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Introduction



Life requires overcoming challenges and obstacles of many types. Battling our struggles and fears determines who we are. Defeating negative thoughts such as, I stink at this! or I have no friends! is the key to success at any age. Hope is what we need to remind us that such thoughts are always harmful. It is one of the most important words in any language. It means, Waiting patiently, expecting a positive outcome at some point in the future. In fact, hope is best gained after defeat and failure, because then inner strength and toughness is produced. I have discovered this to be true over and over again in my own lifes journey, first as a clueless middle school student in the early 1970s. The sheer number of students (over 1,200) overwhelmed me, and the diverse student body produced a sizable number of bullies (just writing the word makes me cringe).

It didnt take long for one of the toughest, most feared bullies, Jesse (as in Jesse James with his gang of western bank robbers) to target me, and to begin requesting my lunch money. Give me your money, punk, before I beat the poop out of you, hed say. Panic-stricken, I quickly handed over the money, and felt total relief when the brief, yet threatening, encounter had ended.
 
As a primary bully target, I went to great lengths to avoid Jesse, who was a grade ahead of me and well-schooled in the rough-and-tumble of the school hallways. Jesse easily found me in whatever nook or cranny I attempted to hide. I never tested his threats, mainly because his bark and body language were meaner than a hungry pit bulls. Fear determined my every movement in school for roughly half my 7th-grade year, but then I stumbled upon a cure for this painful feeling: sports.

Of all things that might have saved me (teachers, counselors, hall monitors, principals perhaps?), it was sports which gave me some respect with Jesse, enough so that he didnt bully me anymore.
 
It turned out Jesse was an athlete who played both football and basketball. So did I, though not as well as he did. He had game, while I had grit, at least just enough to hang with the better players (but not quite enough to say no to a bully). When we both showed-up for basketball try-outs, Jesse, who had literally ruined my life for months, turned from feared foe to fun-loving friend pretty quickly. I guessed I had earned some respect, hallway cred, and changed in his eyes from lunch money supplier to teammate.
 
From then on we spoke the simple language of sport, including what ups and high fives. Though we still had vast differences in upbringing and perspective, our common bond of sports gave us grounds for friendship. To say this was a pleasant surprise is putting it mildly. A sports-related alliance with one of the toughest bullies in school meant safety from all the others (boys and girls) in the bully fraternity.

Many of us face far greater challenges, however, ones that cant be easily overcome with sports: physical disabilities, depression, disease, family dysfunction, addictions, or death of a family member, just to name a few. This book, most of all, is meant to be a book of encouragement.

All of the athletes in this series faced hardships of one form or another, and most struggled with physical, mental, or emotional challenges. They are examples to me of what it means to stare eye to eye with fear and say, Take a hike! They inspire me whatever my state of mind might be, to do the same. Their best qualities went beyond their sports greatness, and we will remember them as heroic people, not just athletes.

Though there is no formula for rising above our failures, there is pattern that bears notice:



	A)

	Hard experiences early in life (teen age years or younger) forge mental, spiritual and emotional strength.....if you let them. Look positively on your future, no matter how bleak the present might seem!




	B)

	Failure is a constant companion for all of us, but success is inevitable if we continue to pick ourselves up and dust ourselves off. Determine to succeed and you will!




	C)

	Selfish ambition always lurks in dark corners of our lives. Its like rotten wood, good for nothing. Place others before yourself!




	D)

	Defeat and public humiliation are not fatal, but certainly sting. Let such moments produce a humility that does not succumb to defeat but rises above it. Quietness and confidence are your strength during these times!




	E)

	Look to encourage others through your personal disappointments. Let them know your challenges so that they can gain courage and hope. Hope will NEVER disappoint you!





My hope is that this series will be a constant reminder of how athletes impact a far greater community than the one in which they live. Each book within the series highlights an athlete or coach whose life teaches us about how to rise above challenges, and a certain character trait that they portrayed and that you will find helpful in your life journey.

Your story is important, and the lessons youve learned will remain vital many years after you first learned them. They will be told for generations to come. Turn your challenges into triumphs, and let hope and peace rule your heart, mind, soul and spirit.





Joyfulness



Full of the emotion of great delight of happiness caused by something good or satisfying; keen pleasure; delighted.

JIM VALVANO

Most people have experienced joy as a result of playing sports, like when we win or have an especially good game or match. Such emotion is natural, but the intensity of the joyous response varies from person to person. Also, its often the case that the player or coach who has overcome the most adversity is the one who becomes the most joyful after they succeed. Jim Valvano, former North Carolina State basketball coach and television commentator, dealt with triumphs as well as sorrows with class, dignity, grace. He wore his joy, daily, on his shirtsleeve, and he provided many with inspiration in the midst of his greatest life challenge.

