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				Introduction

				It’s a national passion that happens as winter melts into spring.

				No, not baseball.

				Think bracket sheets.

				And “Selection Sunday.”

				In March, it would be hard to find an office, bar, or backroom where someone wasn’t filling out bracket sheets for the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) basketball tournament in what has become a unique sports ritual in America.

				Another ritual: the team selection process that takes place on the Sunday before the start of the NCAA playoffs. No matter how often the NCAA expands the size of the field, there is almost always some kind of controversy surrounding teams that are picked or left out.

				As of 2011, the NCAA had added three more teams to make it 68 for the field.

				And to think, it all started so inauspiciously in 1939 with the University of Oregon winning the first championship in an eight-team field. Hard to believe by today’s standards, but the tourney actually lost money—$2,531, in fact—and coaches wondered if having another one was such a good idea.

				Good thing that Harold Olsen, the Ohio State basketball coach and a key figure in the National Association of Basketball Coaches (NABC), kept the faith. He originally proposed the idea after taking note of the success of the National Invitation Tournament (NIT) in New York and the National Association of Intercollegiate Athletics (NAIA) tournament in Kansas City. He kept pushing for a tournament that would be managed by the NABC acting as an affiliate of the NCAA.

				The original eight-team format featured one representative from each of the NCAA’s eight geographical districts. As a representative from the West, Oregon’s “Tall Firs” whipped Olsen’s Midwestern Buckeyes, 46–33, for the first national championship.

				It didn’t take long for the fledgling tourney to start making money, albeit a modest sum at first. In 1940, the winning Indiana team and runner-up Kansas each received $750 in addition to having expenses paid from the net receipts of $9,523.

				Soon, a revolutionary change: for the first time, four teams advanced to the finals in New York’s Madison Square Garden in 1946. The concept of the Final Four was beginning to evolve as Oklahoma A&M (now Oklahoma State) beat North Carolina to become the first team to win consecutive championships. The finals were shown on TV locally in New York, with an estimated viewing audience of 500,000.

				The tourney grew by leaps and rebounds. When the championship game was televised in prime time for the first time in 1973, a record audience of 13.5 million homes watched. They saw a great UCLA team destroy Memphis State for its ninth national championship. Two years later, the Bruins won their 10th title in 12 years under John Wooden, who then surprised the nation by retiring after coaching the greatest dynasty in college basketball history.

				The size of the national audience in the 1973 finals was a healthy sign in the marriage of the NCAA and TV. It was obvious college basketball was meant for the spotlight of prime-time television.

				Interest in the NCAA playoffs reached a new level when Michigan State, led by Magic Johnson, and Indiana State, behind Larry Bird, met in the compelling 1979 final, won by the Spartans.

				The game was a turning point in playoff popularity. March Madness would never be the same. And the stakes continued to skyrocket.

				Forget about millions. Think billions: $10.8 billion, to be exact.

				That’s the staggering figure the NCAA collects in its most recent deal with CBS and Turner Broadcasting for the privilege of televising its tournament, every game live on four outlets.

				Here, then, are stories of the movers, shakers, and shot-makers who have made the NCAA basketball tournament an American phenomenon.
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				McGuire’s Miracle

				Something mystical was going on.

				North Carolina’s nerve-racking high-wire act during the 1956–57 basketball season convinced Frank McGuire of that.

				“There was something eerie about winning 32 straight,” the Tar Heels coach said. “We won several games we should have lost, we got breaks that were out of this world.”

				As the Tar Heels’ winning streak continued to stretch during the season, fans offered McGuire good-luck charms and “lucky” coins to keep the team on course to the Final Four. By the time the Tar Heels entered the championship round at Kansas City, they had already won 30 straight and were ranked No. 1 in the country.

				What happened next must have seemed even more “eerie” to McGuire: First, the Tar Heels beat Michigan State in triple overtime in the national semifinals. The very next night they went into triple overtime again to beat Kansas for the national title.

				Two triple overtimes in two days for the national championship. Can you beat that? McGuire was still pinching himself a year later.

				“What happened couldn’t happen again, in a thousand years,” McGuire said.

				Believe it—no Final Four ever matched that one in excitement, thrills, and spills. And with their 32–0 record, the Tar Heels set the mark for most victories by an unbeaten champion—later matched by Indiana’s 1975–76 team.

				To say McGuire was the most popular man on campus was an understatement. Even before he led North Carolina to the national championship, he was presented with a sparkling 1957 Cadillac, courtesy of alumni, admirers, and even students, who were not allowed to chip in more than a dollar. Naturally, it was blue and white to reflect the school colors.

