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Dedication

To my world-class big brother Dan, who left us far too soon

Thanks for always having my back

Until I see you again

To the great Mrs. O

Thanks for being a mom to us all
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Introduction

HOSPICE WAS ALREADY IN, and Joe McGuinness needed to tell Mike Krzyzewski something important before he died.

I did not quit.

In his final week, as nasopharyngeal cancer was killing him, the fifty-five-year-old McGuinness repeatedly told his older brother Ed that he badly wanted Coach K to hear those words. Joe had been a small but rugged point guard on Krzyzewski’s last West Point team. Coach K would often say that he should have taken McGuinness with him to Duke University, that Joe’s defensive tenacity would have made life in Durham, North Carolina, a little easier in the early 1980s.

Their relationship started in 1977 inside the McGuinness home in Nanuet, New York, where Krzyzewski arrived for a recruiting visit like few before it. “We were the traditional Irish family,” said Joe’s brother Ed. “We always had a million people over.”

Joe’s grandmother Anne was among those who sat in on the visit — across the table from Krzyzewski — and she was overwhelmed by the fact that the head coach at West Point wanted her grandson. Anne had two boys who served in the South Pacific during World War II, including Joe’s father Jack, who spent two years on a PT boat and fought the Japanese in the decisive Battle of Leyte Gulf.

Joe, the middle of his three boys, earned Division I offers from Wagner College and the United States Military Academy while starring at Clarkstown South High School. During Krzyzewski’s visit to Nanuet, Joe interrupted the dinnertime conversation by digging a couple of fingers into the cream cake his mother Florence had baked and scooping a divot into his mouth.

Joe was Florence’s personal golden boy, so she would have likely let this misdemeanor go. But Coach K? “You’re not going to be doing that at West Point,” he assured his recruit.

The family’s German Shepherd, Luke, nearly knocked a full drink all over the visiting coach. The McGuinnesses had a silly post-dinner tradition of trying to scorch each other with the spoons used to stir their hot tea, and in Krzyzewski’s presence Joe playfully burned his grandmother. “Coach K was like, ‘These people are crazy,’” recalled Ed McGuinness.

But when Krzyzewski walked out the door that night, there was no doubt Joe was going to play for him. All the McGuinnesses from Grandma Anne on down fell hard for the Army coach, and the Army coach fell hard for them. Grandma Anne would bake and send cookies to Coach K at West Point, and again in his early years at Duke, and when she called his office once to congratulate him on a big victory, Krzyzewski dropped everything to take the call. When he made a recruiting visit to New York City in an attempt to sign Brooklyn high school sensation Chris Mullin for the Blue Devils, Krzyzewski asked Jack McGuinness to join their dinner so he could explain to Mullin’s parents what it was like to have a son play for Coach K.

Truth was, Joe McGuinness had been something of a hellion at West Point. He failed a couple of courses as a plebe and struggled to accept the sanctioned hazing from upperclassmen, who screamed in his face when he did not properly square off a corner while walking to class. “They mess with your mind,” Joe had said. Asked by his local paper how much he liked military life, Joe responded, “I like to play basketball.”

But as a college ballplayer, Joe was exactly what Coach K had envisioned he would be — a pass-first point guard who played the game the way Krzyzewski played it at Army. Reddish and pale, the map of Ireland all over his face, McGuinness was a relentless disruptor when guarding the opponent’s most skilled backcourt scorer. In one game against tenth-ranked and unbeaten LSU at Madison Square Garden, “little Joe McGuinness,” as the Daily News described him, made his mark off the bench. He threw some pretty passes, shut down the Tigers’ high-scoring guard from the Bronx, Al Green, and helped Army rally from a huge deficit to lose by only six.

McGuinness made a less favorable impression in a lower-profile matchup with Manhattan. Joe was enjoying a good game when Jim Ward, a guard for the Jaspers, decided to start using his elbows to rattle his opponent. It didn’t take much to get Joe’s Irish up, and sure enough, McGuinness wheeled on Ward and punched him, earning an ejection. Joe was shampooing his hair in the shower after the game when he suddenly turned to find an enraged Coach K two inches from his face, his jacket and tie taking on water while he started ripping into his point guard.

“You motherfucker,” Krzyzewski screamed. “Don’t you ever fuckin’ put yourself ahead of my team again.”

Joe was crushed when Duke hired away Coach K after his sophomore season; he finished his college career at Manhattan, of all places, as a buddy of Jim Ward’s, of all people. He played and coached professionally in Ireland and became a college and high school coach back in the States. He won sectional state titles for the varsity boys’ and girls’ basketball teams at a high school ten minutes from his boyhood home in Nanuet, Albertus Magnus, where he was also the athletic director. Joe never stopped talking about Coach K, never stopped acting like him on the sidelines. Joe’s sons Patrick and Conor would watch Duke games and notice disapproving looks on Krzyzewski’s face that mirrored expressions on their father’s.

“Joe was probably a little crazier on the sideline,” said his younger brother, Jack Jr., who would also play for Army. “It takes Coach K a little while to get crazy, but Joe was out of his mind the whole game, pulling his hair out.”

Just as Coach K heavily involved his wife Mickie and three daughters in his basketball program, Joe made sure his wife Cynthia and daughter Megan were a constant part of the conversation about his teams. McGuinness learned from Coach K to value end-of-bench reserves and team managers, and he encouraged earnest students who struggled with their studies. “My father brought that to each and every team and class he taught,” Megan said.

So it was a devastating blow to the Rockland athletics community when McGuinness received his diagnosis. Krzyzewski was immediately on the phone with a contact he had at Memorial Sloan Kettering in the city — they came to know Joe in the hospital as Coach K’s guy — and he put Joe’s wife in touch with an oncologist at Duke. Krzyzewski got involved in ensuring that McGuinness had access to the latest trial treatments. He regularly called and texted his former player with words of support, telling him, “You can beat this. Go after it. Never give it an inch.”

One day Joe’s sister Kate was in the car with him, stuck in Manhattan traffic after treatment, when Coach K called to ask if he could do more to help. The calls and texts helped sustain Joe as his condition deteriorated.

Joe’s son Patrick would hand his father his phone with long text messages from Krzyzewski expressing his love for his old point guard. “You could see that after he received a text from Coach K his energy level went up and he was able to get through the day a little better,” Megan said.