James Thomas Valvano was born March 10th, 1946 in the Queens borough of New York City, the middle of three sons born to Rocco and Angelina Valvano. A loving and close-knit family, the Valvanos encouraged their sons to pursue their dreams, which Jim discovered at a young age was basketball. The Valvano family moved to nearby Seaford, Long Island, where Jim attended high school, and excelled at three sports, football, basketball (played guard), and baseball. His father coached the Seaford basketball team, so Jims love for the sport came naturally. So did his loud-speaking, jovial manner. While still in high school, Valvano listed his life goals on an index card: play basketball in high school and college, become an assistant coach, move to head coach, win a game at Madison Square Garden, and cut down the nets after winning a national championship. His first two goals would soon be checked off, as Rutgers in New Jersey recruited him to play guard after a successful high school career. Jims ability to see his place in the world was truly a gift, his daughter Jamie said.

He starred in basketball at Rutgers University, but played in the shadow of an All-American, Bob Lloyd. His senior season, the team went 22-7, and came in third in the National Invitation Tournament (NIT). After graduation, Valvano immediately turned his attention to coaching, which he did as an assistant for one season at his alma mater. Third goal checked-off. Not on his list of professional goals, but certainly his most important life decision was marrying his high school sweetheart, Pamela Levine, with whom he had three daughters, Nicole, Jamie, and Lee Ann.

At the young age of 23, he took his first head coaching job (skipping several of his steps to success at Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore, a highly academic school better known better for its powerful lacrosse program. Valvano, in fact, was the first coach to produce a winning basketball team in nearly 25 years and he did so his rookie season. Fourth goal checked-off.

His players were amazed at his passion for winning, not just competing. Weve never seen anything like it, they exclaimed. Youre irrational, they told him. His quest for success truly captivated Valvano, but such was his nature. Why do I want to win? Because the final score defines you, he told his Hopkins players. It just so happens that his sports hero, Vince Lombardi, had already invented the winning isnt everything, its the only thing, philosophy that Valvano followed most of his career.

Over the years, while at smaller programs such as Hopkins, Bucknell, and Iona, Jimmy V. earned a reputation for being a great motivator (he often used excerpts from Lombardis speeches in his locker room talks). Through his mix of emotional encouragement (he sometimes yelled so loud from the bench that he would pass out) followed by gentle consolation, he got his players to put forth maximum effort. He was also a master psychologist, and could inspire his teams to do anything they put their minds to.

His recruiting methods were so unconventional (and successful!) that he sometimes used living room furniture to demonstrate to a prospect how his teams played defense. Daughter Jamie: My father believed that enthusiasm for life, dreaming big, and working hard were the elements that allowed him to be successful. There is no doubt that his tenacity, passion, and vision played key roles in his rise to the top.

In 1980, after success at Iona in New Rochelle, New York (winning 51 games his last two seasons), where he grew closer than ever to his players, Valvano accepted the offer to coach at North Carolina State University (the Wolfpack in the Atlantic Coast Conference (ACC). NC State had struggled in the ACC (consistently finishing third or below the previous six seasons), a league many view as the toughest basketball competition in the nation, and Valvano had high hopes of bringing the program into the top position.

His thick New York accent, combined with his humorous and outspoken nature rubbed many people in the ACC, both coaches and fans, the wrong way, but Jimmy V. had unforgettable qualities (such as joy in coaching and teaching young men) that he wasnt about to change. Jimmy never woke up unhappy, his mother once said referring to his constant energy and wit.

The first three years of Valvanos tenure at NC State were an adjustment period for all concerned, but he got positive results as his teams went from seventh, to fourth, to first in the ACC in 1983 (after winning the tournament) over that period of time. His team entered the NCAA tournament that year, having lost 10 games already, as huge underdogs. Their unlikely victory in the ACC championship game, defeating arch-rivals North Carolina (led by Michael Jordan) and Virginia in the process, made believers out of NC States loyal fans, their coaches and players. Valvano had one goal left on his card, after achieving all the others by age 36: to cut down the nets as National Champions.

The Cardiac Pack as they were known that year, having won their first two games in the tournament by a total of three points, the first of which came in overtime, kept their winning streak alive, and amazingly made it to the finals against the University of Houston.

The heavily favored Cougars from Houston, Texas, with their team they dubbed Phi Slamma Jamma for their awesome dunking abilities, was held at bay much of the game by the Wolfpacks persistent defense and deliberate offense. With just a few ticks of the clock left, a 30 foot shot by guard Sidney Lowe (MVP) turned into a perfect lob pass to Lorenzo Charles standing underneath the basket, who completed the play by dunking the ball at the buzzer. Jimmy Vs miracle season was complete.

He had coached his team to become National Champions, and the celebration that occurred afterwards was indication enough of the joy this coach stored within him. The scene was total jubilation, Valvano running around the court with his hands on his head and a look of amazement on his face. He finally found one of his starting players, Dereck Whittenburg, and hugged him (he had been hugging Whittenburg, the designated hugger, after every victory).

This man certainly didnt hesitate to show his emotion, and it was one of the main reasons his underdog team had come so far. Many around the country found his brand of excitement contagious. His was an uplifting story and people wanted to hear it. It left everyone feeling good, hopeful, and as if anything is possible. Such was the influence of the grandson of Italian immigrants, with a distinctly New York accent and a contagious personality.