				In a lighthearted editorial, the Charlotte News took this wry jab at McGuire:

				“We certainly don’t begrudge Mr. McGuire a single cylinder of his prize. We just wish that his less fortunate colleagues could enjoy similar rewards. We understand Dr. James L. Godfrey is having an unusually good year in history but not a whisper have we heard about outfitting him with a new car.”

				McGuire was in the driver’s seat, no doubt. A transplanted New Yorker, he had brought his “City Game” to the South with speedy results.

				“To play our kind of basketball, you’ve got to have discipline above everything else,” McGuire said in explaining “New York basketball.”

				“It’s the kind of game that concentrates on controlling the ball. We take only the good shots. If an opponent is slow, we’ll tend to run and shoot a bit.”

				The starting players on the 1956–57 Carolina team were all from the New York area, McGuire’s most fertile recruiting ground. Overall, the so-called “Underground Railroad” was responsible for nine of the 12 players on the 1956–57 squad.

				McGuire’s main contact for recruiting in the Big Apple was super scout Harry Gotkin, an old friend. There was a longtime personal history between them, going back to the time Gotkin’s brother, Java, had played with McGuire at St. John’s.

				Harry Gotkin remembered how McGuire, who hated ethnic putdowns, would stick up for his brother.

				“Sometimes a player on the other team would make a crack about Java’s being Jewish,” Gotkin said. “That’s when Frank would step in. He’d say, ‘You want to make cracks about him? Make them to me first, and then fight me first.’”

				To put up his fists at the drop of a hat would not have been unusual for the quick-tempered McGuire. And he was a formidable figure—right out of Central Casting in Hollywood if you were looking for an old-fashioned Western hero.

				“Husky, broad-shouldered, square-jawed, his reddish-brown hair thick and wavy, McGuire looked convincing (to play in a) Western,” said Sports Illustrated.

				The son of a New York policeman, McGuire grew up with 12 sisters and brothers in one of the city’s toughest neighborhoods, which at that time was Greenwich Village.

				“I grew up on the sidewalks of New York and you had to get along with all kinds of people,” McGuire said. “You had to get along with them or fight them. We did considerable getting along and considerable fighting.”

				McGuire never used any more deadly weapons than his own two fists.

				Speaking of fists, the neighborhood produced, among others, heavyweight champion Gene Tunney. Also Carmine DeSapio, who ran Tammany Hall with an iron fist.

				McGuire put all of his energies into sports. He played basketball just about every day—in driving rain, the snows of New York winters, and the steaming heat of summer.

				Selected all-city in basketball at St. Francis Xavier High School in Brooklyn, McGuire continued his exploits at St. John’s University, where he captained both the basketball and baseball teams.

				Following a successful coaching stint at St. Francis, McGuire was back again at St. John’s—as a basketball coach.

				 In relatively little time, McGuire built St. John’s into a national contender. In the 1952 NCAA tournament, the Redmen upset top-ranked Kentucky to advance to the finals.

				They lost to Kansas.

				Recalling that depressing loss to the Jayhawks, McGuire said, “After the gun went off, everybody mobbed the Kansas players and there we were—me and 12 basketball players. We were second in the United States. But we might as well have been 50th. It was a lesson.”

				McGuire coached the St. John’s baseball team as well. In 1949 he led the Redmen to the College World Series, where they lost in the first round to Texas, the eventual champion. He became one of only three coaches to reach the Final Four of the NCAA tournament in basketball and also achieve a place in the College World Series.

				But it was basketball that propelled McGuire to the forefront of coaching. He had turned out powerhouse teams at St. John’s, winning 102 games in just five seasons.

				The North Carolina Tar Heels came calling.

				McGuire remembered Chapel Hill with affection from his days stationed at the university with the navy’s V-5 training program during the Second World War. He still had friends there, and plenty of supporters.

				He had a growing family, including young Frankie, who was stricken with cerebral palsy. He felt his family would be better off living in a college community, where the pace of life—unlike in New York—was unhurried.

				McGuire seized the opportunity to coach the Tar Heels basketball team. He brought along Buck Freeman, his valuable aide from St. John’s whom McGuire had called “my good right arm.”

				McGuire took over the Tar Heels in August 1952. It wasn’t until the 1955–56 season that the team started to come into its own. By then, the key players were in place: Lennie Rosenbluth at forward along with Pete Brennan, Joe Quigg at center, Tommy Kearns and Bob Cunningham at the guard positions. Tony Radovich, Bob Young, and Danny Lotz were key players coming off the bench.