Krzyzewski was the last man on earth McGuinness wanted to disappoint, so Joe was concerned that he was letting him down when the endgame became clear. Joe fought the cancer so relentlessly that, years later, his siblings would say that they wished he had let go earlier. The chemo wasn’t working, and the radiation left Joe unable to speak clearly, or to swallow, or to rest comfortably. “His last few months were absolute torture,” Jack Jr. said.

Joe spent his final days inside his home in New City, New York, where he once ran his three kids through basketball drills on the court outside his door. Patrick and Conor grew into accomplished high school and college players and followed their old man into coaching, just as Joe had followed Coach K.

When Krzyzewski’s last call came in, Patrick was holding his father’s hand. Joe could barely speak. Krzyzewski reminded him how much he loved him, how much he respected him. The coach could not make out a lot of what Joe was trying to tell him, and Joe figured as much. He communicated to his older brother what he needed to share with Krzyzewski.

Ed took the phone and told Coach K that his brother wanted to make sure he knew that he did not give up. “I never doubted that,” Krzyzewski responded.

Shortly after that conversation, McGuinness gathered his brother, wife, and children in his living room. Joe was out of his hospital bed and in his recliner when he had his family members huddle like a basketball team would around its coach. They locked their eyes on Joe’s and leaned in close to make out what he was trying to say. This would be his final pep talk.

“He still had that Coach K phone call in his head,” Megan said. “The principles and values of hard work and of being a good teammate that Coach K instilled in him is the way my father lived. He told us in that last huddle, ‘This is what matters most in life. This is our team. We need to always look out for each other.’”

Joe McGuinness died on February 12, 2016, two weeks after Krzyzewski wrote a letter nominating him for induction into the Rockland County Sports Hall of Fame. Coach K cited Joe’s on-court leadership and called Joe as good a defensive guard as he had in his five seasons at Army.

When Duke beat Virginia by one point the day after McGuinness died, Krzyzewski dedicated the victory to him, talked to his team about Joe, and had his players sign a game ball that carried the words “In Honor of Joe McGuinness. Duke 63 Virginia 62.” Coach K signed the ball and wrote, “For my point guard,” and sent it along with boxes of Duke gear to Joe’s wife.

More than 5,000 mourners attended Joe’s wake and funeral services, including many of his former high school and college players, some of whom served as pallbearers. Just like their father, Joe’s two sons would work as counselors at Krzyzewski’s summer camp. Coach K met with Patrick and Conor and recounted that last conversation he had with Joe, admitting to the boys that he could not understand much of what their father was saying on the phone. “But I still knew exactly what he was saying,” Coach K assured them as he pounded his chest.

Three years later, Krzyzewski was vouching for Conor as he became Army’s director of basketball operations. The following year he was calling Joe McGuinness’s son the day before Conor was scheduled to undergo surgery for testicular cancer, just to let him know he was praying for him. After the successful surgery, Coach K reached out again to offer encouragement as Conor started two rounds of chemotherapy.

“I’m just the son of a player he coached a long time ago,” Conor said. “The fact that he’s still keeping tabs on me is just remarkable.”

Krzyzewski had spent more than four decades connecting with four generations of McGuinnesses, starting with Grandma Anne, exchanging personal, handwritten letters with various family members, endorsing some for jobs, even sending Joe some old suits of his so he would have clothes to wear as an assistant college coach. Coach K recommended Joe’s younger brother Jack Jr. to the West Point coaches in the early 1980s after watching him compete at his Duke camp.

The McGuinnesses all became passionate Blue Devils fans who tracked Krzyzewski’s top recruits in high school and didn’t miss a game on TV. As a young boy, Joe’s son Patrick would slap the floor during basketball camp because he wanted to become the next great guard at Duke. Joe’s sister Kate wrote Krzyzewski a letter in 2019 to update him on the family and inform him that her daughter Elizabeth had enrolled in Duke’s physician assistant program in pursuit of a master’s degree. Coach K said he would help Elizabeth with anything she needed, and he invited the family to a game at Cameron Indoor Stadium, where they sat six rows behind the home team’s bench.

To a man and a woman, the McGuinnesses were in awe of Krzyzewski’s grace. They couldn’t understand how he did it, how he found the time and patience to remain invested in every friend he’d made.

Those close to the living legend with five national titles, nearly 1,200 Division I victories, and three Olympic gold-medal finishes as the leader of Team USA often instruct inquiring minds to look past the talent he has successfully recruited and developed, and the Xs and Os he has drawn on the board. They advise others to focus on Krzyzewski’s ability to connect with people from all walks of life, his ability to motivate people to achieve things they did not believe they were capable of achieving, and, above all else, his ability to build lasting bonds with his players, assistants, team managers, childhood friends, and former teammates and coaches.

The secret to Coach K’s greatness, his friends say, is found in his relationships. Thousands of them.

Including those with an Irish Catholic family that produced a low-scoring rotation player who spent only two seasons with Krzyzewski, during which Army went a combined 23-28. Coach K told Joe McGuinness’s wife that he keeps Joe’s prayer card on his desk, and he told Joe’s son Patrick that he also keeps a card in his briefcase so that it remains with him everywhere he goes.

As much as nearly anyone else Krzyzewski has met in his seventy-five years on the planet, the McGuinnesses have felt the power of his impact in a most personal way. They saw what he meant to their cancer-stricken loved one. They know that in his final days, Joe effectively sought Coach K’s permission to die.

Why has Michael William Krzyzewski been able to move people so profoundly? How did a low-income street kid, the son of a cleaning lady and an elevator operator who got by without high school educations, become quite possibly the greatest college basketball coach of all time?

Before he announced that he would end his forty-seven-year college career after the 2021–2022 season, those were the questions I set out to answer. To understand where Krzyzewski’s journey ended, you have to understand where it began. You have to understand his Polish neighborhood in Chicago, and how it fueled the raging fire within.




1

Columbo

MICKEY, AS MIKE was often called by the neighborhood kids, was always out there in the schoolyard, all alone with the ball and his thoughts. Friends saw him in the rain, sometimes even in the snow after he was done shoveling the court. He dribbled in solitude and worked on his moves against an imaginary defender while pretending a championship was on the line with a few seconds to go.

Mickey was going places. He figured out early that the game was the vehicle to get him there.

