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Introduction

Meet the Magnificent

On January 17, 1998, Wilt Chamberlain came all the way home to Allen Fieldhouse just to say I’m sorry.

Sorry for letting down his team, the University of Kansas, and, at least in Wilt’s worried mind, the entire sovereign state of Kansas, by not delivering them a championship in an excruciating 54–53, triple-OT loss to North Carolina in the 1957 NCAA title game.

In truth, the Big Dipper had nothing—NOTHING—for which to apologize. He played exceedingly well that evening, to the tune of twenty-three points and fourteen boards. Had his six teammates who saw action in that game managed to score more than thirty combined points, on horrendous 26 percent shooting, Allen Fieldhouse would be displaying five, rather than four, championship banners.

“I’m afraid they’re going to boo me,” Wilt confided to a reporter before taking center court at halftime to have his jersey retired.

Wrong again, big fella.

Wilt had neglected to consider that Kansas basketball fans tend to have a more sweeping view of their legends than can be defined by a single one-point loss. Wilt walked out on the court that night to rapturous, sustained applause, befitting a man of his accomplishments and fundamental human kindness and decency. Their welcome had the seven-foot-one colossus battling back the tears.

That loss forty-one years ago was “devastating to me,” Wilt told the crowd, “because I felt I had let you all down.”

“But then I come out here today and realize how many people have shown me so much appreciation, love and warmth . . . I learned one thing over the years, and that is that you have to take the bitter with the sweet. And how sweet this is right here!”

You’ll be reading more about Wilt Chamberlain and his time at KU in this book, which is all about the evolution of seven legendary Division I basketball programs—their histories, their cultures, their triumphs (and occasional travails), and all the legends who made those seven stories worth telling.

Here’s how we chose our subjects:


Success

Our “seven beauties”—Indiana, Kentucky, Duke, North Carolina, UCLA, Kansas, and UConn (the University of Connecticut)—to this date have collectively garnered forty-five of the eighty-five NCAA championships contested since the tournament commenced in 1939. That’s a 53 percent win rate. Push the clock forward to 1950, and the win rate rises to 57 percent.

Each of the seven has won at least four titles (eleven for UCLA; eight for Kentucky; six each for UConn and UNC; five each for Indiana and Duke; and four for Kansas). Add to these dozens and dozens of Final Four and Elite Eight appearances.

Not to belittle the sheer delights of March Madness, but the ongoing success of these seven programs highlights an oft-neglected aspect of the NCAA tournament. Indeed, one might term it the obverse of madness. Beneath all the unpredictable zaniness of mid-March, there lies an equally thick layer of normality and sanity that fully reveals itself in early April.



Longevity and Consistency

None of our elite seven is a one- or two-decade wonder. All have earned their spurs over a period of at least three decades. Kentucky, for its part, started winning championships way back in 1948. It won again the following season, then twice in the ’50s, once in the ’70s, twice more in the ’90s, and a last one in 2012. That’s five decades’ worth of titles, under five different head coaches.

North Carolina has also hoisted NCAA tournament banners in five different decades, the first in 1957 and the most recent in 2017. Duke and Indiana each copped five titles over a span of four decades.

And then, there are the UConn Huskies, who were very late to this party but have more than made up for it. They didn’t grab their first brass ring until 1999, but since then, they’ve been on quite a roll. A second title in 2004, two more in the following decade, a fifth in 2023, and a sixth in ’24. In total, six championships in twenty-five years over the course of four decades, the most of any school during this period.

Of course, when it comes to miraculous rolls, we have the poster child in UCLA, which has won eleven championships in three decades—ten of them in one twelve-year stretch. That’s a roll that will almost certainly never be approached, let alone duplicated, and qualifies UCLA for inclusion in this book regardless of its relatively brief longevity.

Moreover, as consistent as our seven have been on the winning side, they’ve been even more dependable when it comes to keeping the losing streaks to a bare minimum. Kentucky, for example, had its last back-to-back losing seasons more than one hundred years ago. Carolina hasn’t gone back-to-back on the minus side in seventy-two years (1952), and Duke and Kansas haven’t posted two losing records in a row in more than forty years. Regularity up and down the line.

All our blue bloods have been playing the long game.



Copious Legends

A basketball program cannot reach these kinds of heights without the benefit of legendary figures. All our programs have had the great good fortune to be associated at various times with the finest coaches and players in the college game. Men whose contributions to the game would have survived the ages, even without the banners.