				Rosenbluth, who had led the Tar Heels in scoring as a sophomore with a 25.5-point average, continued his prolific scoring as a junior. He averaged 26.7 points to lead North Carolina to an 18–5 record, prompting the Tar Heels’ media guide to rave about Rosenbluth’s “golden touch.” Although the Tar Heels didn’t gain a berth in the NCAA tournament, they managed to finish tied for first in the Atlantic Coast Conference (ACC).

				Rosenbluth was not only the Tar Heels’ leading scorer, but he also led the team in ailments, real or imagined. He hated out-of-town eating arrangements when the team was on the road. He was positive he would catch virulent germs. This laughable hypochondria at times reached ludicrous extremes.

				One night McGuire was giving a pregame talk in the locker room when Rosenbluth lapsed into one of his world-class coughing fits. The coach stopped his talk and addressed his star player.

				“Lennie, you’re obviously dying,” McGuire said wryly, putting his arm about Rosenbluth. “Now, I don’t want you to die any place but Chapel Hill. Get dressed, Lennie, and we’ll call off the game and drive you home.”

				With Rosenbluth’s teammates all laughing, McGuire promised the player “the finest three-day Irish wake in the history of North Carolina.”

				At that point, Rosenbluth decided it would be best for him to play. He did, scoring 30 points as North Carolina beat Wake Forest, 69–64.

				Rosenbluth was not always the object of laughter, but rather of jealousy. Some teammates resented the fact they played a subordinate role to the star forward.

				“I was asking the other boys to sacrifice themselves for Rosenbluth for the good of the team,” McGuire said. “Apparently I hadn’t sold the idea.”

				Brennan and Quigg were two frontcourt players who had been stars in their own right wherever they had played.

				“It looked as if cliques would form,” McGuire observed.

				McGuire threw the problem in Rosenbluth’s lap, particularly because Rosenbluth was the team captain.

				“After dinner hold a meeting with the boys,” McGuire told Rosenbluth. “I don’t want to know what this is all about. I just want this thing settled.”

				Rosenbluth did as he was told, then reported back to McGuire.

				“Everything will be all right,” Rosenbluth told the coach. “We had a meeting and it got it settled. A lot was my fault, some theirs. There’ll be nothing to worry about from now on.”

				 There wasn’t anything to worry about on the court, at least, until a close-call overtime victory over South Carolina in the season’s fourth game. The Tar Heels had another tough battle against Holy Cross, falling behind by 13 points before rallying to run their winning streak to eight.

				 The Tar Heels faced one of their biggest tests against nationally ranked Utah in the opening of the carnival-like Dixie Classic in Raleigh, North Carolina.

				Jack Gardner, the Redmen’s coach, didn’t think his team would have trouble with the Tar Heels. “We’ll beat North Carolina because they aren’t quick enough to contend with our fast break,” he boasted.

				He was wrong.

				The Tar Heels bolted to a 22–4 lead. They polished off Utah, 97–76, and swept past Duke and Wake Forest to win their first Dixie Classic.

				The Tar Heels suddenly found themselves ranked No. 2 in the country, behind Kansas. And McGuire found life a little more hectic.

				“The phone at home started ringing more,” McGuire said.

				Not as much as it would after the Tar Heels took over the top spot in mid-January, thanks to a Kansas loss and North Carolina’s win over North Carolina State. It was the Tar Heels’ 15th straight victory, and now North Carolina supporters were coming out of the woodwork.

				One student kept his car parked in one spot, despite an accumulating pile of parking tickets, so as not to spoil the spell.

				“People would stop me on the street and say, ‘You’re going all the way,’” McGuire recalled.

				It made McGuire uncomfortable. He suddenly expressed a “fear of losing.”

				Two games later, it looked like McGuire’s worst fear would come true. The Tar Heels trailed Maryland by four points with two minutes left. But they tied the game in regulation, then won it in double overtime.

				“The boys told me, after that game, that they did not intend to be beaten,” McGuire said. “That victory gave them a tremendous lift.”

				By the end of the regular season, the Tar Heels were flying high with a 24–0 record. But they still had a long way to go. First, the Atlantic Coast Conference playoffs.

				Despite their great regular season, the Tar Heels needed to win the league playoffs in order to advance to the NCAAs.

				The Tar Heels would have to be at their best—and no one was better then Rosenbluth, their heroic hypochondriac.