In Chicago, a kid had to learn how to handle a cold, wet basketball, and learn young Mickey did. A local girl, Vivian Przybylo, would be walking to her grandmother’s place, or to the neighborhood grocer or butcher, and see the same boy doing the same things on the same Christopher Columbus School court no matter what season it was, or what time it was in the morning, afternoon, or night.

“I don’t think I ever passed that schoolyard without seeing him playing basketball, often by himself,” Przybylo recalled. “He’s the most determined person I ever knew.”

Determination was a necessary character trait passed down to the boys and girls who always gathered off Leavitt and Augusta Boulevard at the Columbus elementary school and who would call themselves “Columbos” for life. They were the grandchildren of Polish immigrants who firmly believed in an honest day’s work and in the all-American dream that suggested they could someday have lives like those of the wealthy people they labored for.

Krzyzewski’s paternal grandparents, John and Sophie Krzyzewski (their surname was printed as “Krzyzowski” in a number of documents), had emigrated from Poland to the United States before the turn of the twentieth century; his maternal grandparents, Josef and Magdalena Pituch, had emigrated from Wola Radziszowska in Lesser Poland Voivodeship after the turn of the century; in some documents they listed their home country as Austria. (Their region was under Austrian control.)

Josef’s story was a common one in his Polish neighborhood on the North Side of Chicago in an area that would come to be known as Ukrainian Village. Pituch traveled on the SS Zeeland from Antwerp, Belgium, and landed in New York, at Ellis Island, on March 21, 1906. He married Magdalena Daniel in Fayette County, Pennsylvania, three years later. A rugged-looking five-foot-eight, 175 pounds, with brown hair and brown eyes, Josef found work as a coke drawer and as a rigger in a coal mine.

Josef and Magdalena would move from Keisterville, Pennsylvania, to Chicago, where the janitor and homemaker (who went by the Americanized names Joseph and Maggie) lived with their six children at 2039 West Cortez Street. One of their five girls, Emily, married one of the Krzyzewskis’ seven children, William, on June 18, 1935. According to the 1940 federal census, the last one taken before their sons were born, Emily made $446 over thirty-nine weeks in 1939 as a machine operator in a cosmetics company (stuffing cotton inside of powder-puff applicators), while William earned $1,560 over fifty-two weeks as an elevator operator in a private building. Emily hadn’t attended school beyond eighth grade; William had completed only two years of high school. They wanted something better for their kids.

Their first son, Bill, was more than four years older than Mike, who was born on February 13, 1947. They were raised in the family’s brick two-flat on Cortez, starting on the upstairs level and then moving downstairs to the first level when their aunt, Emily’s sister Mary, moved out. Big Bill towered over the more athletic Mike. They both received their Catholic elementary school education at St. Helen, a short walk from their well-appointed, if sparsely furnished, home. William and Emily did not want their sons to take the Polish language classes available to them because they knew that a Polish accent, or any discernible connection to the homeland, could put future educational and employment opportunities in jeopardy.

William had changed the family name to Kross to escape the discrimination that confronted Eastern European immigrants in postwar America, and to ensure that he wasn’t mistaken for a refugee known as a “displaced person” (DP) from World War II. He was identified as “William Joseph Kross” on his draft registration card, which identified his wife as “Emilia Marie Kross.” (William became a private in the Army and received an honorable discharge on January 16, 1946.) Under the section asking the registrar to confirm the truthfulness of William’s answers, this notation was made: “Votes under Krzyzewski in 6 precinct 26 ward.”

His employer was listed as the Willoughby Tower Building Corporation on Michigan Avenue downtown, where Kross ferried the city’s power brokers thirty-eight floors up and thirty-eight floors down, all day, every day, for nearly a quarter-century. Meanwhile, after her husband returned home, Emily caught a bus to the Chicago Athletic Club to scrub floors for its well-heeled members. “My job in the world is to chase dirt,” she told her boys. “I do a good job of it. You’ll never see dirt anywhere in my house, because I’ll chase the heck out of it, and I’m going to beat it.”

Back then the Polish kids attended St. Helen, the Slovaks attended Sacred Heart, and discipline was the order of the day in both places. The boys at Sacred Heart often wore corduroy pants to absorb the sting of the nuns’ yardsticks. The students in all the city’s Catholic schools understood that the educators were always right, and that their parents sided with the nuns and priests in disputes and punished their children — sometimes through physical force — accordingly. But the nuns loved Mike, because he always did exactly what they asked. Decades later, Przybylo was still calling him “the biggest brown nose.” Though Vivian beat Mike in a girls-versus-boys mathematics competition in third grade, she recalled him being a whiz in multiplication tables.

Mike was better with numbers than he was with words, and years later he would observe that he might have been diagnosed with attention deficit disorder had he been tested. “I had ants in my pants all the time,” Mike would say. And yet he remained a strong student and a committed lieutenant of St. Helen’s patrol boys, the seventh- and eighth-graders who helped younger children cross the street. Classmates recalled him getting into trouble only here and there. Mike once earned a dash in conduct on his report card, instead of a letter grade, as did Przybylo, for the felony of talking too much in class. “The dash meant you didn’t deserve an F,” Vivian said, “but that your parents had to call the nun to get it changed . . . or you would graduate with an incomplete report card.”

A year before Krzyzewski graduated, he approached the school principal about assembling a basketball team to compete against CYO (Catholic Youth Organization) opponents. Mike preferred football and baseball at the time, but thought it would be easier to organize a five-man basketball team. Problem was, St. Helen had no gymnasium, no coach, no team, and no interest in fielding one. So Mike effectively started his own league, challenging other neighborhood teams to play his in local parks. Krzyzewski was his team’s coach and best player, and along with his friends he took on all comers throughout the city. They walked a mile and a half to some games, rode the bus to others. “No parents involved,” Mike said. They rarely lost. He built his first winning program at age twelve.

The Columbos also played baseball, loading their gear into wagons and carrying their bats and bases as they walked into different neighborhoods in pursuit of a game. The Polish kids played the Puerto Rican kids who lived a few blocks away. The Columbos started calling their own team the Warriors, and they wore numbered shirts and black caps distinguished by a white W. (Some players wore blank caps because they couldn’t afford the extra 10 cents for the white letter.) Mike was a line-drive hitter. He spent a lot of time playing third base, yet he was a fan of the Cincinnati Reds’ All-Star Vada Pinson and fancied himself a Pinson-like center fielder.

