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Praise for John Feinstein’s
THE LAST AMATEURS
“John Feinstein has become sportswriting’s John Grisham.”
—Dave Kindred, Sporting News
“One turns, with pleasure, to John Feinstein’s The last Amateurs. Feinstein probably doesn’t know how to write a dull book. For one thing, his writing exhibits the easy kind of ebb and flow that makes a book a page-turner. … It’s almost amazing that Feinstein can juggle such a different, and often disparate, cast of characters and make them all so interesting. … He is good at spotting the kind of detail that provides much more than face-value information. … It’s this kind of attention to detail that keeps The Last Amateurs humming along, from start to finish, like an important game between two closely matched teams with a long-established rivalry. As we’ve seen before, when it comes to match-up, John Feinstein and basketball are a great one.”
—John greenya, Washington Post
“College basketball’s fabled Patriot League makes fascinating fodder for Feinstein.”
— Teresa K. Weaver, Atlanta Journal-Constitution
“Feinstein has written another winner. … Throughout this book, you’ll get a glimpse of an often neglected side of college basketball … and you’ll enjoy the view … There are plenty of good kids and good anecdotes, and Feinstein’s typical thoroughness uncovers, them.”
— Budd Bailey, BookPage
“The great fun of this chronicle is in the wit and quirks of students who happen to love basketball and play it passably well: Spitler establishes mathematically at tone point that he may be the worst Division I player in the country, and hits upon the idea of using that distinction as a pickup line. Gems like that shine throughout The Last Amateurs.”
— Bill Littlefield, Boston Globe
“Feinstein is a heck of a writer.”
— Phil Tatman, Orlando Sentinel
“This is a look at American sports at its purest, written with the intensity, drama, and insight only Feinstein can provide.”
— Dermot McEvoy, Publishers Weekly
“This book is for every sports fan who’s tired of watching spoiled young millionaires jostle for the spotlight.”
— Vera H-C Chan and Sara Steffens, Times-Union
“It’s hard these days to find people willing to invest in losing seasons. But John Feinstein still believes in basketball’s intangible joy, and is not afraid to make what some might thing a corny case for integrity. For the jaded fan with dirty hans, The Last Amateurs might well amount to a long-overdue scrubbing. … A throat-closing description of a Lafayette-Navy championship game appears in the book’s penultimate chapter.”
— Monica Wood, San Francisco Chronicle Book Review
“Provocative. … A portrait of the obscure side of Division I basket ball. … Mr. feinstein’s strength, as always, is his access, and there are numerous behind-the-scenes anecdotes that keep the pages turning.”
— Larry Platt, Wall Street Journal
“An intensively reported book. … Feinstein makes you care about the little-known players of the Patriot League. … By the time two teams reach the conference finals with the league’s sole bid for the NCAA tournament on the line, you’ll be glued to the page and glad to learn that the road to the Final Four doesn’t always have to be the March to Madness.”
— Bruce Fretts, Entertainment Weekly
ALSO BY JOHN FEINSTEIN
The Majors
A March to Madness
A Civil War
A Good Walk Spoiled
Play Ball
Hard Courts
Forever’s Team
A season Inside
A Season on the Brink
Running Mates (A Mystery)
Winter Games (A Mystery)
This is for Ethan Samuel Sattler and Mathew Richman Feinstein, with love to their parents
TO PLAY THE GAME IS GREAT …
TO WIN THE GAME IS GREATER …
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INTRODUCTION
AS has often been the case in my career, this book took form when I wasn’t looking for a book to write. And, as has been the case just as often, it took a while for me to figure out just how to go about doing it.
In March of 1995 my boss for life, George Solomon, asked me to cover an NCAA Tournament subregional in Dayton, Ohio, for the Washington Post. At the time, I didn’t work for the Post, but that has never really mattered when it comes to my relationship with George. I’ve always said we do our work best together when we aren’t working together.
I agreed to go. I have fond memories of Dayton, having covered a number of NCAA subregionals there through the years and because I first met longtime Dayton Coach Don Donoher and his wife, Sonia, as a kid in New York in 1968 when Dayton won the NIT. Even though Don had retired, I knew I would get a chance to see them.
George wanted me in Dayton for two reasons: he needed someone there who could write a column and he needed the University of Virginia covered. On the first day of the tournament, I did both: I wrote a column about Miami of Ohio’s upset of Arizona and then wrote a game story on Virginia’s victory over Nicholls State. It was about 6:30 by the time I finished the Virginia story. The evening doubleheader was scheduled to start in a little more than an hour. Since the first game was a virtual walkover—top-seeded Kansas against number sixteen Colgate—my plan was to go out and get a good dinner, then come back near the end of the first game (just in case someone from Kansas broke a leg and I had to write about it) and then stay for the second game between Michigan and Western Kentucky.
The arena was empty as I packed up my computer, the afternoon crowd having been cleared out, the evening crowd not having been allowed in yet. I had been writing on press row because I’ve always enjoyed the feel of an empty arena, especially when the alternative is a smoke-filled press room. Walking toward the ramp that led to the parking lot, I spotted a familiar figure sitting all alone on one of the team benches.
It was Jack Bruen, someone I had known for years, dating back to his days as the coach at Catholic University in Washington. Bruen had always been one of my favorite people in the coaching business; someone who loved the game and took it seriously but never seemed to take himself seriously. He had left Washington in 1989 to take over Colgate’s reeling program and now, in his sixth season, he had the school in the NCAA Tournament for the first time in history.
I walked over to say hello, wondering what exactly Bruen was doing sitting on the bench in the empty arena. After we shook hands and exchanged small talk I jokingly asked him if he was hoping the game might start before Kansas arrived if he commandeered the bench early enough.
Bruen laughed. “I’ve been in this sport all my life,” he said. “Just being here tonight really is a dream come true for me. Its the same for the kids. At our level, getting to play in this tournament against a team like Kansas, we have to pinch ourselves to believe it.” He smiled. “I know what’s probably going to happen once die game starts. I just wanted to come out here by myself for a little while and soak the whole thing in, you know, being in the moment or whatever it is they call it.”
By the time Bruen finished talking, my plans for the evening had changed. I would get something to eat in the press room and then watch Colgate play Kansas; watch Bruen and his kids in their moment. Maybe there was a column in it, maybe there wasn’t. But I figured it was worth watching—at least for as long as Colgate kept the game respectable.
I ended up watching the entire forty minutes. That was how long Colgate kept the game respectable. Kansas kept trying to make a big run to put die Red Raiders away and couldn’t. A tough little kid named Tucker Neale buried one 3 after another from the perimeter and Adonal Foyle, the gifted six-ten freshman who had been recruited by all the big-name schools a year earlier, wouldn’t let Kansas dominate inside. Foyle fouled out with just under two minutes left. Kansas led by 8. As he walked to the bench, Kansas Coach Roy Williams walked down from his bench and onto the court to shake his hand.
It ended 82–68, but the Kansas players all knew they had been in a real basketball game. When the buzzer sounded, I looked behind me for Mark Murphy, Colgate’s athletic director. Murphy was another erstwhile Washingtonian, having played defensive back for the Washington Redskins for nine years after graduating from Colgate in 1977.