				The unstoppable Rosenbluth scored 45 points against Clemson, 23 against Wake Forest, and 38 against South Carolina to lead the Tar Heels to the ACC title.

				Rosenbluth personally knocked off a tough Wake Forest team in the semifinals. With 55 seconds left, the Tar Heels trailed, 59–58. But Rosenbluth scored on a three-point play to put the Tar Heels ahead to stay, 61–59.

				“No game was tougher that season than the last Wake Forest game,” McGuire said.

				Rosenbluth’s assault continued in the NCAAs: 29 points as Carolina beat Yale, 90–74; 39 in an 87–75 victory over Canisius; and 23 in a 67–58 win over Syracuse that vaulted the Tar Heels into the Final Four in Kansas City.

				And what a Final Four it would be!

				Awaiting the four finalists was the largest press-radio group in college basketball history at the time, featuring an 11-station TV network and live radio broadcasts by 73 stations in 11 states.

				The Tar Heels faced a Michigan State team full of surprises. The Spartans were playing their best basketball of the year, having shocked No. 3-ranked Kentucky in the regional final. The Spartans didn’t make it easy on themselves, rallying from a 12-point halftime deficit to win, 80–68.

				The other regional final was also a nail-biter. San Francisco beat California, 50–46, in a game that featured nine lead changes and three ties in the last 19 minutes.

				Could things get any more exciting?

				Sure—particularly in the North Carolina–Michigan State game.

				While Kansas and Wilt Chamberlain were crushing San Francisco, 80–56, to deny the Dons a chance to win a third straight national championship, the North Carolina–Michigan State game went down to the wire—and then some.

				Take note: the teams were tied 18 times and were never more than six points apart from start to finish.

				“The game had a dozen highlights and turning points as it see-sawed throughout,” reported United Press International.

				After one half, the teams were tied at 29. After regulation, it was 58–58, thanks to John Green’s two free throws for Michigan State.

				With three seconds left in the first overtime, Brennan hit a short jump shot for the Tar Heels to tie the game at 64.

				The second extra period ended 66–66 as Green tipped in a basket with seven seconds left.

				Third overtime.

				No surprise, Rosenbluth took over. He scored twice on jump shots to complete a 31-point game. Kearns added two free throws to clinch it for the Tar Heels, 74–70.

				No way the national finals could be equally as exciting, right?

				The big stumbling block for North Carolina, with the emphasis on B-I-G, was Chamberlain. His stunning 7-foot size had intimidated and demoralized some very good teams. In his very first varsity game, “Wilt the Stilt” had scored 52 points and picked off 31 rebounds. He was the tall terror of college basketball.

				Because of Chamberlain, the “smart” money was on Kansas, even though the Jayhawks were ranked No. 2 to Carolina’s No. 1.

				The Tar Heels didn’t seem worried, particularly Kearns, the team’s fiery backcourt man. Asked how the Tar Heels were going to handle such a huge challenge, he replied, “We’ll think of something. Chamberlain is not going to give us the jitters like he did to San Francisco and those other clubs.”

				
					The Greatest Game

					The Shot Heard ’Round the World.

					Any sports fan with a sense of history will remember Bobby Thomson’s heroic home run that decided the 1951 National League playoffs.

					Basketball has its own version.

					Appropriately, it was a play called “Home Run.”

					Like Thomson’s homer for the New York Giants against the Brooklyn Dodgers, the tense basketball moment had a lot riding on it.

					And like Thomson’s blast, it could arguably be called the most memorable contest in its sport’s history.

					The game: the 1992 NCAA East Regional final.

					The teams: Duke and Kentucky.

					The stakes: a berth in the Final Four.

					It took no less than the final shot to decide the outcome, and a smooth one at that by Christian Laettner, the “Bobby Thomson” in basketball’s version.

					The Spectrum in Philadelphia was filled to capacity with a roaring, emotional crowd there to see two of college basketball’s giants. Like two great heavyweight fighters, the Blue Devils and Wildcats slugged it out on the court with brilliant back-and-forth play.

					At the half, Duke led the high-scoring contest, 50–45.

					The best was yet to come.

					With 11:08 to go, Duke went ahead by 12 points, 67–55. The Wildcats, using a man-to-man defense called the “mother-in-law” because of its “constant pressure and harassment,” forced turnover after turnover. The pressure defense knocked the Blue Devils off their game and knocked their lead down to four points.