He played one-on-one stickball too, using a 10-cent rubber ball and a broomstick, with a strike zone outlined in chalk against the schoolyard wall. “Mike made a league out of it,” a friend from the neighborhood, Frank Kasprzak, said. About eight individual players represented eight teams — sometimes four players competed simultaneously, using two different strike zones — and Krzyzewski kept track of who won and lost these duels and crowned a champion at season’s end. It was sports every day, all day, in the summer, interrupted only by the Krzyzewski family trips to Emily’s hometown, Keisterville, Pennsylvania, a 515-mile drive from Chicago. “That was a big thing,” Mike said of the trips.

Columbo camaraderie remained a Krzyzewski priority after Mike enrolled at Archbishop Weber, the all-boys high school attended by his brother Bill. They had their rituals. After attending Mass on Sunday mornings at St. Helen, Krzyzewski and Leonard Bryla would head over to Dennis “Moe” Mlynski’s house, sit on his wrought-iron fence, and read the Tribune’s coverage of the local pro teams. “Mike would bitch and moan that the Tribune writers were too critical of the Bears and the Cubs,” Bryla recalled. “He thought their coverage was unfair, and he’d be ranting and raving about it.”

The nuns told the Catholic school boys that they shouldn’t hang out with the public school kids, but the boys never listened. The Catholic and non-Catholic Columbos met on summertime mornings at the Columbus schoolyard, played sports for three hours, stopped in at the neighborhood social center, and then returned home for lunch and maybe a quick viewing of Bozo’s Circus on WGN. They would head back out for more sports, go home for dinner, and leave again to play more self-organized, self-umpired games into the night.

The games varied, but the group’s organizer never did. The Columbos waited at the school in the morning, talking about what they should do that day. “And then normally Mickey would come along,” Larry “Mondo Twams” Kusch said, “and say, ‘What’s going on? Let’s get started. Let’s do this and that.’ He would start things and then sometimes disappear. I don’t know if he had chores or what, but he was an instigator. He always got things started, and then he’d come back.” (Many Columbos had long, involved stories behind their nicknames; others not so much.)

The youngest of the group, Kusch thought of Mickey “as a dese, dem, and dose guy,” like everyone else in the neighborhood. But there was a difference in Krzyzewski’s appearance, and in the way he interacted with his Columbo teammates. “He always looked good,” Kusch said. “His hair always looked right.” Kusch could have sworn that Emily Krzyzewski was ironing Mike’s T-shirts, because they always looked better than his. “And if he was quarterbacking and we were playing touch football in the schoolyard,” Kusch said, “his plays were always the most meticulous. ‘Okay, you go down 10 yards and cut 90 degrees. You go five yards and go 45 degrees this way.’”

The boys worked on their basketball skills, creating shots off the dribble, and sometimes Krzyzewski dragged his foot for an advantage on his defender. “But he got away with it,” Kusch said, “because he was so precise in his moves.” They used to go to the local gymnasium on Saturday mornings, when there was never any doubting the identity of the game’s leading player. “You scored as much as Mike wanted you to score,” Kusch said. “He was good at dropping the ball off early and giving us shots, but when push came to shove, Mike would take over.”

The Columbos wanted to be on Mickey’s team whenever sides were being picked; his presence gave them confidence. As a boy, Krzyzewski had what he called “a very volatile” and “real quick-tempered” disposition on the court and on the ballfield because he so badly wanted to win. “And I wanted to make sure that all the guys on my team felt the same way,” he said.

Mickey made the Weber varsity basketball team as a sophomore despite showing up for the first practice with a cast on a wrist that he broke playing touch football. He was a fairly good bowler who threw an effective backup ball — a left-to-right fade for a right-hander — in neighborhood games at Stack and Ryan, where the hourly rate was 25 cents a lane and a strike with the red head pin earned a bowler a free game. When his friends were busy mimicking their favorite pro wrestlers, Mickey assumed the role of Edouard Carpentier, “The Flying Frenchman” who was known for using turnbuckles and ropes to perform his acrobatic moves in midair.

The Columbos were a gang in name only. “Real gangs would drive by and look at us,” Kusch said, “and they’d say, ‘Leave the Columbos alone. They’re harmless.’”

The Polish kids all knew each other’s siblings and parents. Everyone was welcome at everyone else’s homes, and mothers were free to reprimand other people’s kids if their parents weren’t around. Emily Krzyzewski, a dark-haired woman with a kind face, would feed a friend of Mike’s and bandage him up after a rough day of play, just as the friend’s mother would do for Mike. An especially lucky boy would be treated to the chocolate chip cookies Emily loved to bake in her white oven; she pressed exactly three chips into each cookie. When putting together meals and desserts, Emily closely followed directions written on notes stuck to her kitchen cabinets. “As orderly as you could write a game plan,” her younger son explained many years later.

The Krzyzewskis didn’t have much, but like the rest of their community, they took immense pride in what they did have. The residents all made sure the streets and sidewalks were clean, the flowers were watered, and the small lawns were cut. “It was a very magical neighborhood,” Przybylo said. “We were clinging to each other. It was like a security blanket.”

Vivian and Mickey were dear friends who could finish each other’s sentences, and they dated on and off in their teenage years. Her friends would look Mickey up and down, survey his conspicuous nose and ears, his angular Eastern European features and unspectacular physique, and inform Vivian that he wasn’t much to look at. Vivian was never attracted to the cutest guys. She was searching for character and kindness, and for someone who locked his eyes on yours when he spoke. She was searching for someone who didn’t look up to people, or down on them.

Vivian was also searching for someone who had a certain aura. And she found it when she sat inside a packed Archbishop Weber High School gymnasium and watched Mickey Krzyzewski take off down the floor.

“People would feed Mickey the ball,” she said, “and he could shoot from long distance, off balance, and make the shot . . . He had a magnetism about the way he played. The crowd definitely felt Mike’s charisma. When he was going downcourt, the crowd would all stand up because they knew he was going to fly through the air and make the basket.”

THE FRONT PAGE of the Weber News included a photo of four young men in a library, all dressed in shirts and ties beneath pullover sweaters with large Ws stitched to the front. Mike Krzyzewski, his black hair in a squared-off buzz cut, was smiling in that picture. He was posing with his fellow senior class officers, including Chico Kurzawski, the class president and heralded football star headed for Northwestern.