Take James Naismith, who had the bright idea of stitching together some leather panels around a rubber bladder and making a healthy, fun game out of putting that ball in a peach basket. Naismith brought his marvelous invention to Kansas University in the late 1890s and established the first collegiate basketball program there. Naismith was soon followed as head coach by Phog Allen. All Allen did during the first half of the twentieth century was cement the notion that coaching mattered. Hence, the human coaching highlight reel that has defined KU basketball since its inception—Naismith, Allen, Dean Smith, Larry Brown, Roy Williams, Bill Self, Gregg Popovich, Ted Owens, John Calipari—all have left their imprints in Lawrence.

Michael Jordan, John Wooden, Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, Mike Krzyzewski, Bobby Knight, Bill Walton, Danny Manning, Frank McGuire, Jim Calhoun, and Isiah Thomas are just a few of the many Hall of Fame names contributing to those forty-five championships.



Rivalries

As Bette Davis had her Joan Crawford, the Yankees their Red Sox, and Bugs Bunny his Elmer Fudd, blue-blood basketball programs are energized by their fierce, ardent rivalries.

Where would Duke and UNC be without each other? Or Kentucky without Louisville, and UConn absent Georgetown and Syracuse? Similarly, Indiana wouldn’t be quite the same without Purdue, or would Kansas without its in-state nemesis, Kansas State, or its old “border war” foe, Missouri.

UCLA, however, is the outlier in this regard. As the reigning king back when it was snatching up titles like violets in spring, UCLA was the primary target of every big-time college basketball program. For a brief period in the late ’60s, Bob Boyd’s USC Trojans, with their stifling stall tactics, befuddled the Bruins. Notre Dame and Houston also had their moments versus the Wizard of Westwood. Even now, with the afterglow of the ten Wooden championships long dimmed, the Bruins still seem to be standing alone on a hill and everyone else consumed with knocking them off it.



Focus, Focus, Focus

In 2006, a sexual abuse scandal surrounding the Duke University lacrosse team roiled the entire campus; the town of Durham, North Carolina; and a large chunk of America. But not so much the basketball team.

Asked many years later how the team managed to keep its eyes on the ball, so to speak, amid all that noise and discord, assistant coach Steve Wojciechowski nailed it concisely:

“Whatever was going on outside our little world, our main concern was about basketball, putting out the best team we could.”

That kind of mind-set is essential in the achievement of long-term success and is a chief characteristic of all our seven blue bloods.

It can be glimpsed in John Wooden’s meticulously mapped-out daily practice routine, executed with an attention to detail unmatched in the history of college basketball. Or in the demand of the fiery Indiana coach Bob Knight that his players put aside all else and adhere to the highest levels of discipline and self-control on the court. Unfortunately, Coach Knight didn’t always apply the same level of discipline to his personal behavior, something you’ll read about in some depth in the Indiana chapter.



The Limelight to Themselves

It is no coincidence that none of our seven beauties has an accompanying big-time football program to hog the media attention, capture the loyalty of a large fan base, and gobble up all the sorely needed athletic department resources.

Although a few basketball teams (Michigan, Ohio State, Florida) have managed to share in the reflected glory of their powerhouse football programs, there appears to be a strong correlation between basketball success and pigskin failure.

UCLA, once again, is somewhat of an exception, as its football team, under the legendary Red Sanders, was the dominant sports program on campus during the early Wooden years. Sanders’s 1954 team won UCLA’s only football title, and his program won about 77 percent of its games overall. But once Wooden started piling up the titles, UCLA football faded into the thick LA haze and has not fully emerged since.



Rolling with the Punches

There are no saints in college basketball. There never were.

But today, the stakes are higher, and the rules of the game have changed, muddying the waters regarding the differentiation between saints and sinners, or perhaps taking us to a place where concepts of saintliness and sinfulness are outmoded.

Be that as it may, big-time D1 basketball has been a cutthroat, dollar-driven business for quite some time, and any semi-successful team that has avoided disciplinary sanctions—major or minor—over the past decades has likely done so only by virtue of dumb luck. The only things the righteous had to gain in this hothouse environment were a clean conscience and a 2–14 conference record.

Grade-fixing, pay-for-play schemes and other recruiting excesses, drugs, hazing, bullying, sexual abuse, racism have long been commonplace crimes and misdemeanors in the college game. Not to mention the concentration of power as major basketball programs continue to switch conferences in search of the almighty buck, and lots of NIL (name, image, likeness) money begins to flow through an already corrupted system.

Kansas, North Carolina, Kentucky, UConn, and Indiana have all faced weighty sanctions in recent years. UCLA skirted accountability for decades regarding the actions of a booster named Sam Gilbert, whose beneficence toward UCLA players earned him the nickname “Papa Sam.” But a mild stench of the Gilbert scandal still clings to the program.

