, and my favorite shirt—one that had turtles printed on it—and they made fun of the fact that the hemlines on my dresses and jumpers were well below my knees. Everybody else wore miniskirts. I was country, and I felt it. I’d always been accepted in athletics, and had confidence on the basketball court. But this was a different world, and I was awkward in it.

You never get a second chance to make a first impression. In those early days at college, I realized that presentation counts. For better or worse, strangers made sweeping judgments based on my appearance and demeanor. So I began the process of self-transformation.

Like any other eighteen-year-old, I badly wanted to fit in. I also knew that I wanted to get off the farm. I wanted to be comfortable in this different, more sophisticated world. Not that I suddenly wanted to join the country club set, or anything. But I wanted to be an Olympian, and I eventually wanted to be a teacher. So it became important to me to at least have the passing respect of people in those circles.

Mainly, though, I didn’t want to be made fun of anymore.

I asked two of my best friends and sorority sisters to help me with my grammar. They corrected my ain’ts and helped me through my English papers and ironed the accent out of my voice. I enrolled in speech classes, and learned how to stand before a roomful of people and speak. You wouldn’t know it now, to see me speak to Nabisco or Eastman Kodak or ALCOA, but back then I was white-knuckled and shaking with fear. Still am, sometimes.

I began to pay attention to my clothes. Dressing appropriately for a role can help you play it better. It certainly has helped me, whether as a coach, a mother, a teacher, or a speaker. For years I never wore blue jeans. I spent too much time doing farm work in them, I guess, to ever want to wear them. Also, I felt like that’s all I ever had—jeans.

These days, when I coach on the sidelines, I wear tailored suits. In that situation I need to be as authoritative as possible. Now I’m recognized for what I wear. It seems like people are always remarking on my latest sideline garb. They marvel at my ability to find articles of clothing the shade of Tennessee orange.

Occasionally my attempts to set sideline fashion trends can be pretty funny. Like the time I decided to wear clogs, because they were the latest thing.

Well, I got mad about something that happened in the game. When we got to the locker room, I kicked at the floor.

My clog came flying off my foot and hit the ceiling.

It was the last time I wore them.

I care about clothes and other external things because they help form a perception, but I also care about them because I want to know that things are right, whether we’re talking about my shoes or my grammar. My quest for self-improvement has never really ended.

When I was twenty-nine, I even got braces.

My teeth weren’t awful, they were just slightly crooked. But they bothered me, so I wanted to fix them, because I knew they needed it. We couldn’t afford to do it when I was a kid. But shortly after I got married, I decided to do it.

R.B. Summitt and I wed in 1980, after a lengthy courtship. I met him through a roommate of mine, Marcia McGregor. She invited a bunch of her fellow bank examiners over one night, intending to fix me up with one of them, a guy from middle Tennessee. But this other bank examiner, R.B., sort of got in the way, and he stayed around for the next three and a half years. He finally got me to stand still long enough to marry him.

R.B. is as easygoing as I am intense. He is that rarity, a guy who supports what I do for a living, to the point that he used to drive our equipment van on road trips. He is my best, most sympathetic friend. And like me, he believes in getting things right.

When we had been married a year, I asked him what he thought about the idea of me getting braces. I was really worried over what he might think. But he told me to go right ahead.

“I think if it’s going to make you feel more comfortable, you should get right on with it,” he said.

I wore them for several months. The local media joked that our team was so young even the head coach had to wear braces.

But those braces were a good experience. They did more than straighten my teeth. They taught me to finally stop worrying about being made fun of.

No one had the nerve to remark on them until one night when I was scouting a high school player, and I ran into Mickie DeMoss, an assistant coach from Auburn. I didn’t know Mickie well yet, although later she would become my assistant coach and right hand and friend. Mickie is regarded as one of the more comical women in coaching, as I was about to learn. She makes fun of everybody and everything.

We sat up in the high school bleachers, doing our scouting. There wasn’t much to eat at the game, except for popcorn. So we watched basketball and chatted and ate popcorn. Finally, Mickie said, grinning sort of wickedly, “You know, you’ve got popcorn stuck in your braces.” She razzed me about it until I started giggling.

I laughed at myself. It was a good feeling, too. That’s when you know you’ve got real self-respect.

Laughing at myself is something I’ve tried to get in the habit of doing ever since, particularly as the Tennessee program has grown into such a power, and the Pat Summitt in me has overtaken the Trish Head. In my opinion, Pat Summitt needs to laugh at herself—a lot. Just to keep herself honest.

Fortunately Trish Head still turns up from time to time. Especially when she goes home to Henrietta to visit, or when the folks come to Knoxville.

You should see the shocked expression on my players’ faces the first time they hear my sister or one of my brothers call me “Trish.” They think they’ve got something on me. Every now and then one of them will try to tease me about my country upbringing.

“Treeeesh,” they call me.

“Hey, Treeeeesh,” I’ll hear from across the gym.

I turn around and give them some serious eye contact.

“You don’t want to go there with me,” I tell them.

Self-respect can be hard won. I know. It’s an ongoing process. Take it from me—someone who still wears a retainer at night. But once you attain it, it will bear you up through almost anything, whether you’re dealing with a difficult parent, teasing from others, self-doubt, or ordinary work tensions. In critical situations, we all ask ourselves the same silent question: “Do I deserve to succeed?” Under pressure, uncertainty can creep into the subconscious of even the most outwardly confident person—including me. A crafty little sucker sits in your head and whispers in your ear. If you haven’t developed self-respect and mutual respect with those around you, the whisper is, “Deep down you know you don’t deserve it.”

So the next time you ask yourself, “Do I deserve to succeed?” make sure the answer is yes.

Q & A Nikki McCray

Forward, All American 1994–95; Olympic Gold Medalist, 1996; Most Valuable Player, Columbus Quest, ABL, 1997

Q: Is it true Pat almost sent you home two weeks after you got to Tennessee?

NIKKI MCCRAY: Oh, yeah. It was new for me, and an adjustment. I didn’t take my responsibilities seriously. I was in my own world, late to class, late to meetings. I thought life was all about basketball. Pat was like, “You need to get serious or you’re out of here.” I turned it around, though, and everything worked out. I think what happened was, the town I was from, Collierville, was small, and I didn’t know anybody. I was intimidated by the staff, the other players. I was afraid, and I didn’t know how to deal with it.

Q: How did you turn it around?

NIKKI MCCRAY: Trust me, when you play for Pat, you have to figure out who you are and what you can do, and you have to express it with your hard work. We didn’t establish a relationship until my junior year. That’s when I finally felt comfortable enough to hold a conversation with her. You have to break that fear barrier with her.

Q: You weren’t the only one she almost sent home.

NIKKI MCCRAY: Bridgette Gordon, her all-time leading scorer, she wanted to send her home, too. Actually, it’s kind of an honor to almost be sent home by Pat.
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