Krzyzewski, a member of the National Honor Society, had been elected Kurzawski’s vice president by the senior homeroom officers. He pledged to do everything he could to help the president “make this a truly great year at Weber.”

But there was really only one way for Krzyzewski to make 1964–1965 a truly great year — winning Weber’s first varsity city championship in basketball.

Krzyzewski had tried out for the football team as a freshman, but on the second day of practice he watched as new equipment was handed out to more than two dozen kids who had the CYO connections that weren’t available to him at St. Helen. “And I knew I was better than a bunch of the kids,” Krzyzewski said, “but they were recruited.” Mike’s temper got the best of him, and he told himself, “I’m not gonna take that.” He quit on the spot and never returned. The captain of the Columbos would make his mark at Weber on the court.

Weber was not the easiest place for its 1,200 boys to make the transition to young adulthood. The Resurrectionist priests might give you a quick whack to the head if you looked sideways at someone or if you didn’t walk down the right side of the hall. At a school assembly, the Resurrectionists had their own methods for quieting the unruly: “If you’re an enforcer priest,” said Paul Kolpak, a basketball teammate of Krzyzewski’s, “you grab the biggest guy and you make a physical demonstration of him, and the rest of us got the message.”

Krzyzewski’s best friend, Moe Mlynski, saw the Resurrectionist priests and brothers fiercely paddle an entire class at his school, Gordon Tech, if even one student broke one of their many rules. At Weber, where students were required to wear a collared shirt, tie, and slacks, one priest carried around a small Louisville Slugger in his vestment. If he found a boy walking with his hands in his pockets, he would hit the boy on the shoulder with his bat and ask, “What are you doing, taking inventory? You’ve only got two down there. Get your hands out of your pockets.”

Another priest, an ex-wrestler, once grabbed two students who were horsing around in the back of his Latin class, picked them up one in each hand, and hung them on hooks at the top of the blackboard, leaving them to dangle and gasp for air for a while before he let them down. Weber, said Mike Siemplenski, a basketball team manager, “was a no-bullshit place.” Coaches once instructed Siemplenski and another student he didn’t get along with to put on boxing gloves, lace them tight, and beat the shit out of each other until their conflict was settled. Neither boy could knock the other out before reaching the point of exhaustion, and they both retreated to the locker room and lay on wooden benches, missing their next class but having learned a valuable lesson.

Weber was all about self-discipline, even when it came to teaching a boy the proper way to feed himself soup — with the spoon moving away from his mouth, not toward it, to prevent a spill on his white shirt. This was a perfect fit for young Mike Krzyzewski, product of a strict Catholic family and already a believer in structure and organization. He felt at home at Weber, which had a student body that was about 60 percent Polish, 30 percent Italian, and 10 percent Irish and other. The boys were identified by their parishes. Many of the Italian kids were survivors of a 1958 fire at Our Lady of the Angels that killed ninety-two elementary school students and three nuns, including some survivors who were recruited to Weber by the head football coach, Joe Sassano. That powerhouse football team, led by Kurzawski, went undefeated in Krzyzewski’s senior year, winning another city championship. That increased the expectation that Krzyzewski — “the Chico of the cagers,” the Weber News called him — would bring home the school’s first title on the court.

In the late fall of ’64, when the football team practiced indoors to escape the weather, Kurzawski would watch his friend work on his game on a basket against the back wall of the gym. Krzyzewski would shoot the ball, retrieve it, shoot it, retrieve it, shoot it, retrieve it. Mike had led the Catholic League in scoring as a junior, averaging 18.8 points per game, and here he was as a senior working harder than anyone, getting up shots long after the basketball team’s practice had ended.

Krzyzewski was a captain of the varsity heavyweights — the school teams were divided by player size into the heavies, lightweights, bantamweights, and flyweights. He was six foot one, 175 pounds, and wore number 44. In a team yearbook photo, Krzyzewski stood alone in front, ball in hands, while teammates, coaches, and priests stood in rows behind him. The Red Horde was Mick’s team.

Al Ostrowski, the head coach, was a young, in-your-face leader who appreciated his point guard’s intensity on both sides of the ball. One photo in a Weber yearbook showed a high-jumping Krzyzewski, then a sophomore, knocking his head into the bottom of a gymnasium’s wraparound deck. “Mike Krzyzewski hits the ceiling at St. Philip’s,” read the caption. “Fortunately, it didn’t crumble.”

In Ostrowski’s mind, Mike had a flaw as an underclassman that needed to be fixed: “His only weakness was his lack of confidence in himself and his abilities on the court,” the coach said. The way Mike would put it years later, Ostrowski “believed in me more than I believed in me.” Coach O was the first man to ever tell him, “You’re so damned good.” After Krzyzewski had a few poor shooting performances as a junior, Ostrowski sensed that Mike was passing up opportunities he needed to seize. “When you get the ball, shoot!” the coach barked at him. Ostrowski threatened to make his point guard run laps if he didn’t start firing away. He wanted to bring out all of Mike’s talent and leadership ability, and Mike responded, his confidence increasing with each game.

Krzyzewski was described by teammates, managers, and classmates as silky smooth, fundamentally sound, and eager to get out on the fast break. He was a relentless perimeter defender, the kind you did not want guarding you. He was a quick, but not overly fast playmaker, with tremendous vision and a vertical leap that helped him get off a jump shot ripped from the pages of a manual — his body perfectly straight in midair, his elbow tucked, his right arm cocked at a 90-degree angle, his left hand guiding the ball.

After Ostrowski had worked on him, Krzyzewski was the one who made his team believe that it was never out of a game, no matter the score. “A National Honor Society member who ranks twentieth in his class,” reported his school paper, “Mike is a cool player who always keeps his head.” Teammate Tom Kleinschmidt recalled coming out of the locker room in a big road game, a tense game, after Krzyzewski had made like a coach, relaxing all his fellow Weber players by reminding them that they had succeeded in front of plenty of hostile crowds before.

Mike was quite a sight as he knifed through defenses to score or to hit an open teammate. Even the Columbos who attended Gordon Tech and Lane Tech would spend their Friday or Saturday nights in Weber’s gym watching their friend prove himself to be one of Chicago’s very best players. After the game, Moe would drive Mick home and tell him how much he enjoyed watching him play. “I can’t recall him ever being obnoxious because he’d gotten so good,” Mlynski said.