And Duke, despite its relatively pristine image, has seen it smudged, with a number of reputed booster payoffs to recruits over the past several years and a minor violation on the part of Coach K himself in late 2019.

But like the blue bloods they are, these seven programs have weathered the worst of it and generally come out much healthier than their brethren.

For example, a bloody but unbowed Kansas demonstrated its resilience with a national championship in 2022. And a year later, UConn bid farewell to the infamy of a two-year NCAA probation by winning the grand prize.

A new dawn in college sports is surely going to turn most of the old ways of doing business upside down.

But whatever may pass for improper behavior going forward will just as surely be papered over by a lot of winning.



Rabid Fans

Rich Favreau, a Kansas University basketball fan for nearly sixty years, described the experience of walking into the Rules Gallery at Allen Fieldhouse and encountering the original copy of James Naismith’s thirteen rules of basketball, enshrined in a glass case along with a portrait of the founder.

“The best way I can put it is that you feel like you’re looking at the Ark of the Covenant,” said Favreau.

That, my friends, is a basketball fan.

And Kansas has many tens of thousands of reverential rooters like Mr. Favreau, whose fandom is a kind of secular religion.

The same can be said of the other six blue bloods and their huge nationwide (verging on worldwide) fan bases.

The evidence lies in the warmth inside Cameron Indoor Stadium on cold January nights, and the smell of a bonfire raging on Franklin Street in Chapel Hill after a big Tar Heel win. Or the deafening roar of the invading horde of Huskie faithful at a Big East Conference Tourney final, rocking Madison Square Garden with endless chants of “UCONN, UCONN, UCONN!”

Although there is no concrete proof that this kind of religious fervor yields championships, it does recognize and celebrate the remarkable achievements of our seven beauties.

And, finally, Quaquaversal (shout-out here to Word Guru).

Loosely translated, this delightful adjective denotes something that, by its very nature, is all-encompassing. Which is what we mean when we talk about program “culture” and its utmost importance in the determination of success or failure.

These days, culture is primarily deployed as a buzzword, especially when it comes from the mouths of corporate executives and head basketball coaches, who tend to define it in its narrowest, most simplistic terms: a “good” team culture, one hears over and over, is characterized by trust among players and coaches, mutual respect, discipline, and a shared commitment to a one-for-all-and-all-for-one vision of the enterprise.

All of which is very well and good, as far as it goes. But a more accurate—and inclusive—view incorporates all the behaviors, philosophies, and feelings of everyone and everything that touches the program: the university, its athletic department, alumni/boosters, fans, legacy and social media, and the myriad benefits and blemishes of the society in which we live. And of course, once again, there’s the money. Lots and lots of money, which is probably the single most transformative agent within this vast mélange.

Another crucial element of a program culture is constant change, as the coaching carousel keeps spinning, the portals open wide, and the one-and-dones or two-and-dones come and go in the wink of a young girl’s eye. For example, it is not possible to replicate John Wooden’s culture because the Lord made only one John Wooden. Likewise, Dean Smith, Adolph Rupp, Bobby Knight, Phog Allen, and all the singular talents who have helmed our blue bloods over the years.

These are powerful forces that converge to create the intense pressure-filled environments that all major D1 basketball programs must confront every hour of every day.

All this can take an enormous mental and physical toll on coaches, who are on the cutting edge of these ever-changing cultures and must bear the brunt of the disappointment when things don’t work out according to plan.

To take just one stress-filled example: In this age of the portal, coaches now must expand their scope of recruiting beyond high schools, to encompass players from other college programs as well as their own valuable players, who now need to be re-recruited every year to keep them from seeking greener pastures elsewhere. And that’s not to mention raising the NIL money that it takes to do all that.

Dr. Jim Taylor, a sports psychologist in northern California who counsels D1 coaches on how to create “winning” cultures that match their own personalities and skills, has seen up close what this type of stress can do to his patients.


“There are so many aspects to coaching at this level,” he says. “Recruiting, teaching, [game] management, creating core values, dealing with the media and the boosters, getting players to buy in to a system that emphasizes common goals at a moment in time when everything they see and hear on the outside tells them otherwise.”

So, given all this complexity and the underlying fissures, what cultural advantages do our blue-blood basketball programs possess that give them an edge over the competition?

Dr. Taylor suggests at least one big one: It’s something that may seem as flimsy as gossamer but is, in actuality, as powerful a statement of purpose as a slam dunk—“institutional memory.”

Very simply stated, it’s the history of a program, embedded in all that has been written and observed over the decades. It’s lodged in the memories and experiences of former players and coaches who remain lifelong program fixtures and living symbols of what was once great and could be again.