I walked over to congratulate Murphy on his team’s effort. His eyes were glistening with pride. “It’s just hard for people to understand what it means for us to compete like that,” he said. “Except for Adonal, there’s not a kid on our team who will ever even think about playing in the NBA. There probably isn’t a guy on the Kansas team who won’ t think about playing in the NBA.”
He was, of course, 100 percent accurate. Foyle is the only player in die Patriot League’s ten-year history to play in the NBA. For the rest of the Colgate players, just as for Bruen, that night was a memory they would cherish for as long as they lived.
They weren’t alone. I walked away from that night thinking that the kids from Colgate, corny as it sounded, were what college sports are supposed to be about.
Needless to say, they aren’t close to what college sports is truly about. College basketball today is about colleges chasing millions—no, billions—of dollars; it’s about a win-at-all-costs mentality that more often than not starts in the presidents office and works down; alumni and fans who could care less what a school’s graduation rate is as long as diey’re winning championships; illegal payoffs that go way beyond what is reported because they are so hard to prove; academic fraud that only occasionally comes to light; and pampered players who expect everyone to kiss their butt twenty-four hours a day because that’s the way their lives have been since the day their talent was discovered.
I have a memory of an NCAA Tournament regional several years ago. Two players from a top-seeded team had been asked by a local radio station if they could come by their hotel after practice for a brief interview. The station sent a limo to pick up the players and their sports information director. When the players arrived, an eager producer rushed up to greet them. Did they want something to eat? Drink? And, by the way, we had T-shirts made up for the regional, how many would you each like to take with you?
One of the players looked disdainfully down at the producer and said, “Haven’t you got any hats? CBS gave us hats.”
The only reason I don’t name the school and the player is that the same thing could easily happen with any team, any school, almost any player. The mentality of entitlement that exists in college basketball today is mind-boggling.
Every time I sit in an NCAA Tournament press conference and hear the moderator—under orders from the NCAA—ask if there are questions for the “student-athletes,” I want to jump up and ask them exactly what they have done to be students while the multi-billion-dollar extravaganza known as March Madness has been going on. Been to class lately, Mr. Student-Athlete? Did you bring any books on the trip with you? Tell me, what are your plans for the day you can’t play basketball anymore? The answers in, I would say, about 90 percent of the cases would be: No; why would I do that? and, Be a TV commentator—that’s national TV, none of that local stuff.
Fast forward a little more than four years from Dayton in 1995 to Teaneck, New Jersey, on a warm July day on the campus of Fairleigh Dickinson University in 1999. In the interim, I had written two books involving college athletes. The first one was about the Army-Navy football rivalry. In researching that book, I had worked with kids who knew they were not going to be pro football players; who played because they loved to play, because they loved being a part of the team. I had never enjoyed writing a book more. The second had been on ACC basketball. The focus was on the nine coaches but, naturally, I spent a good deal of time around the players. I didn’t dislike them, in fact I liked a few of them—notably Tim Duncan—quite a lot. But my overall feeling being around them was that almost all of them were pros-in-training. Some went to class, some graduated. (The ACC’s overall graduation rate for basketball players in the 1990s was 49 percent.) But almost all of them looked at college as litde more than a stepping-stone to playing professionally. If not (God forbid) at the NBA level, then certainly overseas. My guess is that among the slightly more than one hundred scholarship players in the ACC that year (or any given year), at least ninety were counting on basketball as their way of making a living.
There’s nothing wrong with that. But it hardly qualifies them to be called “student-athletes.” I vividly remember hearing one ACC coach angrily lecture a player during a game because he appeared tired. “You spent too damn much time studying this week!” he yelled, completely serious. I am not implying that ACC coaches or other big-time coaches actively discourage their players from studying or going to class. But I am implying that you better believe basketball comes first. At the best places, school is worked in as often as is possible.
I was in Teaneck on that July day, at one of those summer meat markets posing as a basketball camp, to talk to some coaches about participating in a charity tournament in Washington. The coaches were there to watch top players perform and to make sure the top players saw them watching them perform. I had seen this show before. All I wanted to do was find the coaches I needed to talk to and pitch them on bringing their teams to the tournament.
Inevitably, I found myself sitting with different coaches while they watched games. Just as inevitably, several players caught my eye. As much as I may dislike the summer basketball culture, I still like basketball and, like any fan, when I see a good player, I’m curious about him.
So, as the afternoon wore on, I occasionally inquired about players. Here, verbatim, are some of the answers I got:
“Can’t touch him, his boards are brutal.”
“Already got an agent.”
“The bidding’s too high for us.”
“Going straight to the NBA.”
I’m not claiming any of this is new, but it hit me that afternoon that the bad guys seem to have taken control of the big-time game. Everyone has to deal with the sneaker company sleazebags and the street agents and the AAU coaches and, the newest phenomenon, the guys dealing players under the guise of “financial advisor.” I’m not just talking the so-called outlaw schools, I’m talking everyone and anyone who dreams of the Final Four or, for that matter, the Sweet Sixteen.
I got up to walk outside and get some fresh air—literally and figuratively. Walking into the lobby, I encountered Don DeVoe, the coach at Navy, and Emmett Davis, his long-time assistant who had moved on a year earner to become the coach at Colgate. I was a little surprised to see them because the kind of “student-athlete” performing inside rarely landed at Navy or Colgate.
“Generally speaking, you’re right,” DeVoe said. “But there’s always a couple that are good students. Right now, there’s not a kid in there thinking about Navy or Colgate. But as time passes, they might not have as many options as they’re thinking they have now.”
DeVoe had seen the big-time side of the game for a long while, coaching at Virginia Tech and Wyoming and Tennessee. He’d had success at all three places but seemed quite happy at Navy in the relative boondocks of college hoops. “I may not have great talent, but I’ve had great kids,” he said. “They’re fun to coach and they’re the kind of people I’ll be proud to say I worked with someday.” He smiled. “Not too many guys walk out of the Naval Academy with entourages.”
Davis laughed and briefly told a story about a Colgate kid who had given up basketball a couple of years earlier because he needed extra study time to try to qualify for a Rhodes Scholarship. His Rhodes essay had been about the pain of giving up basketball. He was leaving for Oxford in a month.
The two coaches walked into the gym to look for a diamond in the cesspool. I walked outside, my mind racing. “Wouldn’t it be fun,” I thought, “to write a book about the kind of kids DeVoe and Davis coached?” I didn’t know a lot about the Patriot League, only that it consisted of seven academically oriented schools: Army, Navy, Colgate, Holy Cross, Lafayette, Lehigh, and Bucknell. I knew the league had been formed on the Ivy League concept that all scholarships should be based on financial need, not athletic ability. I knew that only because I remembered Fordham’s basketball team leaving the league a few years earlier because it couldn’t live with that concept any longer.
I walked around the parking lot for a few more minutes. I was now trying to anticipate the questions I knew people would ask about the book. The first would be “You want to write about who?” The second would be “What’s a Patriot League?” The third one would be legitimate: “If you want to do a book on true student-athletes, why not the Ivy League?”