Krzyzewski was dating Larry Kusch’s next-door neighbor, Betty Smietana. Mick never lacked for female attention, much to the dismay of his father William, who didn’t want his boy distracted. “I don’t want my son dating any girls,” he told friends. Mick impressed the girls anyway with his athleticism and an appealing sense of humor that he inherited from his mother, the family’s answer to Lucille Ball. “Every Columbo girl in my group had a crush on him at some point,” said Linda Wolczyz, who did not date Krzyzewski. “He just knew what to say and how to say it.”

Mike was a class officer for three years, a member of the National Honor Society and French Club for two, and the Sock Hop Committee for one. If something troubled Krzyzewski in his personal life, he would turn to his geometry teacher, Father Francis Rog. They would talk in the cafeteria about life and about faith. “He explained things in a way which made me feel less guilty about just being human,” Krzyzewski explained. He later told Moe that during his time at Weber he thought of becoming a priest. “Father Rog and he would talk about that,” Mlynski said. “Mick always wanted to be a teacher, and to help people, and he thought maybe that was a way.”

Krzyzewski knew he wanted to impact others the way Father Rog and Coach O had impacted him. While he tried to figure out his precise calling, Krzyzewski tore up the Catholic League, to the delight of packed and chaotic Weber crowds of about 1,500, sometimes up to 2,000, in the same gym that held Friday assemblies and Mass and sock hops. The Red Horde was always one of the best-conditioned teams around. More disciplinarian and motivator than master strategist, Ostrowski made Krzyzewski and his teammates run laps around the court, upstairs to the second level, across the bleachers, and back down again when they didn’t listen to his instructions, which wasn’t often.

Krzyzewski, Kleinschmidt, and Len Koplitz led the Red Horde to a 13-2 record in its nonleague (“exhibition”) season before rolling through the North Section of the Catholic League, a rough-and-tumble league shaped by Big Ten physicality and an unwritten code that called for hard fouls on ball handlers who ventured into the paint. Krzyzewski routinely delivered more than 20 points per night as he chased a second consecutive Catholic League scoring title. He scored 27 in a convincing victory over St. Philip, avenging Weber’s only league defeat, and was chiefly responsible for the eight-game winning streak Weber carried into its second game with Loyola.

On that Friday night, February 26, 1965, Krzyzewski put on a show at the best possible time in front of a crowd at Loyola that, the Weber News reported, included more Red Horde fans than Ramblers fans. Loyola was up 12 in the third quarter before Weber cut it to 5 for the start of the fourth. As was his habit in these situations, Krzyzewski took control of the game, scoring 18 of his 33 points in the final quarter to give Weber a 69–58 victory and, of greater consequence, the North Section championship.

“This may be the last time Mike Krzyzewski will play against us,” Loyola coach Gene Sullivan said afterward, “but from what I’ve seen tonight, I’ve seen enough of him to last me the rest of my life.”

Krzyzewski had worked so long and so hard for this moment. Sometimes when practicing by himself, Mike bounced the ball against the Weber gym wall to simulate a teammate throwing him a pass, and then counted down the seconds in his head before taking and making a shot to win the North Section title. He now owned that title. He now had scored more than 1,000 points in his varsity career. The school paper described him as “poetry in motion,” and “the best basketball player in the history of Weber High School.” Coach O praised his point guard’s leadership and wondered if people understood “the excellence of Mike as a person.” He said that Krzyzewski had a chance someday to play pro ball.

The Catholic League playoffs called for the top seeds from the North and South Sections to cross over and play the second-place teams from the opposite section, meaning Weber would be paired against Mount Carmel, an opponent it had already beaten twice in the exhibition season. The Weber boys felt good about their prospects as they entered DePaul University’s Alumni Hall on Saturday, March 13, excited to compete in a big-time college environment. But on this night Krzyzewski would learn for the first time the unforgiving reality of sudden-death March basketball.

Mount Carmel’s Tom Kilmartin, a six-foot-three senior, scored his team’s first three baskets and out of nowhere had the game of his young life, sinking shot after shot from the corner as Weber struggled to recover. The Red Horde trailed virtually the entire night, stunning many in the crowd of 4,100, including Moe Mlynski, who watched Mount Carmel’s defenders successfully double-team Krzyzewski. “They just changed their whole defense to stop him,” Moe said. “Weber wasn’t able to adjust.”

As soon as Mike helped cut the deficit to 51–45, Kilmartin, who would finish with 27 points, responded with a few more baskets to build an insurmountable lead. It was a big upset, by a large margin. The 73–56 victory sent Mount Carmel to a Catholic League final it would ultimately win.

“Weber’s Mike Krzyzewski, who paced the Catholic League in scoring, had another good night, with 22 points,” read one newspaper account. “But he didn’t get enough help from his teammates.”

Ostrowski and his players were gutted by the shocking end to their season. Krzyzewski had tears in his eyes when he walked out of the arena with Mlynski, who had never seen his friend more upset over a loss. “He was so distraught,” Moe said. It was a tough way for a decorated player to go out.

Krzyzewski still hoped to find a major college interested in an average-size point guard with a jump shot, a willingness to play defense, and an ability to work around his lack of superior foot speed. At the same time, a twenty-four-year-old rookie head coach at Army needed to find athletes willing to be pushed beyond their physical and emotional limits while forming a team that could beat far more talented opponents.

Robert Montgomery Knight was talking to the Loyola coach, Sullivan, who identified the Weber star as the Catholic League’s finest player, and Knight made an appointment to meet with Krzyzewski in Weber’s cafeteria. When the sit-down happened, Mike’s teammates couldn’t help but stare.

At six five, Knight had been a large presence as a bit player on Ohio State’s 1960 national championship team. Now the second-youngest major college coach in America, he was only six years older than Krzyzewski, who was already certain of three things in life: (1) He wanted to become a high school coach; (2) he wanted to become a high school teacher; and (3) he wanted absolutely no part of serving in the Army. Mike had no knowledge or understanding of the military academy and preferred to keep it that way.

But Knight was already a developing force of nature, and when he met with William and Emily Krzyzewski as well as Mike that night, he made a compelling case for West Point. Emily and William had labored for so long for the kind of distinguished families that sent their sons to West Point, and now here was the military academy’s representative sitting before them and recruiting one of their own.