It’s John Wooden and Roy Williams on game nights, assuming their regular seats under all those championship banners and spreading those positive vibes all over the arena. Encountering these monuments to success on a frequent basis, it becomes easier for players and fans to imagine the glories of the past and future as one.

Blue bloods do much better in preserving and harnessing those memories for maximum impact, either concretely (Kansas’s Rules Gallery, the memorabilia at the entrance to Cameron Indoor), in song (“Indiana, Our Indiana”) or event (Kentucky’s “Big Blue Madness”).

“You can call institutional memory a form of zeitgeist [a German word for ‘time spirit’],” concludes Dr. Taylor. “It’s everywhere you look and to everyone involved in the program, it says ‘remember.’”

So, consider the following a rekindling of those time spirits, as well as a celebration of what was and will most likely continue to be.

We hope you enjoy the tour.





Chapter 1

UConn

Quiet No More

NCAA titles (6)—1999, 2004, 2011, 2014, 2023, 2024

Final Fours (7)—1999, 2004, 2009, 2011, 2014, 2023, 2024

Elite Eights (13)—1964, 1990, 1995, 1998, 1999, 2002, 2004, 2006, 2009, 2011, 2014, 2023, 2024

NCAA tournament appearances—37* (1996 vacated)

Conference regular season titles—11 Big East, 20 Yankee

Conference tournament championships—2 ECAC, 8 Big East, 1 AAC

Nestled serenely into the far northeast tip of Connecticut are a string of rustic hamlets known collectively as the “Quiet Corner.” Once bustling communities powered by large watermills set on fast rivers, these early-nineteenth-century towns—Pomfret, Putnam, Woodstock, Thompson—haven’t bustled in nearly a century. Today, the Quiet Corner appeals mostly to tourists drawn to its historic inns, antique shops, and pleasant hikes along the Quinebaug River, home to pickerel frogs, great blue herons, and spotted salamanders. More adventurous souls can hike the “hogback,” a ridge line of exposed bedrock that marks the western boundary of the Quinebaug Woods, a hemlock forest resplendent in silvery white, dark green, and reddish browns.


Located a mere stone’s throw to the west of the QC—about 8.6 miles as the crow flies—is the village of Storrs, home to the University of Connecticut and its men’s and women’s basketball teams. Apart from college basketball, Storrs, with a population of roughly sixteen thousand, was most famous not all that long ago for being “America’s Best Place to Avoid Death Due to Natural Disaster.”

Peter Tork of the Monkees went to high school there, as did the lead singer from Weezer. Wendy O. Williams of the Plasmatics moved into town in 1991 and died there in 1998.

“Well, we had a general store, a grocery, and one dairy bar,” recalls Dom Perno Jr., a UConn graduate, former basketball team manager, and son of Dom Sr., who started at guard for UConn in the 1960s and went on to become head coach and an early catalyst in the program’s transition from preeminent New England stalwart to national powerhouse.

In short, although Storrs may be geographically situated outside the immediate perimeter of the Quiet Corner, it remains as quiescent and uneventful as any redoubt whose primary purpose is being a good place to stay out of the path of a tornado. Or as many have termed it, a “cow pasture with a college.”

Except, that is, on game nights at Gampel Pavilion. Then, like a basketball-inspired Brigadoon, sleepy Storrs stirs from its reverie, breaking loose in a cacophony of ear-shattering cheers and emotional outbursts. Every home game is a party (as is every road game, for that matter), and everyone in Storrs is invited.

It seemed to happen so fast. Back in 1995, the year the UConn women won their first NCAA title and four years before the elite men’s squad won its first of six (and counting), Dick Vitale, the effusive-
bordering-on-unhinged TV commentator, knighted Storrs as the “capital of the basketball world.” In Vitale-speak, that was, at most, minor hyperbole.

But the change didn’t happen overnight. The six NCAA championships, the internationally renowned brand name, and the hotels, commercial businesses, and upscale restaurants that currently abut the campus are all the outgrowth of many years of hard work and perseverance. Storrs’s 125-year journey from collegiate cow pasture to Title Town USA, the first bona fide dynasty of this brave new NIL/portal world, is a compelling one.


The No-Coach Approach

Referring to its inaugural 1900–1901 campaign as a “season” seems a stretch, as UConn—then known as Connecticut Agricultural College—played only one game, and that was against the unformidable youngsters from Windham High School. Nevertheless, the Aggies did manage to win the game, making that ephemeral season the only undefeated one in the program’s storied history.

Those early, formative years yielded a few interesting tidbits. For example, on the long list of men’s head coaches, the 1900 to 1915 period reads “No Coach.” Undoubtedly, this notation would have pleased James Naismith, the inventor of basketball, who didn’t think coaches were in any way necessary to playing the game effectively (more on this in the Kansas chapter).