					 The crowd was stunned by what happened next. Driving to the basket, Laettner collided with Kentucky’s Aminu Timberlake and both spilled to the floor. With the Kentucky player still on his back, Laettner purposely hopped up and planted a foot on the prone player’s chest.

					“That was unbelievably dumb,” Duke coach Mike Krzyzewski shouted at his player from the sideline.

					Like many others in the Spectrum, Krzyzewski might have surmised that Laettner would be thrown out of the game for unsportsmanlike conduct. Fortunately for Duke, he was not. He was called for a technical foul and allowed to continue.

					Neither team was able to pull away as the game headed toward its ultimate dramatic conclusion.

					At the end of regulation, it was 93–93.

					In overtime, the teams were never more than three points apart. Laettner was in the middle of everything. After Kentucky went up, 101–100, with 19 seconds left in the overtime period, Laettner went to the foul line for two free throws. He hadn’t missed a shot all day.

					“The sucker’s never going to miss,” complained Kentucky coach Rick Pitino.

					He didn’t. Duke went ahead, 102–101, with 7.8 seconds to go.

					Kentucky ball. Still plenty of time left for the Wildcats.

					If Kentucky scores, Duke’s Bobby Hurley reminded his teammates, remember to call a timeout. It was a crucial reminder.

					Sean Woods banked a shot off the glass to give Kentucky a 103–102 lead.

					Timeout Duke. Time left: 2.1 seconds.

					Coach K diagrammed the play for one last shot. It was a play the Blue Devils had practiced, a heave from the end line, 94 feet away. Grant Hill would inbound the ball, hopefully into the waiting hands of Laettner, stationed about 17 feet from the basket. Laettner had to catch the ball, dribble, turn, and shoot, all in one motion.

					“At the time I was thinking that there were two seconds left, which meant I had time to make a fake if I wanted to,” Laettner told the Sporting News in a 2009 interview. “It was not a desperate heave. I had time to stay calm and be relaxed and take a nice, easy shot at the bucket. The last thing I remember thinking is that I had to catch the ball.”

					The Blue Devils had tried the same play in a game against Wake Forest earlier in the season, but Laettner was unable to handle Hill’s pass.

					“Grant’s pass was like a curveball,” Laettner said. “It took me out of bounds, and I wasn’t able to shoot it.”

					Not this time. Hill’s pass was right on the money.

					“I just made a post move,” Laettner said.

					Laettner faked and shot a turnaround jumper. The ball settled into the net, giving the Blue Devils a nearly miraculous victory, 104–103. On to the Final Four for Duke. On to a second straight national championship.

					“The rest is history,” Laettner said.

					Just like Thomson’s home run.

				

				Kearns, himself, was part of a master plan to contain the Kansas center, only one of the greatest forces in college basketball. When the players took the court for the opening tip-off, McGuire sent out Kearns, his shortest player at 5-foot-11, to jump against the 7-foot Chamberlain.

				It was a bit of psychology McGuire hoped would disorient the Jayhawks star.

				“Wilt looked 10 feet tall towering over Tommy, but they made such a ridiculous picture together that Chamberlain must have felt no bigger than his thumb,” McGuire said. “At least that’s the state of mind we wanted to get him into. What I wanted was for Chamberlain to get a good shock.”

				It was nothing like the shock Chamberlain later received facing a rugged Carolina defense. McGuire’s game plan was to focus on Chamberlain and hope none of the other Kansas players suddenly developed a hot hand.

				“We knew nobody could outrebound him, so we had to block him,” McGuire said of Chamberlain.

				With Carolina using a sagging zone, Chamberlain found Tar Heels players in front of him and behind him. As Chamberlain would say later, “I didn’t get many shots off against that kind of defense.”

				His teammates, meanwhile, “couldn’t put a pea in the ocean,” Chamberlain said.

				The Tar Heels were having better luck. They connected on 64.7 percent of their shots compared to 27.3 percent for the Jayhawks in the first half. Rosenbluth, as usual, led the way with 14 points as Carolina took a 29–22 halftime lead.

				McGuire’s game plan: so far, so good.

				“When you have the ball, the other team can’t score,” McGuire said. “That was our object—to keep the ball away from the ‘Stilt’ by slowing up our game and always keeping an eye on him.”

				The second half was a different story.

				The Tar Heels’ shooting percentage dropped off, and the Jayhawks started to find the basket and moved in front, 40–37, with 10:20 left.