“Maybe,” I thought, “I should do the Ivy League.” After all, that was the league in Division I college basketball that best combined athletics and academics. But I was looking for ball players who worked in virtual obscurity. Princeton and Penn simply didn’t fit that description. They were too good. Princeton had been a number four seed in the NCAA Tournament in 1998 and had beaten UCLA, the defending national champion, in 1996. Penn had been a play or two from advancing to the Sweet Sixteen in 1994 before losing to Florida, a team that reached the Final Four that year. The two schools also produced NBA players on a semiregular basis—not to mention ex-NBA stars running for president.
There was another problem with the Ivy League: Princeton and Penn won the league title almost every year. In the thirty-one years since my then-beloved Columbia Lions, led by Jim McMillan, Hey-ward Dotson, and the immortal Roger Walaszek, won the Ivy League championship and advanced to the Sweet Sixteen, someone other than Princeton or Penn has won the league exactly three times. The Ivy League is also one of two conferences in Divison I (the Pacific-10 is the other) that doesn’t have a conference tournament. When only one team is going to represent a conference in postseason play, there is a natural drama to those three days in March that decide a team’s fate. In ten years, the Patriot League has never had a second team invited to either the NCAA or even the NIT. One team goes, everyone else sits home and watches. In the Ivy League, the runner-up—Princeton or Penn—often gets an NIT bid.
Having decided that the Patriot League was more of a dramatic netting than the Ivy League, I then wondered if I should consider a book on basketball in Division III. After all, that is college athletics in its absolute purest form. No one on scholarship, no one at the games, almost no travel during the season, kids not good enough (most of the time) to get a Division I or Division II scholarship, who play at the Division III level for no reason other than to play.
I rejected that idea because I wanted to be a little closer to the spotlight, to work with kids who got a peek at the other side—through recruiting, through regular season games where they were fed to big-time teams in order to let their school cash a cheek, through those forty minutes of fame one school gets each year in the NCAAs.
I walked back into the gym convinced my gut was right. A book on the Patriot League. A book on kids who could play, but wouldn’t get rich playing. A book on kids who had stories to tell and would tell them in complete sentences. A book on lads who would be more than happy with a T-shirt. A book that would allow me to be around college basketball without feeling as if I needed a three-hour shower every time I walked out of an arena.
There was some danger in taking on such a project. What if the kids didn’t turn out to be as smart and unspoiled as I thought they would be? That concern was laid to rest on my first trip to each school. My winter is perhaps best summed up by a conversation I had in the Lafayette locker room in early February. The Leopards had just won a tense game against Bucknell, hanging on for a 75–73 victory when Bucknell’s Valter Karavanic rimmed a 3–pointer at the buzzer.
I had already made a note to myself during the game that eight of the ten starters had GPAs of 3.0 or better, led by Karavanic, a GTE Academic Ail-American who carried a 3.8 in electrical engineering. A high GPA may indicate only book smarts or good work habits. It doesn’t define a person. Even so, at a time when entire leagues may not have eight players with 3.0 GPAs, it was an impressive statistic, especially given that these were two good basketball teams.
When the game ended, I spent some time in each locker room. As the Lafayette locker room emptied, I found myself sitting with junior point guard Tim Bieg and sophomores Reggie Guy and Brian Burke. I can’t remember who brought it up, but one of the players looked at me and said, “So, were you surprised that [John] McCain beat [George W.] Bush that badly last night?”
The next fifteen minutes were spent discussing the New Hampshire primary and its ramifications. As we talked it occurred to me that this conversation wasn’t likely to be taking place in locker rooms in the ACC, the Big Ten, the Big East, or any of the other glamour leagues around the country.
Unless of course Bush or McCain could shoot the 3
1
ONE SHINING MOMENT
ON a frigid March day, in the quiet of a near-empty field house, the members of the Lafayette College basketball team went through the routine one last time. For four days they had prepared and re-prepared and prepared again to play Temple in the opening round of the NCAA basketball tournament. In all, there may not have been a soul outside of the twenty people inside the Canisius College gym that morning who gave them any chance to win the game. Temple was ranked fifth nationally and many were picking the Owls to reach the Final Four. They were the number two seed in the Eastern Regional.
Lafayette was the number fifteen seed. According to the computer rankings that the tournament selection committee uses as a guide in seeding the sixty-four-team field, it was the 126th-ranked team in the country. Among the thousands filling out brackets in office pools, the number of people picking Lafayette to win the game could probably be counted on one hand—with fingers to spare.
Temple’s most impressive victory of the season had been an upset of top-ranked Cincinnati—at Cincinnati—on national television in February. Lafayette’s most impressive victory of the season had been a 26–point rout of 131st-ranked Navy in the Patriot League Tournament championship game a week earlier. That victory had put the Leopards into the NCAA Tournament and created the matchup with the powerful Owls.
But in the small Canisius gym, the notion that tiny Lafayette could upset Temple was a living, breathing thing. The players and coaches understood their role in the grand scheme of the event. They were supposed to be fodder. A day earlier in the Buffalo newspaper they had read a story in which Ian Eagle, who would do play-by-play on the game for CBS, had explained that he would do extra research for the Temple-Lafayette game because there was a good chance he would need a lot of fill material once Temple pulled away.
Their coach, Fran O’Hanlon, whose soft-spoken manner hid a deep-seated competitive streak, had reminded them again and again that, as good as Temple was, as much as he respected Coach John Chaney, they were beatable. It would not be easy, but it was far from impossible.
“Remember one thing,” O’Hanlon told his players during a brief break in the pregame workout. “No one will work harder than you. No one will want to win more than you. No one deserves to be here more than you.”
They looked him right in the eye as he spoke, his voice, as always, just loud enough to be heard. They nodded in agreement. There would be close to 20,000 people in the Marine Midland Arena that afternoon. Only twice all season—at a tournament in New Mexico—had they played in an arena that seated more than 10,000 people. Those games had been played before a lot more empty seats than people. Now, they would be playing in a huge, packed arena. The CBS telecast would only go to a small portion of the country unless Lafayette was in a position to win. Then, a producer in New York would order a switch flipped and the entire country would be watching Lafayette.
It was a quiet practice. There was very little of the usual joking and ribbing. The previous day, several players had received prank phone calls in their hotel rooms from someone claiming to be a reporter from the Buffalo News. The consensus was that the prankster had been Brian Ehlers, the two-time Patriot League player of the year whose deadpan manner belied a mischievous streak. But that time had now passed. In a few minutes, they would leave the empty gym behind. The packed arena and the Owls loomed.
When he had put them through their final paces, going over Temple’s personnel one last time, walking through the offensive sets they would use against Temple’s infamous matchup zone defense, reminding them again and again how important communication would be from the game’s first minute, O’Hanlon called them all to the center jump circle.
“Okay, guys,” he said, his voice soft as ever, but filled with the firmness all the players understood to mean he wanted complete attention. “There’s nothing they’re going to do we haven’t prepared for. You know that. We just have to be ready to play from the first minute. Not the fifth or the tenth, the first. Everybody understand?”
They all nodded. They all understood. There was no margin for error in this game. They had developed a penchant early in the season for dropping behind teams in the early minutes of games. Most of the time, they had been able to recover because they were a smart, experienced team that didn’t panic. Against a team like Temple all the smarts and experience in the world wouldn’t be enough if they fell into an early hole.
O’Hanlon held their gaze for a moment, then stepped into the middle of the circle with his hand in the air. “Okay then, let’s get it in.”