The fortunes of Jim Valvano turned, however, in the late 1980s, first when the North Carolina State basketball program was placed on two years probation for NCAA rules violations committed by the basketball program under coach Valvanos leadership, and declared them ineligible for the 1990 NCAA tournament. Although Valvano was cleared of any personal wrongdoing, the infractions his players committed cast a dark shadow over the program. As well, the fact that NC States mens basketball program had a below-average graduation rate made some think he was too focused on winning and not on the educational development of his players.

In 1990, Jim Valvano was forced to resign under the weight of a second scandal, and the whole nation witnessed the dethroning of a successful coach. The pain of thathaving my mother, my brothers, my wife, my children read the things that were written about me. I felt physical pain. There were things I should have done differently, but I knew I hadnt done anything wrong. The insinuation that I didnt care about the kids (players). . .I hated that. To be lumped with coaches who cared only about winning and nothing about education. . ..I hated that. I majored in English. . ..not P.E. I had two daughters on the deans list. All but perhaps two of my players at Johns Hopkins, Bucknell, and Iona graduated. I didnt change.

Despite the controversy, Valvano was still young and had much left to give to basketball, but instead of accepting any of the lucrative coaching positions offered him, he turned to television broadcasting. He was a natural, using his knowledge and folksy charisma to charm national audiences on ABC and ESPN. His partner, Dick Vitale, made them the dynamic "V & V" Italian broadcasting duo.
 
Jim Valvanos life, while peaking professionally again, took an ultimate turn for the worse in 1992, when he was diagnosed as having a rapidly spreading form of testicular cancer that had already spread to his bones. Doctors gave him one year to live. This man, who had lived his life to the fullest, now faced death. Many were sympathetic, even mournful at times, to see "Jimmy V.'s" health deteriorate so quickly, but he had much left to teach, people to challenge, and contests to win. His message: I want to help every cancer patient I can now. I dont know if I can handle that, but its the only conceivable good that come out of this
 
He took what energy remained to the public, traveling around the country, giving interviews and making public appearances to bring attention to the disease. In effect, he raised millions of dollars to help find a cure for the disease that had inflicted him. His final message was one of encouragement and hope: Dont give up. Dont ever give up.

Shortly before he died on April 28th, 1993, he delivered an emotional speech at the American Sports Awards in which this simple, yet vitally important point was made:

To me there are three things everyone should do every day. Number one is laugh. You should laugh every day. Number two is thinkspend some time in thought. Number three, you should have your emotions move you to tears. If you laugh, think, and cry, thats a heck of a day.

Ralph Waldo Emerson said, Nothing was ever achieved without enthusiasm. I urge all of you to enjoy your life, to be enthusiastic every day; To keep your dreams alive in spite of your problems.

Now I look where I am and what I want to do. With ESPNs support, we are starting the Jimmy V. Foundation for cancer research. Its motto is, Dont give up. Dont ever give up. Thats what Im going to try to do every minute I have left. I will thank God for the day and the moment I have.

I know I gotta go. But I have one last thing to say. Cancer can take away all my physical abilities. It cannot touch my mind, it cannot touch my heart, and it cannot touch my soul. And those three things are going to carry on forever.

Jim Valvanos final public speech touches as many people today, the lives of his friends and family, athletes, coaches, and fans, as it did in 1993, and his inspirational legacy to the sporting community remains alive. The V Foundation, established to honor his legacy, has helped raise tens of millions of dollars for cancer research, just the way V would have wanted it.


QUOTES:

The thing about V is he doesnt take himself seriously. V knows its only a bouncing ball. V makes it reasonable to believe that a good coach can be a great clown and still get the job done; that a guy can joke and jive and X and O people to dust all in the same sentence; that a game isnt war or even life and death, its simply grist for another laugh track. People think V is such a winner, but they ought to see him losing. V is gangbusters on the short end. Its like Casey (NC State athletic director) said, Valvano knows how to lose better than anybody in the history of this league. No question.

Valvano lights up a day, a week, a season. He is never dull. He is fun...entertaining...intelligent. Stay around him long enough and you become smarter.

Yeah, and a whole lot happier. Which, when you think about it, whether youre a Big-timer or even a magazine guy, is a lot more important. No question about it.

Excerpts from Sports Illustrated article, How King Rat Became the Big Cheese, 12/5/1983

The 1983 Wolfpack run to the National Championship was one of the most improbable and exciting events that I can recall during my years at NC State. Being on campus at that time provided the opportunity of being a part of the excitement that built as the underdog Wolfpack won three ACC and the six NCAA tournament games for the championship. I still remember how each improbable victory led to a larger and more spirited celebration as well as belief tha maybe the Wolfpack could go all the way. The final celebration on the Brickyard and Hillsborough Street was unbelievable.

Thomas H. Stafford, Jr., Vice Chancellor for student affairs

O we can wait no longer,

We too take ship O soul,

Joyous we too launch out on trackless seas,

Fearless for unknown shores.

Walt Whitman, Passage to India





End of sample
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