				The Tar Heels, having survived the Michigan State marathon, were playing with tired legs. They got some help from an unexpected source: Kansas coach Dick Harp, who suddenly ordered his team to go into a stall.

				“It was exactly what we needed,” Rosenbluth said. “It let us catch our breath.”

				McGuire raised his hand and signaled to his team by spreading five fingers. His instructions: “Let them kill the ball until there are five minutes to play.”

				With five minutes left, McGuire signaled again, this time to speed up the game.

				“They’d given us time to get our second wind and provided us a safety margin in the foul column,” McGuire said.

				For everyone but Rosenbluth, that is. Carolina’s star player fouled out with 1:45 to go.

				Kansas was leading, 46–43, at that point and Chamberlain recalled, “It looked like we had the championship in the bag.”

				Not so fast, Jayhawks.

				Gene Elstsun, one of the Jayhawks’ best free-throw shooters, missed a foul shot, and the Tar Heels eventually caught up, tying the game at 46 at the end of regulation.

				Now Rosenbluth, who had averaged 28.2 points in Carolina’s previous 30 games, could only watch helplessly from the bench as the Tar Heels battled the Jayhawks in three frantic overtimes.

				Battle, they did. Literally.

				Following a relatively quiet overtime period that ended 48–48, the second OT was wild by comparison—even though no points were scored. The lowlight of the period featured a wrestling match for the ball between Chamberlain and Brennan.

				“They had to be pulled apart to keep from clashing,” the Associated Press reported.

				Harp rushed onto the court.

				“I wanted to try to prevent a fight,” the Kansas coach said.

				McGuire, never one to shy away from a battle, joined the fray.

				“Hot words were exchanged,” the Associated Press reported. “Kansans said McGuire called them an ugly name. . . . And then, the North Carolina coach said a ‘big guy’ on the Kansas bench hit him in the stomach.”

				Kearns delivered his own retaliatory blow, driving for a field goal and hitting two foul shots for a 52–48 Carolina lead.

				Back came the Jayhawks. Chamberlain scored three points, and Maurice King and Elstun each hit a free throw for a 53–52 Kansas lead with 20 seconds left in the third overtime.

				The Tar Heels had made a habit of comebacks all season long. They needed another one.

				So back they came.

				Quigg was fouled by Chamberlain with six seconds remaining. He was awarded two free throws.

				“I was nervous,” Quigg said. “All I could think about during the timeout period was making those two shots. I got to thinking about the season we had . . . and I thought to myself that I couldn’t let the team down now. I thought about this being the chance of a lifetime—a chance to win the NCAA championship.”

				Assistant coach Buck Freeman pulled Quigg aside and gave him some quick advice: “Don’t forget to follow through and end up on your toes.”

				The North Carolina center let go with his first foul shot.

				Score! Game tied.

				“I knew it was in the moment it left my hand,” Quigg recalled later. “You can just ‘feel’ whether a shot is good or not.”

				Quigg took a deep breath and then fired another shot.

				“The second one wasn’t as hard to make. I had the range—and I knew I could make that one, after sinking the first one.”

				Quigg then had his hand in a key defensive play, blocking a pass intended for Chamberlain to prevent a Kansas score. Kearns picked up the loose ball and tossed it toward the rafters of the Kansas City Municipal Auditorium as time ran out.

				Final: North Carolina 54, Kansas 53.

				Just another tight one for the Tar Heels in a season of close calls.

				Call it a miracle or a team of destiny, if you wish. McGuire would not dispute that.
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				The Dynasty Boys

				John Wooden’s UCLA Bruins had just beaten Louisville in the national semifinals at the 1975 Final Four. Why was he feeling so fearful?

				As he walked off the court, he feared facing his players in the locker room, and then the media at the postgame press conference.

				Even though he had coached the Bruins into their 10th championship game in 12 years and was still at the top of his profession, he had made up his mind to retire. It was going to be an emotional moment, for sure, for the coach they called the “Wizard of Westwood.” He had given locker room talks before—plenty good ones—but this one would be the toughest of his career. Also one of the shortest.

				The UCLA players sensed something was up when a grim-faced Wooden walked into the locker room. The game with Louisville had been one of the most thrilling of his career, but Wooden hardly looked uplifted.

				There had been rumors floating around about his impending retirement. Wooden might have tipped his hand after the last game of the season at Pauley Pavilion when he acknowledged it would be the last home game “for a few people in this room.”

				Then, at the Final Four in San Diego, he made a brief announcement in the locker room following the nail-biting 75–74 victory over the Cardinals.