They all stepped into the circle, surrounding him, each with his right arm in the air, leaning against one another with the natural closeness that comes with being a team. “On three,” O’Hanlon said. They waited three counts and then, as one, said simply, “Leopards!” the word bouncing off the empty gym’s walls.
As they separated and began making their way to the benches where the sweats lay that they would put on before venturing into the subfreezing Buffalo morning, Rob Worthington, a six-six sophomore from St. Paul, Minnesota, the youngest of the five starters, looked at Alan Childs, the team’s faculty representative, and Dawn Schleiden, the trainer, with a gleam in his eyes. Pointing to the clock on the wall that read a few minutes before eleven O’clock, he said, “Four hours until we shock the world.”
They had to wait an extra fifteen minutes. O’Hanlon had gone through his pregame talk, trying to time it so that his last words would be spoken just as the first game of the afternoon double-header was ending. Locker room number six in the Marine Midland Arena, the one that had “LAFAYETTE” printed in large blue letters on the door, was about five times the size of the locker room the players dressed in at home. In one corner was a television set. When O’Hanlon finished, someone turned the TV on to check the status of the Oregon-Seton Hall game. There were less than ten seconds left and Seton Hall had the ball, trailing by 2. The players watched in silence, wanting to know if the game was going to end or go to overtime.
It went to overtime. A Seton Hall senior named Rimas Kaukenas hit a short jumper just before time expired. The noise from the arena could be heard through the television and through the back wall of the locker room, since the playing floor was no more than fifty feet beyond the wall. The players, all of them standing in anticipation of taking the floor to warm up, sat down, knowing they would have to wait out the extra five minutes.
O’Hanlon grimaced for a moment. The only thing worse than waiting for a game to start, especially a big game, is waiting an extra fifteen minutes for a game to start. “Relax, fellas,” he said. “Watch the overtime.”
Then he walked down the hall and out to the court to watch from there. Players are always looser when their coach isn’t in the room. O’Hanlon had been a player long enough to remember that. So, he gave them some extra space. As the overtime clock wound under a minute, he turned to walk back to the locker room. At the entrance to the hallway where the locker rooms were located, a security guard stopped him.
“Sir, I need to see your pin.”
At the NCAA Tournament, each member of a team’s official party is given a lapel pin—a new one with a different color for each day—that grants him access to the locker room area. O’Hanlon had stuck his in his pocket. Now he fished through his pockets for it, even as someone was explaining to the security guard who O’Hanlon was. Finally, O’Hanlon produced the pin. The security guard was less than impressed.
“You’re supposed to be wearing it,” he said.
O’Hanlon said nothing, although a number of different responses crossed his mind. Once he was safely in the hallway he smiled and said, “I’ll bet John Chaney doesn’t need his pin.”
By the time he reached the locker room, the clock was under ten seconds again. This time Seton Hall had the ball, down by 1. Point guard Shaheen Holloway sprinted the length of the court, ducked between defenders and threw a desperate shot toward the rim. The ball kissed high off the glass and dropped through the net. The cheers came out of the TV and through the wall again. Seton Hall had won, 7–70.
The television was shut off as soon as the buzzer sounded, and the players gathered around O’Hanlon. “This is a day we’re all going to remember the rest of our lives,” he said. “Let’s make it a special memory.”
They formed their huddle around the coach one more time, said the Lord’s Prayer, and then walked down the hallway and into the bright lights of the massive arena. They took the floor at almost the same instant that Temple did, each school’s pep band trying to drown the other out. It is a rule of basketball that you don’t stop and watch your opponents during warm-ups, but every once in a while there was a stolen glance, a quick look. What the Leopards saw wasn’t so much scary as sobering. Even in their warm-ups, the Owls looked huge.
Suddenly, Stefan Ciosici, Lafayette’s six-eleven, 260–pound center—nicknamed “Boogie” by his teammates because “he’s bigger than the boogie man”—didn’t look quite so huge. Not when Temple trotted out Ron Rollerson, at six-ten and at least 300 pounds, as well as six-ten, 250 Lamont Barnes and six-ten, 250 Kevin Lyde. Wor-thington would be the second biggest Lafayette starter at six-six, 215.
Size doesn’t always guarantee success in basketball, but Temple had the whole package: size, quickness, experience, and shooters. The players had known that on Sunday night when they had gathered to watch the pairings announced on CBS, but now they could see it firsthand. They had known this would not be easy; now they could see exactly why.
Even so, they weren’t intimidated. They had been in the NCAA Tournament a year earner and faced another number two seed, Miami. For twenty-five minutes, they had hung with the Hurricanes, until their size and strength wore them down; the final score had been 75–54. They had played good teams during the season just past: Georgia Tech, Villanova, Penn, Princeton—all on the road. They had beaten Princeton in overtime. They had lost in the final seconds to Villanova and Penn. They had hung close to Georgia Tech before losing by 11. They knew Temple was better than any of those teams. But this was March. They were better now than they had been early in the season. And this was a neutral court, a court where they assumed—hoped—the crowd would be for them if the game stayed close because they were such overwhelming underdogs.
It was 3:15 in the afternoon when they walked onto the court for tip-off. They were listed as a 2–point underdog. That was fine with them. They were ready to shock the world.
At a couple of minutes after four, they made the walk back down the hallway. This time, no one asked O’Hanlon for his pin. His response if he had been stopped might not have been as calm as it had been earlier.
The halftime score was 38–20. Lafayette had the 20. O’Hanlon didn’t even feel as if his team had played poorly. It had simply been overmatched. Lafayette’s only realistic hope had been to catch Temple on a day when its outside shooters were off the mark. Mark Karcher, their top 3–point shooter, had started the game by making three shots from beyond the arc. The half had ended with Quincy Wadley making an off-balance jumper as time expired. O’Hanlon slumped against a wall outside the door to the locker room and said to his three assistant coaches, “Boy, they’ve really made some shots.”
Deep down, he knew the dream had died during the first twenty minutes. But he couldn’t admit that to himself and he certainly couldn’t admit that to his players. He walked into the locker room and there they were, slumped in their chairs, staring at the floor. “Get your heads up,” he said. “This game’s not over.”
They picked their heads up and listened as he explained what had to be done to turn the game around. “One possession at a time,” he said. “There are no eighteen-point possessions. Just go from offense to defense and work hard at both ends of the floor. There’s no reason to panic.” He repeated himself, to reassure them and to reassure himself: “The game’s not even close to being over.”
They went back on the floor and gave O’Hanlon everything they had to give. Five minutes into the second half they had chipped away and cut the margin to 45–31. Ciosici yanked down a rebound and flipped an outlet pass to Tim Bieg, the baby-faced point guard who other Patriot League coaches often described as Lafayette’s most important player. Bieg, who had been recruited by three Ivy League schools for baseball but not basketball, pushed the ball into the front-court and found Tyson Whitfield, the team’s best 3–point shooter, open in the corner.