What stands out here is UConn’s record under No Coach, which was slightly above .500. Suffice it to say that a lot of multimillionaire D1 head coaches today haven’t achieved No Coach’s long-term success.

On a much less breezy note, there were the events of 1933–1934, which presaged those that led to the integration of college basketball in the South in the late 1960s. On January 27, 1934, UConn was scheduled to take on the U.S. Coast Guard Academy on its home court in New London, Connecticut. Harrison “Honey” Fitch, one of seven sons of a New Haven postal worker and UConn’s first African American basketball recruit, was a sophomore on that team (then called Connecticut State College).

By this point in our nation’s history, blacks had already distinguished themselves in multiple domestic and foreign wars. Some thirty-one won Medals of Honor in the nineteenth century, and two hundred thousand black men saw combat in Europe in World War I. This would be followed years later by the 1.2 million blacks who served honorably during World War II. Nevertheless, the Coast Guard Academy apparently hadn’t received the memo.

The Connecticut State players, after arriving in New London, went into the visitors’ locker room, changed into their uniforms, and took the court. But the service academy officials refused to allow the game to be played if Fitch participated, and for an hour or so, the two sides argued heatedly about how to proceed. In the end, the game went on (State won), but coach John Heldman, without any explanation, kept Fitch, one of his best players, on the bench.

Many more discussions, lame excuses (a joint team statement termed it all “a very unfortunate misunderstanding”), and various protests ensued. The incident also received national media attention. Connecticut State students, for their part, rallied strongly around Fitch, and the student body voted overwhelmingly to have the coach fired. Heldman did the right thing and resigned the following year, but it’s likely that four straight losing seasons had more to do with his inglorious exit.

And that’s pretty much how the program’s first forty-five years progressed. Quiet, unassuming, with a soupçon of racism. No fewer than ten coaches succeeded No Coach over that time, none to any significant effect, although a few of their names can be found on various buildings around campus.



A Real League, a Real Coach

The year 1946 was, by comparison to its immediate predecessor (the end of a world war, the start of a cold one, the dawning of the nuclear age), rather placid. Nevertheless, it did have its moments, such as the first meeting of the UN General Assembly and the introduction of the modern bikini, named after a U.S. nuclear test site in the Marshall Islands.

But in the annals of UConn basketball history, 1946 was, indeed, a big year. For openers, it saw the founding of the Yankee Conference, consisting of the flagship public universities of the six New England states. It may not have been what later came to be known as a “power conference,” but it was stable and made geographical and historical sense (Maryland, UCLA, and USC in the Big Ten? Stanford, California, and SMU in the ACC?). It also helped give the still-fledgling UConn program an identity.

But to take full advantage of that opportunity, Connecticut needed a coach who could take the program to the next level. This they found in a scrappy UConn player from the 1920s named Hugh Greer, who assumed the job during the 1946–1947 season and led the school to some 286 victories, a .719 winning percentage, and twelve conference championships (ten of them consecutively) over a sixteen-year period.

The undisputed highlight of the Greer years was UConn’s improbable upset of Holy Cross on February 27, 1954, ending the Crusaders’ forty-seven-game winning streak at home. Huskie captain Worthy Patterson, who later became the first UConn player to make it to the NBA (as the first African American on the then-St. Louis Hawks), hit the winning layup with two seconds left. Holy Cross, which had gone to the NCAA Elite Eight the year before, went on to win the NIT (back then as prestigious as the NCAA) in ’54.

Patterson was one of only a dozen or so blacks on the UConn campus, but in a 2012 interview with the Hartford Courant (he died ten years later at ninety-one), Patterson recalled his time in Storrs as being joyfully free of racial animus.

“Nobody noticed color,” he said. “If you were a student, you were a student. If you were a basketball player, you were a basketball player.”

His time in St. Louis was considerably less pleasant.

“I couldn’t eat with the team or stay in the same hotel,” lamented Patterson. “I had to stay on the colored side of town . . . it was serious Jim Crow.”

Dom Perno Sr., one of the few living souls who played under coach Greer in his final years, remembers his first college coach as a consummate gentleman, possessed of a calm demeanor, but one who had no compunctions at all about getting after one’s ass if the situation warranted.

“There was no BS with him . . . he was a quiet man, but he had his words, and he would do whatever had to be done to get you to do what was expected of you. He saw something in me as a sophomore and gave me the chance to start, and for that alone, I’ll always be grateful.”