Emily and William were very different personalities and played very different roles in Mike’s life. Emily was the one who sat him down before he attended Weber and told him, “I want to make sure you get on the right bus.” Mike assured his mother that he knew the route, including Division to Grand. “Michael,” Emily responded, “that’s not what I’m talking about.” She always called him Michael when she had something profound to say. “Tomorrow you’re going to meet new people,” Emily continued. “You’re going to get on a different journey. The bus that you drive, make sure that it’s the right one. Make sure that you only let good people on it. And if you get on someone else’s bus, make sure it’s with someone who’s good.” It was the best advice young Krzyzewski ever received.

With a smile, Emily would ask her son, “What are you going to do when you grow up and stop playing basketball?” Emily was always there for Mike; she attended his games (sometimes without telling him) and lavished him with praise when he returned home. Her husband was just as proud of Mike, though he was too busy working to go to the games or to spend any quality time with him. “He talked about me a lot,” Mike would say, “but hardly ever to me. I knew my dad loved me. He just let me have my freedom.”

When William was done as an elevator operator, he would open a small restaurant in Chicago’s factory district to serve the city’s laborers, and then a tavern on the South Side; neither venture did much to elevate his family’s financial standing. William worked, and worked, and worked some more, then came home and smoked cigarettes before falling asleep in his favorite chair. He would rise early to start another workday, usually with a very strong cup of coffee. Mike’s teammates and closest Columbos didn’t know anything about his father for a good reason — Mike didn’t know much about him either.

William did teach Mike a valuable lesson when he was a young boy, after Mike sneaked into his parents’ bedroom and pulled some coins out of the pants his dad always draped over the back of a chair. When William asked Mike if he had lifted the money, Mike denied it, but later confessed. William told his son that he had taken and spent a coin that carried sentimental value for him, and that he was very disappointed in him for stealing and lying. Mike long remembered how his father’s disapproval made him feel: “It set me on a path where I knew I never wanted to feel that way again.”

More than anything, William and Emily shared the same fierce devotion to their sons and spent whatever extra money they could save on their Catholic educations. Emily owned only two dresses, and she didn’t see the need to spend money on a third. Those dresses were always spotless and perfectly ironed — West Point style — as they hung in her closet.

As they were finishing up their chat with Knight, William Krzyzewski, who hadn’t said much that night, turned to his son and announced, “Well, Mike, I think West Point is where you ought to go to school.” This was a dream come true for Mike’s parents: William had changed his name to mask his family’s identity and background, and he simply could not believe that the military academy, a symbol of American might, wanted a Krzyzewski.

He also could not believe his son’s response to the offer of a free education at such an elite institution. “I don’t want to be a soldier,” Mike told his parents. He didn’t want to carry a rifle, and he didn’t think Army was the right place to make the transition into a career in teaching and coaching. Mike said no to Coach Knight, hoping to land a scholarship at one of a handful of Division I schools that had shown interest, including Wisconsin of the Big Ten and Creighton, a Jesuit university in Nebraska.

Emily and William were not giving up that easily. “I can’t believe he’s not taking this opportunity,” they repeatedly said to each other. They spent two weeks ripping into their younger son in kitchen-table conversations they conducted in Polish, loud enough for Mike to hear in the living room. Occasionally, just so their boy got the point, they would blurt out in English, “Stupid Mike!”

Stupid Mike leaned on Coach O for guidance. “Mike and his mother came to our home, sat at the kitchen table, uncertain where Mike should go,” Ostrowski said. “And as his coach, I knew Army was the best choice. He reluctantly took my advice.”

It was a turbulent time in the country, a year and a half after President John F. Kennedy had been assassinated in Dallas. Congress had just passed the Voting Rights Act, designed to end discrimination against African Americans in the voting process. The nation’s involvement in Vietnam was growing; President Lyndon Johnson was about to call for another 50,000 ground troops to be sent there, and he would soon double the number of men to be drafted, up to 35,000 per month.

Some of the Columbos were more concerned than Mick was about the war and his postgrad military commitment. American Marines were only weeks away from engaging in the first major ground battle of the war, Operation Starlite, on the Van Tuong Peninsula, where U.S. forces would win a fierce firefight lasting days. And yet Emily and William were equal parts exhilarated and relieved when their son changed his mind and committed to the military academy. (Coach Knight liked to spin the five-year commitment to active duty as a guarantee of employment after graduation.) 

When Mike went to inform his best friend of his choice, the two sat on Moe’s fence near the schoolyard, the same fence where Columbos often hung out late on Friday nights.

Moe had no idea where West Point was located. “Isn’t that where all the presidents go to school?” he’d asked Mike earlier, after Knight first showed interest. When Mike told him that he would be a cadet after all, Moe was taken aback, but excited for his friend. “He was coming out of the neighborhood,” Mlynski said, “and doing something big.”

Whatever Mick ended up doing, he would do it as a Krzyzewski, not a Kross. Some of his cousins had changed their name, just as his father had done. (The English translation of “Krzyz” is “Cross.”) But when he was a kid visiting his Uncle Joe, a Chicago cop, at Christmastime, Joe would greet him at the door and ask, “What’s your name?” Mike would always answer, “Krzyzewski,” and his uncle would respond, “Don’t you forget it. I want you to be proud of who you are, your heritage . . . Don’t change your name.”

All the old-timers in the community were proud of Mick, proud that he didn’t give an inch to a society that often mocked the Polish and their descendants. They were proud that Mick would represent them at a world-class academy, among the very best young men America had to offer.

Meanwhile, Vivian Przybylo felt badly for Mick’s girlfriend Betty. Krzyzewski was sitting outside Betty’s apartment with her neighbor, Larry Kusch, whose mother had just signed a contract to sell their home. The Kusches were moving to a place 10 miles from their cherished neighborhood, and as the three of them sat there talking, Larry felt the weight of the moment.

“We all had our own angst about it,” he said. The neighborhood was changing, the world was changing, and Krzyzewski was leaving Betty and the Columbos and the rest of his friends to go to a place that seemed a million miles away.

“On that day Mick told us he was going to West Point,” Kusch said, “I thought, ‘This is going to be the end of us.’”

The end of innocence on the North Side of Chicago. And for Mike Krzyzewski, the beginning of a long-term partnership with a volatile genius.
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Coach Knight

ON JULY 1, 1965, Mike Krzyzewski marched straight into the living hell known as Beast Barracks. This is what they call cadet basic training at West Point, and for the 1,200 entering freshmen, or “plebes,” at the all-male United States Military Academy, the exercise was best described as the opposite of what their high school classmates were doing all summer — chasing girls, playing ball, and drinking cold beer on the nearest beach or bay.