Whitfield releases his shot so quickly he is one of a very small handful of Patriot League players who occasionally draw the attention of pro scouts. His range is beyond the NBA 3–point line. Now, he lined up a shot from the corner as the coterie of Lafayette fans sitting opposite the bench came out of their seats in anticipation. They had seen Whitfield bury big shots from long range throughout the season and, as he released the shot, a glimmer of hope ran through them. If the shot went down and the margin went to 11, maybe they could get it into single digits and maybe Temple would start to get tight.…
The hope lasted for as long as the ball was airborne. The shot clanged off the back rim and was rebounded by Rollerson, even as Lafayette’s sixth man, Brian Burke, tried to somehow climb over him to get at the ball. Later, O’Hanlon would remember the moment vividly because it symbolized the entire afternoon, the 185–pound Burke trying to get over Rollerson, who looked a lot closer to 350 pounds than the 290 Temple admitted to. “Brian looked like a racing stripe on his back,” O’Hanlon said.
Rollerson shed Burke like a raindrop, quickly got the ball into the hands of All-American point guard Pepe Sanchez, who found a streaking Barnes for a layup even though Whitfield had raced back to try to cut him off. It was one of fifteen assists for Sanchez and it started a brutally efficient 11–4 run over the next three minutes. Suddenly, what could have been an 11–point deficit had become 21. The Lafayette bench, always alive with encouragement for those on the floor, was almost silent. Everyone knew that the world would not be shocked on this day.
With 4:09 left, Ciosici, who had battled foul problems throughout his career, fouled out. He had come all the way back from major knee surgery to be the MVP of the Patriot League Tournament seven days earlier, but none of that was on his mind as he came to the bench. He didn’t hear the cheers of the Lafayette fans or see them all standing to thank him for his efforts. O’Hanlon gave him a hug, then kneeled in front of him as he sat, head in his hands, on the bench.
“Hey, Stef,” he said. “You’ve fouled out before. No big deal.” He smiled, a life-goes-on smile. Ciosici wasn’t quite ready for it. All he could think was that this was the end after five years of working to become a basketball player. Five years of work, of learning to sound like an American and think like one. All those painful hours of rehab after the knee surgery. It wasn’t supposed to end sitting on the bench, fouled out in a one-sided game.
With 1:26 to go, O’Hanlon took Ehlers out. Once again, the Lafayette fans came to their feet. One by one his teammates greeted Ehlers. His expression never changed, but the emotion he felt was apparent. When he got to Ciosici, the hug was a little longer, the two seniors understanding that this was the end of a long road they had traveled together. Ehlers clung to a comforting thought: it had to end sooner or later. Thank goodness it’s ending in the NCAA Tournament.
At that moment, it was difficult for most of the players to feel anything but disappointment. They had thought the result was going to be different. They had truly believed they could stand in with a team filled with future pros and somehow make it a game. The cheers of their fans, their friends, even their families, meant little as the clock wound toward zero. O’Hanlon had told them over and over that the goal was not to participate, but to compete. They hadn’t made the trip to Buffalo to participate. They had come to compete. A final score of 73–47 was not what they had in mind.
And so, after they had gone through the ritual postgame handshakes with the Temple players, when they walked off the court and saw their school president, Arthur Rothkopf, waiting to congratulate each one of them, it didn’t feel right. They had lost, hadn’t they? The game hadn’t been close. Ian Eagle had undoubtedly used all of his fill material. But there was Rothkopf, hand extended, thanking each one of them as they left the court.
Age and perspective allowed Rothkopf to understand what the players couldn’t understand in those first few minutes of defeat. He knew exactly what their back-to-back conference championships had meant to the school, to the students, the faculty, and the alumni. He knew that the forty-six victories in two seasons had been accomplished without selling out academically, that four of the team’s five starters had grade point averages of 3.0 or higher, that the four seniors would all graduate with degrees they had earned—not degrees that had been gift-wrapped for them to ensure that they stuck around to keep winning basketball games. He knew that these players would look back fondly on their college days, that basketball would always be important to them, but that their futures would be as doctors and lawyers and writers and artists and CEOs. Maybe one or two would coach basketball and that was fine, too.
That was why Rothkopf felt so proud. That was why he said thank you. To him, 73–47 was nothing more than a footnote. As a coach, O’Hanlon had to tell his players that participating was not enough. As a college president, Rothkopf understood that participating was, in fact, plenty. They had been out there, in the arena, as Teddy Roosevelt once said. They were battered now and beaten, but they had been there, in the arena, with the future pros. The day before, a reporter from ABC News had told someone from Temple that Lafayette had a team GPA of 3.0. What, she wondered, was Temple’s team GPA? “No comment,” was the answer.
In the quiet of the locker room, O’Hanlon told his players how he felt now that it was over. “No one from Lafayette will ever forget this team,” he said. “You should feel proud of what you did for the school, proud of the way you approached every game and every day of practice. I know it hurts now, but you did everything you possibly could, gave everything you had every single day. No coach can ask for more than that.”
Then he pulled them all into the middle of the room one more time. They put their hands in and O’Hanlon said, “Lafayette, loud and proud.”
“LAFAYETTE!” they shouted, hanging on to the moment for an extra second or two.
Loud and proud.
With good reason
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“OTHERS WILL FOLLOW…”
LAFAYETTE’s NCAA Tournament experience was not all that different from most of the teams who participated in the event. After all, half of the sixty-four-team field lost in the first round and forty-eight of the sixty-four teams were gone by the end of the first weekend. Those who made it to the second and third weekends were almost always power schools, the kind who had virtually unlimited basketball budgets, coaches who made more money than anyone else on the college payroll, and rosters filled with players whose post-college plans were pretty much focused on three letters: N-B-A.
“Let’s be realistic,” Fran O’Hanlon said when the season was over and the fantasies of early March had been put aside. “At our level, making the NCAA Tournament is like reaching the Final Four. To win a game would be like winning the national championship.”
Especially when one considers the fact that the NCAA Tournament committee automatically buries teams from smaller conferences, like the Patriot League, at the bottom of the bracket. That means the Patriot League representative is always going to play a power team, one of the top seeds in the tournament. It is a little like sending David out to face Goliath without his slingshot.
“The hardest thing is to remember that the other team is a college team, too,” Navy’s Sitapha Savane said. “I remember in 1998 when we played North Carolina in the first round, we were all fans of North Carolina. We watched them play on TV all the time. When we walked out to start the game, I didn’t know whether I should shake hands with [national player of the year] Antawn Jamison or ask him for an autograph.”
That’s the rub when college students find themselves in a game against TV stars. And that’s what happens when the Patriot League ventures into the multibillion-dollar industry that is the NCAA Tournament. Temple appeared on network television or national cable television fifteen times in 1999–2000. Lafayette did so twice—in the Patriot League championship game and the Temple game. The 1998 North Carolina team that Navy played made twenty-four national TV appearances. Its first practice was on ESPN.
Lafayette was the tenth basketball champion of the Patriot League. The loss to Temple was the tenth first-round loss for the Patriot League representative in the NCAA Tournament. Only once had the margin of defeat been less than ten points, a 68–59 Connecticut victory over Colgate in 1996. All of which surprised no one in the Patriot League. Winning national championships has never been what the league is about.
As has so often been the case in college athletics, the Patriot League came about because of football. In the early 1980s, the presidents of the eight Ivy League schools, having agreed to expand their football schedules to ten games in 1980, were concerned about who they could play their three nonconference games against on a regular basis. They didn’t want to play too far “up”—and have their players beaten to a pulp by teams that averaged 300 pounds a man across the offensive line—and they didn’t want to play too many teams that wouldn’t challenge them either.