Perno says the entire team “took it very hard” when their esteemed coach died of a massive heart attack ten games into the 1962–1963 season. What kept their low morale from sending the rest of the season spiraling down the toilet was the respect the players had for their interim head coach, George Wigton, Greer’s assistant. Wigton, a classy individual in his own right, guided the team to an 11–4 record and a trip to the NCAAs, where they lost a close first-round game to West Virginia. Wigton was not a candidate for permanent UConn coach, and he departed Storrs for a new career coaching numerous sports at Bates College in Maine.

UConn, meanwhile, was ready to embark on step two of the awesome transition from a regional power to a major international brand.



Hail, Grabowskis!

Huskymania, which is loosely defined as unbridled enthusiasm on steroids, is widely believed to have been unleashed by Tate George’s game-winning buzzer-beater against Clemson in the 1990 NCAA Sweet Sixteen.

That was, indeed, a seminal moment in UConn basketball history, but no less an august authority than the New England Historical Society traces the birth of Huskymania all the way back to March 13, 1964; to the moment that senior guard Dom Perno swiped the ball from Princeton’s Golden Boy, Bill Bradley, dribbling away the game clock and sealing a Sweet Sixteen victory at Reynolds Coliseum at North Carolina State.

The Historical Society goes further in describing UConn versus Princeton as a classic “Grabowski versus Smith” contest—the Smiths being the uber-elite, Waspy, fair-haired Tigers and the Grabowskis a scruffy band of small-town kids with names like Perno, Slomcenski, DellaSalla, and Slimowicz.

UConn’s jubilation after winning two NCAA tournament games for the first time in its history, unfortunately, was short-lived. The very next day, the Huskymaniacs got blown out 101–54 by Duke in the Elite Eight. It was, to put it mildly, anticlimactic.

Sixty years later, eighty-two-year-old Dom Perno remembers snatching the ball from Bradley—who first denied that it was a clean steal but later fessed up to the truth—like it happened yesterday. Hearing that he had been dubbed by an impeccable source as the father of Huskymania made the old point guard very proud, indeed.

As for the rookie UConn coach, Fred Shabel, he, too, was greatly pleased by the program’s first extended run in the NCAAs. But being run off the court by Duke had to hurt at least a little, as Shabel had come to UConn after several years serving as an assistant at Duke under its legendary head coach, Vic Bubas. When informed that his assistant was leaving the vaunted Atlantic Coast Conference to coach in the lightly regarded Yankee Conference, Bubas did not offer very much in the way of support.

In any case, Shabel, in his four years in Storrs, brought to the program a new level of organizational discipline and coaching nuance.

Hugh Greer, an old-school coach very much of his time, mainly taught basic, fundamental basketball skills, whereas Shabel introduced a more tightly choreographed and sophisticated approach to daily practice, which included finesse drills that addressed specific skills sets, such as how to take a charge from the left. Shabel and his assistant coaches were also big on breaking down film and getting to know the strengths and deficiencies of each player so they could be placed in positions where their strengths would be maximized and their limitations minimized.

“Simply put, Fred was the guy who brought big-time basketball to UConn,” says Tom Penders, who was UConn’s floor general in the mid-1960s and went on to a forty-year D1 coaching career, with stops at Fordham, Houston, and the University of Texas.

Shabel, says Penders, recognized right away that his point guard’s true value to the team lay less in his shooting, passing, and penetrating skills than in his highly outspoken leadership and chutzpah. Thus, throughout Penders’s playing career, his coach remained confident in his ability to call plays on the floor and rally his teammates around a common pursuit.


But perhaps Shabel’s biggest contribution to UConn basketball was in the area of recruiting, which, under Hugh Greer, was a rather haphazard, loosey-goosey enterprise. To wit, most of the recruiting was done by various and sundry alumni, who would go forth to watch a high-school kid in action and report back to the coach whether he was worthy of a scholarship. Even Billie Greer, the coach’s loyal and accommodating spouse, would, on her husband’s behalf, occasionally take on this recruiting function.

This was how Tom Penders got to UConn.

“I never met Coach Greer,” he says. “Some alum saw me play and told him about me. Coach wrote me a letter notifying me [of a scholarship offer], and that was pretty much all there was to it. The main reason I accepted the offer was that UConn was willing to allow the scholarship [to extend to] baseball and basketball.”

Shabel was fortunate to have inherited Greer’s all-time top recruit, Toby Kimball, a six-foot-eight center who was good enough to last ten years in the NBA. Shabel augmented his roster with other top-notch student-athletes, most notably Wes Bialosuknia, arguably the finest pure shooter in UConn history, who set an American Basketball Association (ABA) record of nine consecutive three-point field goals.