				“I’m bowing out,” he said. “I don’t want to. I have to.”

				Remembering that emotional moment in later years, Wooden explained why he decided to retire at that particular time.

				“It seemed the fact that we had been winning as much as we had, that it was getting to the point where people were critical and suspicious,” Wooden said, “and I thought maybe it was the best just to get out of it. I was letting little things bother me. A succession of these things led up to my retirement.”

				The final straw: Wooden was hurt by accusations from the NCAA rules committee that he had always been a “problem.” The committee lashed out when Wooden followed his common practice of closing the locker room door to the media.

				Not a darling of the NCAA. Nor a darling of the press, that Wooden.

				But simply the most successful coach March Madness has seen.

				“I had been a part of this great basketball game,” Wooden said, referring to the Louisville game. “But what made me feel different was that I found myself going off the floor almost dreading to go in before the wrath of the media.

				“I had never let it bother me, and yet here I found myself almost dreading to do it. And I decided, I believe I’ll just announce my retirement now.”

				Wooden’s wife, Nell, couldn’t have been happier. She had been trying to get him to retire for some time. But each year, something came up—like a championship.

				Few coaches ever retired in such grand style. Going into the championship game against Kentucky two nights later, Wooden had led the Bruins to nine national titles in 11 years.

				Starting in 1964, when the Bruins won their first title, they became just a four-letter word to their opponents. Cussed and discussed, UCLA ruled the sport under Wooden as no other college basketball team in history.

				Evolution

				At first, Walt Hazzard was almost as much trouble to John Wooden as he was to opposing teams.

				“Hazzard was a tremendous passer and an outstanding ballhandler,” Wooden recalled of his star guard. “But early in the year, I had some problems with him. I benched him. He was getting a little too fancy with the ball and I just wouldn’t permit that. We lost a couple of games because I benched him.”

				It was the 1961–62 season, and Hazzard was playing in his first year as a sophomore with the Bruins.

				“I had players who probably could pass as well as Walt,” Wooden said. “But they didn’t see the court the way he could. They didn’t anticipate like Walt.”

				Hazzard was so far ahead of his teammates that he sometimes surprised them with his passes.

				“He had the ability to anticipate the man getting open where the man himself couldn’t anticipate it,” Wooden said. “The ball would be there and they wouldn’t handle it too well. He could handle the ball as well as any player I have coached.”

				Hazzard, a product of Philadelphia, was discovered by Willie Naulls, the player he would eventually supplant as UCLA’s all-time leading scorer. After watching Hazzard in one high school game, Naulls felt he would be perfect for the Bruins’ speed-oriented game.

				Hazzard was, but it took some time for the Bruins to get used to him.

				“The boys had never seen anything quite like him,” Wooden said.

				Nor had anyone else on the West Coast.

				“He shoots passes through holes where you couldn’t throw a golf ball,” said Sports Illustrated in its March 19, 1962, issue.

				Hazzard was as quick with his wits as with his hands. When a teammate announced one night at a training table meal that he was studying Africa so he could learn about Hazzard’s background, the brilliant UCLA guard called out, “Coach, I think we’ve got a candidate for Little Rock here.”

				The Arkansas city, of course, was one of the early flashpoints for the civil rights movement.

				Early in Hazzard’s career, Wooden told him to stop worrying about his scoring and just play his floor game. If he did, the coach told Hazzard, he would eventually leave as UCLA’s all-time leading scorer.

				That turned out to be true.

				Noted Wooden: “I mentioned this to him at the time he graduated, and he said, ‘Yes, it will last one year.’”

				Hazzard was referring to Gail Goodrich, who joined him a year later and eventually helped the Bruins win two national championships, in 1964 and 1965.

				“They complemented each other very well,” Wooden said of Hazzard and Goodrich. “Hazzard was a great ballhandler and Goodrich definitely was the better shooter.”

				Personality-wise, the two were dramatically different.

				“Gail was a sensitive person,” Wooden said. “You had to be careful at times taking him out of a game. He was one that you could never yell at. It would hurt his spirit. You’d have to pat him on the back more. Hazzard, for instance, would just get mad (and play better).”

				Goodrich not only was a scoring machine, but also a key player in the Bruins’ pressing defense. Only about 6-foot, he played “taller” than his height, according to Wooden.

				“Kenny Washington was 6-3, or slightly over that, yet when the two were standing against the wall to measure their reach, Goodrich’s fingers would be perhaps two inches higher up on the wall than Washington’s,” Wooden said. “Goodrich was closer to six feet, yet with his reach, he was more like a 6-4 man. So I considered him much bigger than he actually appeared to be.”