A vice president at Princeton named Tony Maruca was assigned by the Ivy presidents the task of finding a group of schools for the Ivies to play against on a year-in, year-out basis. After a couple of false starts, Maruca made contact with Father John Brooks, the president of Holy Cross, and Peter Likens, the president of Lehigh.
Holy Cross was a superb school academically, but it also had a big-time sports program. It had always played good football and it had been a national power in basketball, winning the NCAA championship in 1947 and the NIT—when the NIT still mattered—in 1954. Boston Celtics Hall of Famers Bob Cousy and Tom Heinsohn were counted among their alumni.
Nonetheless, Brooks was intrigued by what Maruca was proposing: a conglomerate of schools that would band together in a league of their own and play their nonconference games against the Ivy League schools. In order to make the deal work, though, the new leagues schools would have to follow the Ivy League model: no athletic scholarships. Athletes would be treated like other students. If they had financial need, they would receive financial aid. But being a great quarterback would not guarantee you a full scholarship.
Brooks knew that such a move would set off a firestorm at Holy Cross. But that notion didn’t intimidate him. (Under the definitions of crusty and feisty in the dictionary, one might find a picture of Brooks.) What’s more, he was convinced it was the right thing to do. Now seventy-seven and retired as school president since 1994, but still a professor and a vice president for development, Brooks works in an office adorned with sports memorabilia: headlines from the Boston Globe on the day after Holy Cross’s last victory over Boston College in football; a photo of the football stadium on a sunny day with a sellout crowd in attendance. He is a real live fan, a regular at Holy Cross athletic events. But he says he never believed in athletic scholarships.
“In an ideal world, we’d scholarship all the students, but we don’t have that kind of money and never will,” he said, his voice rich with the tones of a man who has spent his life in New England. “I’ve never believed that a basketball player or a football player is any more deserving of a scholarship than a chemistry whiz or a talented cellist. It’s just not right. I have friends at other schools who talk about the money it can bring to a school, but at what price? Most schools don’t make money off their scholarship athletes. Those that do have to sell their souls to do it. And anyone who tells you different is fooling themselves.”
Brooks, Likens, and Maruca ended up recruiting four other schools to join their new league: Bucknell, Colgate, Lafayette, and Davidson. William and Mary was set to become the new league’s seventh team,but a hue and cry from alumni over the notion of dropping athletic scholarships forced a rethinking of the school’s position.
The six schools, under the name “Colonial Athletic League,” began competing in 1986, playing four nonconference games each against Ivy League schools. As in the Ivy League, there was no commissioner, just an executive director who reported directly to the presidents. “The idea from day one was that the league would be built on three premises,” Brooks said. “Presidential control, a real academic index that would be adhered to* and need-based scholarships.”
The Academic Index—or AI as it is known within the league—is a combination of a student’s grade point average and SAT or ACT scores. The presidents agreed to share with one another the AI for all their athletes and agreed that if a school accepted a student whose AI fell well below the AI of the student body, it would be forced to defend that acceptance to the satisfaction of the other presidents.
“Every once in a while there was someone who raised an eyebrow, and there was usually a reason why he had been accepted,” Brooks said. “But it never got out of hand. It was one here, one there, more often than not a minority student who the school felt had the potential to do well academically.”
The AIs of the athletes were tracked by the presidents throughout their time at each school. If a pattern developed where a particular school seemed to be losing a number of athletes prior to graduation or where a dropoff in the AI was noticed, it was brought up to the president involved. “It didn’t really happen very often,” Brooks said. “Making the AIs public to one another was a good way of keeping everyone in line.”
What’s more, the schools involved were all academic-minded. The average SAT score within the student body for Patriot League schools ranges from the mid-1200s to the low 1300s. Rarely does an athlete in the league fall below 1000, and they usually have strong GPAs as a balance. Even then, they are considered high risk.
Almost from day one, the league presidents were searching for additional members. Within two years, Davidson had dropped out of the league. Being in a northeastern-based league was difficult for a school in North Carolina and the school didn’t wantto give up scholarships in basketball if and when the league expanded to include basketball. A committee of three was formed to seek other schools, with the notion that the conference could not survive in a football-only mode. Brooks, Colgate Athletic Director Fred Dunlap, and Alan Childs, a psychology professor at Lafayette who had been hired as the league’s first executive director, were given the assignment of finding new members.
Fordham was interested in joining, especially if the league also included basketball. Athletic Director Frank McLaughlin did not feel that the Metro Atlantic Athletic Conference was right for his school and told the search committee that he suspected the people at Army felt the same way and encouraged them to approach Army.
Army was looking for a new league for its basketball team, but had absolutely no intention of dropping from Division I-A in football to the Colonial League’s Division I-AA. At first Brooks was adamant that Army drop to I-AA in football. Childs and Dunlap eventually talked him into softening his position.
“Father Brooks has strong feelings on everything,” said Childs, who still teaches at Lafayette but long ago left league administration behind. “He didn’t think there was any reason to compromise on any of the principles the league was founded on. But what he figured out fairly quickly was that some compromise was better than not having a league at all.”
Bringing Army into the league was going to change the dynamic under any circumstances, since all 4,000 cadets are on scholarship—government scholarships. Brooks and company were able to deal with that notion for three reasons: like the other schools in the league, all the students at West Point were treated identically in terms of financial aid; Army was academically comparable to the rest of the leagues schools; and, perhaps most important, the five-year postgraduate military commitment made it just as impossible for Army to recruit future NBA or NFL players as the other schools.
During the course of the negotiations with Army, David Palmer, the superintendent, and Carl Ullrich, the athletic director, brought Navy into the mix. Army and Navy don’t like to make too many decisions without consulting each other—although Army did recently join a football conference without Navy—and Ullrich knew that Jack Lengyel, his counterpart at Navy, was looking for a way out of the Colonial Athletic Association in basketball.
When all was said and done, Fordham, Army, and Navy joined and the Patriot League was launched in 1990. The name was changed from Colonial Athletic League because the Colonial Athletic Association threatened to sue, and, even though the leagues lawyers thought they would win in court, the presidents decided it wasn’t worth the time or the money. It was Ullrich who suggested Patriot League. It was also Ullrich who, after retiring as AD at Army in 1990, was chosen to succeed Childs as the leagues executive director, in large part because he had the contacts to ensure that the new league would receive an automatic bid to the NCAA basketball tournament, an absolute must for a Division I league to survive. Without that carrot—“come here and have a chance to play in the tournament”— recruiting, especially in a nonscholarship league, would be impossible.
The league celebrated its tenth anniversary in 1999–2000 after an often rocky decade of change. Fordham withdrew as a basketball participant after the 1995 season under tremendous pressure from alumni who were outraged at what the lack of scholarships was doing to the quality of its team. “Their alumni think they should be competing with St. John’s,” Brooks said. “What they really should be doing is competing with Columbia.”