Bill Corley, a center/forward and one of Long Island’s best high-school big men, was another major Shabel recruit.

Overall, the youthful, thirty-something coach posted an enviable 72–29 (71 percent winning percentage) record in his four years at UConn, which included a 23–2 regular-season mark in 1964–1965, three NCAA tournament berths, and four conference titles.

Nonetheless, coaching was not Shabel’s dream job—he took losing very hard and was frustrated by not being able to have his teams practice year-round—and in 1967 he resigned to become athletic director at the University of Pennsylvania. In 1980, he left Penn to go into the sports business at Spectacor, a company that owns professional teams and arenas in the Philly area. He retired in 2020.

Shabel’s old head coach, Vic Bubas, who didn’t think much of his protégé’s move to UConn, says his assistant ultimately got the last laugh, making more money in his lifetime than Bubas and all his other Duke cronies put together.

Today, there remain a lot of former players and UConn fans from the Shabel era who believe the late coach (he passed away in 2023) ought to be in the “Huskies of Honor” hall of fame. Shabel never spoke with UConn officials about his exclusion and indicated before his death that he never intended to do so.

“I’m not as concerned about it as I once was when I was younger,” Shabel said in an interview, adding, “I never really understood [why].”

Jim Calhoun, a guy who ought to know about such things, offered up the view that Shabel was “one of the best that ever coached at our place” but noted that whether to induct a coach into the Hall of Fame was not his call.

Be that as it may, if we had that call to make, it would be a definitive yes.



Dee and Dom and the Big East

Next up on the coaching carousel was Burr Carlson, who presided over two dismaying seasons (a 16–32 combined record and not much to get Huskymaniacal about).

He was soon followed by a gentleman named Donald “Dee” Rowe, whose legacy and long-term impact on UConn and its basketball program would be measured far less in wins, losses, and coaching acumen than by his qualities as a human being.

Rowe was precisely the kind of guy who inspired the poet Maya Angelou to write that “people will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made them feel.” Just about everyone who played for, or knew, Dee Rowe can fully attest to that.

A native of Worcester, Massachusetts, Rowe took on the UConn job in 1969 after fourteen years as athletic director and head basketball coach at Worcester Academy, his alma mater. It took him little time to turn that program into a perennial New England powerhouse (nine New England prep championships and a 180–44 won-loss record).

His record at UConn was less impressive—eight mostly up and down seasons, a modest .577 win percentage, with a couple of NIT appearances and one (very sweet) Sweet Sixteen run in 1975–1976. As a coach, he was described as demanding at times but always fair, one who ran multiple sets and changed up his defensive looks while retaining an overall fondness for zones and an aversion to ordering up full-court pressure.

But, again, none of those minute details matter much in Rowe’s case, as he was undoubtedly the right coach for the right time—a time of great tumult on college campuses across America, as the Vietnam War raged on endlessly, and civil rights came under fire. Rowe’s warm and caring presence—“he was a second father to me” is a standard line among his former players—and his innate ability to personally connect with everybody in his orbit made him the perfect man to guide his teams through those harrowing years.

Rowe’s impact on UConn continued well after his retirement from coaching. In 1978 he became a fund-raiser for UConn athletics, personally directing the raising of more than $7 million in private donations to build the Gampel Pavilion. He was part of the group who recruited Jim Calhoun in 1986; and after retiring from his fund-raising job in 1991, he remained close to the program for the rest of his life.

Still, it could be argued that Dee Rowe’s most enduring contribution to the future of UConn basketball was his abiding friendship with Dave Gavitt, whom Rowe first hired as an assistant at Worcester Academy in the early ’60s. The relationship (Rowe’s kids called Gavitt “Uncle Dave”) came into major play when Gavitt, then the head coach at Providence, was spearheading the effort to assemble the Big East conference in 1979. The friendship between Gavitt and Rowe certainly helped grease the wheels for UConn’s entry into the Big East and all the glory that it has brought to the university over the past forty-five years.

Following Rowe’s retirement as coach, Dom Perno, he of the immortal 1964 Princeton steal and the reputed inspiration for the birth of Huskymania, was named as his replacement. Perno had come back to UConn in 1972, taking over the assistant job previously held by none other than Jim Valvano. Valvano, who was leaving bucolic UConn for the head job at bucolic Bucknell, felt that Perno, who was shyer and less intense than Dee, shared his work ethic and would be a good complement to the staff.

By the way, isn’t it strange how many interesting college basketball stories seem to feature Jim Valvano in one capacity or another?

Perno’s coaching tenure witnessed a number of momentous developments, most notably the dawning of the Big East and the early stirrings of an eventual move into a state-of-the-art (well, maybe a quasi-state-of-the-art) athletic facility.