				Before Goodrich and Hazzard became a high-powered duo, the Bruins showed some signs of life with a good run in the 1962 NCAA tournament. They fell two points short against the eventual national champion Cincinnati Bearcats in the national semifinals. Played in Louisville, the game marked the first time local television carried the NCAA basketball tournament.

				Between seasons, Wooden went back to the drawing board. Every year when basketball season ended, Wooden gave himself a project: How to make the Bruins a better team?

				“I’d read anything I could find that had been written about basketball,” Wooden said. “Periodicals like Scholastic Coach and Athletic Journal. Maybe one year I would be researching the fast break, the other it would be rebounding. Maybe the next year would be the jump shot.”

				 This time, it was defense. Going into the 1962–63 season, Wooden thought about giving a pressing defense a try.

				“I had used the pressing defense with great success in high school and at Indiana State. At UCLA, I had tried it for a while and disbanded it. Every year. Almost without exception, I would try it out and give it up too soon. In retrospect, I realized I was wrong.”

				It eventually became the hallmark of UCLA’s championship teams.

				“It didn’t work well early in the year, but by the end of the year the pressing defense was good,” Wooden said. “And it was the same pressing defense that took us through the next year undefeated.”

				Wooden credited Keith Erickson for his contribution to the Bruins’ defensive strategy:

				“He was certainly one of the key reasons for our championships in ’64 and ’65.”

				Wooden had scouted Erickson in junior college but wasn’t impressed at first. Later, he got a better look and liked what he saw. The UCLA baseball coach wanted Erickson to play for him as well, but didn’t have a scholarship to offer. He made a deal with Wooden to give Erickson a scholarship, allowing him to play both sports.

				National Champions!

				Goodrich and Hazzard in the backcourt, Fred Slaughter at center, and Jack Hirsch and Erickson at forward.

				Wooden came into training camp in the fall of 1963 confident he had a championship-caliber starting lineup. He didn’t realize at the time it would eventually be the deepest team the Bruins had put together since he took over the basketball program.

				Would this be the year Wooden finally won his first national championship? The possibility existed, Wooden was sure.

				Along with the starters, Wooden had two other players who would play key roles: forward Doug McIntosh and Washington, a guard-forward.

				“I had what I liked to have—seven players that I considered starters,” Wooden said.

				Everyone knew the major names: Hazzard, Goodrich, Slaughter, etc. In the 1963–64 season, McIntosh and Washington were sophomores just trying to fit in. At the time, freshmen weren’t eligible to play varsity ball.

				“They came along and improved all year and added tremendous strength to this team,” Wooden said of McIntosh and Washington.

				The Bruins finished the regular season unbeaten (26–0) for the first time in their history. Even so, Wooden was very concerned about Seattle, UCLA’s first-round opponent in the NCAA playoffs.

				“They matched us as far as quickness was concerned,” Wooden recalled, “and they were definitely bigger.”

				When Seattle went ahead in the second half, Wooden later told reporters he was more concerned about losing than at any other time during the season.

				He needn’t have worried—UCLA survived the West Regional opener, 95–90.

				Next up: the University of San Francisco.

				“I was more concerned with Seattle than I was with USF,” Wooden recalled. “I really thought that we’d be quicker than USF.”

				Wooden might have had second thoughts when his team fell behind, 20–7.

				“It was a very bad start,” Wooden said. “No one actually got off to a good start, Hazzard and Goodrich in particular.”

				Early in the second half, Slaughter picked up his fourth foul and had to sit down. “Fred wasn’t having one of his better ball games,” Wooden said.

				That’s when UCLA’s deep bench paid off. In came McIntosh to replace Slaughter.

				“As the season wore on, I felt more confident in Doug and felt I could bring him in to the game in certain situations,” Wooden said. “I had no hesitation in doing that in this particular game.”

				McIntosh contributed key points as UCLA chipped away at San Francisco’s lead. Goodrich was suddenly back on his game, as was Hazzard. And Erickson joined the fun. With 1:24 left, the Bruins led, 75–72. Time for the delay game.

				“We felt compelled (to go into the stall),” Wooden said. “It’s only natural, with two minutes left in the ball game if you have a three-point lead. My feeling almost always was that if it was an odd-point lead, we would go into our deep protection game than if it was an even-point lead.” (There were no three-point shots in those days.)

				The strategy worked. The Bruins were
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