Fordham would have stayed in the league if the presidents had allowed it to restore scholarships in basketball. The presidents said no, Fordham withdrew (remaining in football), and the league was down to seven teams. Brooks retired in 1994 and two years later, under similar pressure from alumni, Holy Cross announced to the rest of the league that it intended to restore basketball scholarships, beginning with the class entering in the fall of 1998. This time die presidents couldn’t say no. If Holy Cross withdrew, the league would be down to six teams, and seven is the minimum number required to receive an automatic NCAA bid. No Holy Cross, no bid. The presidents acquiesced. A year later, Lehigh, which had started awarding wrestling scholarships in 1991 (wrestling is by far the number one sport at Lehigh, and, since the school is not a league member in wrestling, there was no objection), announced that it intended to begin awarding basketball scholarships on a limited basis (two per year) in 1999.
Which left the league in a unique and uncomfortable situation. Three schools—Bucknell, Colgate, and Lafayette—continued to cling to the founding principle of need-based scholarships. Two were providing government-sponsored scholarships and two were now awarding athletic scholarships.
“Not exactly a level playing field,” Colgate athletic director Mark Murphy said.
Not even close. No one was more horrified by his school’s decision to begin awarding scholarships again than Brooks. “They didn’t exactly consult me,” he said dryly. “I think it’s a very dangerous path for the school and the league. I honestly believe that a majority of our alumni thought we did the right thing when we joined the league. But there’s a substantial minority, a very vocal minority, diat was against it.
“I made two decisions as president that were controversial: the first was admitting women. The second was joining the Patriot League. The second was far more controversial.”
What brought about the change more than any question of principle was what almost always brings about changes in athletics: losing. Holy Cross had once been a very good eastern football school. When it joined the Patriot League and phased out scholarships, it began to drop like the proverbial stone. The same happened in basketball. The last scholarship class at the school—the seniors of 1993—won the Patriot League championship. After that, things went south rapidly, bottoming with records of 8–19, 7–20, and 7–20. Even before those awful seasons, the alumni drumbeats were growing.
“I think it was tougher for Holy Cross because it had never recruited nonscholarship kids in the past,” said Dick Regan, the current athletic director, Holy Cross, Class of ‘76. “The other league schools had been nonscholarship in the past so they knew how to identify the kind of kid that would be interested in the school and how to convince them this was a good route for them. Holy Cross didn’t have that experience.”
Both Regan and Joe Sterrett, the AD at Lehigh, make articulate cases for returning scholarships on a limited and very controlled basis.
“It all depends on how you handle it,” said Sterrett, who was a star quarterback at Lehigh in the 1970s. “If you go out and say, We’re just going to take the best possible athletes,’ then sure, you change the dynamics and you head down that slippery slope that we’ve seen so many schools go down.
“But if you handle it correctly, you can actually increase the academic quality of your athletes because you may have a chance to get some kids by offering them a full scholarship who you otherwise wouldn’t get.”
Patriot League schools often recruit against Ivy League schools. In most cases, all things being equal, the Ivy League school is going to win a recruiting battle for the simple reason that it is the Ivy League. Alan Childs calls it “reputational endowment.”
Sterrett makes the case that if Lehigh is recruiting a basketball player with a 3.7 GPA and 1400 on the boards against Princeton and both schools offer the player $15,000 in financial aid (Patriot League schools cost a student between $29,000 and $33,000 annually), the player is going to choose Princeton at least nine times out of ten. But if Lehigh offers the same player a full scholarship and his parents don’t have to go through the hassle of supplying all their financial records to the school in order to qualify for aid, he may very well choose Lehigh.
“If we have a weakness academically among our athletes, it’s that we’ve all but eliminated the middle-class kid with good grades,” Sterrett said. “Some just can’t afford to come here, some will go to a Division II school that offers them a full scholarship. That means we have a lot of kids who are very rich and a lot of lads who are very poor who we can offer a lot of aid to, but very few kids in between.”
There isn’t a president in the league, past or present, including Brooks, who does not have great respect for Sterrett. They don’t argue with his hypothesis. But those who favor only financial aid return to the principle.
“I don’t think any group of students should be singled out that way,” Lafayette president Arthur Rothkopf said. “And, at least at the moment, we’re proving you can do it this way and still compete.”
That argument, which is completely valid at Lafayette right now, is what makes the three coaches in the league who do not have scholarships—O’Hanlon, Colgate’s Emmett Davis, and Bucknell’s Pat Flannery—groan. “It’s a catch-22,” Flannery said. “If we’re doing okay without scholarships, we make the argument against them. But what happens when one of us goes six and twenty-two and gets fired and then someone decides the next guy needs scholarships. I think that’s what worries us.”
Flannery is the most outspoken coach on the topic, in large part because he is outspoken on any topic he addresses. O’Hanlon likes to joke that if he wants to get Flannery upset, he just sidles up to him and whispers “athletic scholarships.” But he is just as concerned about the future as Flannery is. As much as he loves Lafayette and the players he has coached the last five years, he feels compelled to keep his eyes and ears open when coaching jobs become available because he knows he can’t be sure what the future is at Lafayette. In the spring of 2000 he came close to taking the job at Siena. The only reason he even interviewed for the Siena job was his concern about Lafayette’s future as a nonscholarship school in an increasingly scholarship-dominated league.
Most people in the league believe that returning to athletic scholarships is inevitable if the league is to survive. In the spring of 2000, the league was out recruiting new members—“grow or die” is the way Childs describes the philosophy of college conferences these days—telling each potential candidate (Richmond, William and Mary, and most notably American University) that it would not have to give up athletic scholarships if it joined the league. When American did agree to join the league (beginning in the fall of 2001) it did so only after being told it did not have to give up its scholarships. The reality of college athletics in the twenty-first century is that only the Ivy League, with its reputational endowment, is likely to endure long term on the Division I level without athletic scholarships. Even Brooks, as much as he would like to see the Utopian vision of equal treatment for all students continue, understands.
“The sign at the entrance to this school does NOT say, ‘Basketball team of Holy Cross,’ or ‘Football team of Holy Cross, ’” he said. “It says, ‘College of Holy Cross.’ But I know the pressures all our schools are facing.” He smiled. “You know, when we first started the league and the presidents would meet, we would tell one another, We’re building a model that others will follow.’ So far, no one has followed.”
Perhaps not. But that doesn’t mean that the model is a failure. The Patriot League is not the Ivy League and does not pretend to be. But it is a league made up of seven high-quality schools that, scholarships or no scholarships, have refused to sell their souls in the name of winning games and cashing in on the athletes they recruit.
Most schools that compete on the national level—certainly almost all of the top 150 of the 318 Division I basketball schools—make huge academic concessions for basketball players. The stories that pop up in the newspapers regularly about academic fraud, players being given money or other benefits by street agents or alumni or AAU coaches, are the result of a system that rewards winning at all costs. During the 1999–2000 academic year, several top players at big-name schools were suspended by the NCAA for rules violations. Coaches around the country screamed that the NCAA was running amok, picking on innocent kids. St. John’s Coach Mike Jarvis, whose star point guard Erik Barkley was suspended by the NCAA on two occasions, likened the NCAA to Nazi Germany and accused the organization of Gestapo tactics. He said he felt as if someone had come into his house and raped him. (The last remark he later apologized for.)
The NCAA is a classic bureaucracy that makes so many mistakes it is impossible to keep count. But when all was said and done, Barkley and the other accused players had broken rules—serious rules. They were not innocent kids, they were role-players in a system that turns kids into spoiled takers, often before they are eighteen. It is a system that leaves most high-profile college basketball players with a sense of entidement that borders on ridiculous.