But Perno, looking back on it half a century later, is more inclined to recall less momentous events, such as when a starter’s pistol went off in the middle of basketball practice (the track team held its practices at the same time) and scared his star forward, Mike McKay, half out of his wits. Perno also harks back to a camaraderie that existed among the entire athletic staff and the athletes themselves at that time, one that took its inspiration from small-town life and could never be truly duplicated in modern-day Storrs.

“We were a really tight group, all the coaches and their wives and kids . . . the picnics and the get-togethers in different coaches’ homes. It was like nothing for us to be welcoming groups of players into our own home.”

Andy Baylock, whose official title is director of football alumni/community affairs but whose unofficial role is UConn’s resident sports griot (oral historian), has been at the university for sixty years. And, like Perno, Baylock derives pleasure from looking back fondly at those rustic idylls. But he is even gladder to have been around long enough to see the program grow with the times.

That was more than gratifying, he says. It was necessary.

“I’ll tell you about the old field house,” relates Baylock, referring to the Hugh Greer Field House, which opened in 1954. “It was a zoo. A multiple-use facility with a dirt floor and a leaky roof [the ceiling liners had been peeling for years]. Fans would sit on little bleacher seats under the basket, so close to the baseline that players would be tripping over their feet.”

Baylock remembers a bomb scare at the 4,604-seat facility, which occurred during a 1971 game against Holy Cross. The place was evacuated, the facility was swept for explosives, and the game went on without fans in attendance. Although Baylock didn’t say so directly, one gets the distinct impression that the UConn basketball community wouldn’t have been too upset had a bomb actually detonated (with no injuries, of course).

As stated, the founding of the Big East was the catalyst for a sturdier, less zoo-like arena and a brave new era in UConn basketball. According to Dana O’Neil’s book The Big East, Dave Gavitt and his team modeled the new league on the Atlantic Coast Conference, selecting schools that already had serious name recognition and were in or near East Coast media centers.

Initial calls went out to Georgetown and St. John’s (DC and NYC), followed by Syracuse and Providence. Once he had those four locked in, Gavitt turned his sights on the Boston market and Holy Cross. But the Cross turned him down, reportedly out of fears that big-time basketball might interfere with the school’s academic mission. It also might have been more a matter of hubris, says another source.

“Holy Cross thought they could be another Notre Dame . . . the Big East was beneath them.”

Gavitt turned instead to Boston College, which accepted the offer and became member number five.

Up next on the call list was UConn, which was a riskier play, as they competed in the lower-rent Yankee Conference and hadn’t garnered much respect outside New England. According to O’Neil, the other five schools weren’t particularly keen on sharing their table with a cow pasture college. Thus, Gavitt reached out to his longtime friend and mentor, Dee Rowe, who was then a chief fund-raiser, to use his influence to egg on the university to consider joining. Gavitt gave UConn athletic director John Toner and the school administration three days to make up their minds, after which he’d move along to the next candidate.

“Three days wasn’t a lot of time,” says Greg Ashford, an assistant to Dom Perno and one of several UConn staffers who were parties to those initial meetings.

Although the UConn folks could see the enormous benefits a Big East membership would bring, and were loath to get “left behind,” there was some hesitancy on their part.

“We were a land-grant public school,” says Ashford. “The private schools in the conference all had significantly greater resources. We had [a gym] with cracked windows and a high-school-level locker room, and we didn’t recruit aggressively [even] in our own area. Would we be able to keep up with these other schools?”

But optimism ultimately prevailed in Storrs, and UConn signed on as the sixth member, to be followed by Seton Hall (which firmed up the New York metro market). Those seven composed the conference in its inaugural season. Villanova joined the next year, Pittsburgh in 1982–1983, and the fledgling conference was off to the races.

Dom Perno’s nine years as UConn head coach were, like his predecessor’s, up and down, but the heightened level of competition that UConn faced during its first seven years in the Big East partly accounts for the lackluster results of the Perno regime.

In his first two seasons, while operating as an independent, the team posted a 36–24 record—21–8 in 1978–1979, when they reached










Our Brand Is Relentless
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Freshman Shabazz Napier gets ready to use a screen by Alex Oriakhi against Seton Hall in 2011. Led by Napier’s mentor, Kemba Walker, UConn won the title several weeks later. Wikimedia Commons, Shabazz Napier




























Still Relentless after All These Years
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Ryan Boatright, a stalwart on the 2014 UConn championship team, slams one down on Michigan State in 2012. Not bad for a 5’11” guard. U.S. Air Force photo
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A new dynasty is hatched: Huskies celebrate Championship #5 in 2023. Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons
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