In the wake of the Barkley suspension, Duke Coach Mike Krzy-zewski, whose program is often held up as the shining star of big-time college basketball, made the comment that no college program, including his own, could withstand a thorough NCAA investigation without taking some kind of a fall. There is no doubting the fact that he is correct. He made the comment as an indictment of the NCAA. In truth, it is an indictment of what big-money college basketball has become.
Some players do go to class. Some graduate. A majority don’t. And, even those who do go to class and do graduate chose their college because of what it offered to them as basketball players. Their first priority is basketball. That’s why there are so many transfers—playing time matters more than anything else. These are pros-in-training.
There are sixteen schools playing Division I college basketball who can call their players “student-athletes” with a straight face: the eight Ivy League schools, the seven Patriot League schools, and the Air Force Academy. In 1999 the five nonmilitary academies in the Patriot League had overall graduation rates ranging from 82 percent to 91 percent, according to the official NCAA statistics. Since Army and Navy do not have “athletic” scholarships, they do not file their graduation rates with the NCAA. Historically, though, the attrition rate for athletes at the academies is lower than for the student body overall. In 1998, Navy had seven seniors on the basketball team. All seven graduated.
There are a number of reasons for these successes. First and foremost, the schools simply won’t give in to the temptation to take gifted athletes who are poor students. The sharing of the AIs is one reason, the general approach of the schools to athletics is another.
“It doesn’t do you any good to get high-risk kids into school, because they’re either going to be miserable struggling with the academics or they’re not going to make it at all,” Flannery said. “Occasionally there’s a kid who strikes you as someone whose numbers may not be good but will be able to do the work. Then you might take a chance. But you also need a track record with your admissions department. If you’re bringing in kids who do well, they might go along with you on occasion. If not, forget it.”
If not, you probably won’t have a job for long anyway. Patriot League schools and Ivy League schools fire coaches for losing too often the same way schools in the big-time leagues do. Fran O’Hanlon was hired at Lafayette in 1995 because his predecessor, John Leone, had gone 2–25, even though Leone was highly thought of as a person by everyone on campus. Sal Mentesana succeeded Dave Duke as the coach at Lehigh in 1996 after a 4–23 season. Don DeVoe took over for Pete Herrmann at Navy in 1992 after four straight 20–plus-loss seasons. Ralph Willard was hired at Holy Cross in 1999 because Bill Raynor failed to win 10 games in a season three years in a row.
No one ever questioned the character of the fired coaches. And each probably lasted longer in a losing situation than they might have in the ACC, the Big East, or the Big Ten. (Witness Herrmanns record.)
The difference is this: in the big-time leagues, winning is just about all that matters. A coach is more likely to survive NCAA probation than three straight losing seasons. And graduation rates have become almost a moot point if you win enough games. When Michigan State won the national championship in April of 2000 it became the first national champion in seven years whose basketball team had a graduation rate higher than 50 percent during the 1990s since North Carolina (78 percent) in 1993. The Spartans graduated 63 percent of their basketball players during the decade. No one who won a national title from 1994 through 1999 was higher than 44 percent (Connecticut). The low was Arizona at 28 percent.
As low as those numbers are, graduation rates at big-time schools can be deceiving. Basketball players receive all the free tutoring they want, all the free summer school they can handle, and have academic advisors who guide them into classes with jock-friendly professors. Larger schools also have majors where weaker students can be “hidden.” Check the media guides of some schools and you will find a lot of “general studies” majors. Not to mention physical education.
“There’s no place to hide at Holy Cross,” Father Brooks said. “If you can’t do the work, that’s going to be apparent very quickly.”
That’s true at all seven Patriot League schools. Even top academic schools like Duke and Georgetown that have respectable graduation rates (78 percent and 68 percent, respectively, in the 1990s) make huge concessions in the name of winning basketball games. At Duke, where the average SAT score is over 1400, it is not uncommon for basketball players with under 1000 on the SAT to be accepted. No matter how culturally biased the SAT may be, that is a huge gap. Georgetown goes even further. During the 1999–2000 season, according to a story in the Washington Post,four of Georgetown’s basketball players had been admitted to school having met none of the NCAA minimums in the areas of SAT (820), GPA, or core courses.
Brooks, who is friends with a number of his fellow Jesuit priests at Georgetown, says he often discusses what has happened at Georgetown with his friends there. “Some defend it, some don’t,” he said. “Some will tell you that [former coach] John Thompson did great things for the school, put it on the map, made it a lot of money. My answer is always the same, ‘At what cost?’ I would say it was too high in terms of academic integrity.”
Several years ago Brooks was asked by Holy Cross graduate Bob Cousy to appear on a panel that included Thompson and then-North Carolina Coach Dean Smith, another coaching legend. When the subject turned to the question of star players leaving college early to pursue big money in the NBA both Thompson and Smith argued that if the money was there, the player had to take it. Everyone looked to Brooks for rebuttal.
“I told them that I agreed with them a hundred percent,” Brooks said. “They were all stunned. And then I said, ‘Because what you people are doing has very lithe to do with education.”
According to Brooks, both Smith and Thompson were furious. Smith, who would rather discuss the doctors and lawyers who have come through his program than the All-Americans, rambled on about post-graduate degrees and the emphasis on academics at North Carolina. Brooks wasn’t buying. During his thirty-six years at North Carolina, Smith probably worked as hard as anyone coaching a national contender at maintaining some sense of academic integrity. Nonetheless, North Carolina routinely accepted basketball players whose academic numbers fell way below other students’ at the school. In fact, it often accepted players who had not yet met NCAA academic mini-mums and once accepted a player who never enrolled at the school because he failed to graduate from high school.
Thompson went even further. He convinced his “bosses” (and the word belongs in quotes) at Georgetown that it was okay to accept any basketball player on the grounds that he would benefit just by being in college—even if he never graduated. One notable player, Michael Graham, who failed to graduate from his high school, was admitted to Georgetown after passing some kind of equivlency test. He stayed at Georgetown long enough to help the Hoyas win a national championship in 1984 and then departed. Who exactly benefited from this arrangement?
In the Patriot League, such an arrangement could never have happened. The league isn’t about winning national championships. The presidents and ADs aren’t opposed to the idea—they just believe that if it takes the land of academic shenanigans that produce a Michael Graham for Georgetown to win one, they’ll do without.
When the panel was-over, Thompson, all six-ten, 300 pounds of him, confronted Brooks, who was giving away at least a foot and about 150 pounds, angrily telling him that he couldn’t “understand” what Thompson and his program were all about. “I think I understand exactly what you’re about, Coach,” Brooks remembers answering.
Brooks is right when he says that others have not followed the Patriot League model. Maybe they should have.



End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Art_P200c.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P200g.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P200m.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P200a.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P200b.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P200n.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P200f.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P200j.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P200o.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P200e.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P200k.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P200i.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P200p.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P200d.jpg





OEBPS/images/LastAmateurs-cover.jpg
/ 1 =
NEW YORK TIMES nESY;ELLER/

AST 4
IATEURS

behind-the/scenes
o the pages turning /"
—Wall Street Journal






OEBPS/images/Art_P200l.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P200h.jpg