Beast Barracks, or Beast, was designed to turn a boy into a man by breaking him down physically, psychologically, and emotionally, and then building him back up into an officer and warrior who could someday manage any life-or-death crisis he might face in some faraway land. For the better part of two months, the plebes were deprogrammed and forced to embrace a new normal that their bodies and minds begged them to reject. From sunup to sundown, from Reveille at 6 a.m. until Taps at 10 p.m., they were verbally humiliated by superiors and limited to only three acceptable responses: (1) “Yes sir,” (2) “No sir,” and (3) “No excuse, sir.” The plebes were told that one out of every three of them would not make it to graduation day. The freshmen who thought that West Point would be, in the words of one recruit, “an advanced Boy Scout camp” never stood a chance.

As an incoming cadet most interested in playing basketball, Krzyzewski knew right away that he’d had it much better with the punitive priests back at Weber High. Their heads shaved, their uniforms perfectly pressed, the new cadets were required to walk briskly — with erect posture and eyes trained straight ahead — as they robotically squared off every hallway and stairwell they encountered on post. They were also required to have full command of what was called plebe knowledge. The plebes had to memorize a mind-numbing series of trivial facts — the items on a daily menu, the number of gallons in Lusk Reservoir (92.2 million), the number of lights in Cullum Hall (340), the number of days until Army beat the hell out of Navy in football, you name it — and recite those facts to upperclassmen without advance warning.

Rising above the west bank of the Hudson River in all its gray Gothic glory, West Point inspired fear in all plebes. Older cadets were forever shouting spittle directly into the faces of new cadets, barely an inch away from nose-to-nose contact, while correcting the most benign and incidental errors. Plebes were berated if their brass belt buckles weren’t fully polished, or if they had failed to spit-shine their boots and shoes. (The toes and heels received particular scrutiny from the upperclassmen.) The plebes had to practice bracing, or pulling back their chins until they disappeared under their wrinkled gullets, to enhance their posture. They even had to practice bracing while eating, which one cadet described as a fate worse than death.

The plebes were required to collect the older cadets’ laundry and mail, among other things, while enduring day after day of marching, weapon training, tactical drills, and calisthenics. Misconduct could lead to room confinement, or to a one-hour punishment tour spent walking back and forth across the Central Area. Violations of the Honor Code (“A cadet will not lie, cheat, steal, or tolerate those who do”) could result in immediate expulsion. Plebes were not permitted to quit the academy on their own until three weeks had passed, though Krzyzewski, like many of his classmates, thought of quitting as much as he thought about anything.

Hazing at West Point wasn’t what it was in the draconian days that preceded the 1900 death of a plebe named Oscar Booz, who died of tubercular laryngitis allegedly because cadets had repeatedly poured Tabasco sauce down his throat. A congressional committee had been assembled to investigate, and a cadet named Douglas MacArthur, who had been forced to do deep knee bends over broken glass until he passed out, was among those who testified about hazing. The committee found evidence of severe misconduct at West Point — some plebes were forced to sit on bayonets — and Congress moved to outlaw acts it found “of a harassing, tyrannical, abusive, shameful, insulting or humiliating nature.” MacArthur tried to effectively eradicate hazing from the academy after he was named superintendent in 1919, but much of what was known as the fourth-class system remained in place by the time Krzyzewski arrived forty-six years later.

One day Krzyzewski was stopped on post by two upperclassmen, who demanded to know his surname. “Krzyzewski, sir,” he said. “What kind of name is that?” one responded. “Well, Mr. Alphabet, or whoever the hell you are, your shoes are cruddy. You’re a crudball.” Krzyzewski’s roommate had earlier splashed mud on his shoes while stepping in a puddle. “No excuse, sir,” the plebe told the upperclassmen. Krzyzewski later screamed at his roommate for earning him demerits, though on further review he realized he needed to accept responsibility for the mistake. The man in his mirror was ultimately to blame for neglecting to change his own shoes.

Another day a fellow plebe and basketball teammate named Gary Eiber was talking about academy life with Krzyzewski, enjoying a rare break as they waited on line to get back into the barracks. “And then suddenly Mike’s eyes got as big as saucers; he looked scared,” Eiber said. “There was an upperclassman I hadn’t seen, and we were supposed to be at attention. I got chewed out royally, but Mike didn’t, because I was doing all the talking . . . There’s probably not an eighteen-year-old kid who goes in there, even if you’re a tough guy, who doesn’t have tears in his eyes before he’s done.”

The plebes lived three to a room, and all they had was each other. The Corps of Cadets was divided into four regiments with companies identified by letters of the alphabet. Krzyzewski was assigned to E-3, part of the Third Regiment. “The motto of the company was ‘not excessively eager,’” said one member, Bob Baldwin. “It wasn’t a bunch of super-strivers.” It was a randomly selected group of twenty-five men from around the country who represented, according to another E-3 member, Cary Gaylord, “the biggest bunch of cutups you could possibly imagine.”

For example, E-3 plebes tore up pieces of bread and put one piece on each shoulder of an unsuspecting classmate, promoting him to “bread colonel” as he unknowingly walked about the mess hall with bread on his shoulders. By all accounts, Krzyzewski rarely engaged in the silliness. “He was too busy for it,” Gaylord said. “And because of how hard he was working, everybody loved him.”

Baldwin cited a very specific reason Krzyzewski stayed clear of the horseplay. “We had some guys in E-3 who were way out there, and they were good friends with Mike,” Baldwin said. “But Mike didn’t run with them . . . In those days, if you had a cadet disciplinary thing against you, you were off corps squad.”

Corps squad meant intercollegiate athletics. And for the two-time leading scorer in Chicago’s Catholic League, intercollegiate athletics meant basketball.

He started building his relationship with Bob Knight early in his plebe year, when the Army coach converted his hilltop home on post into a sanctuary for his beleaguered recruits. Eiber, who had played on Knight’s junior varsity team at Cuyahoga Falls High School in Ohio, recalled that during the weekend hours when plebes were allowed to walk about, Knight and his wife Nancy, also from Orrville, opened their house and put mattresses on the floors and offered the boys ice cream and cake. “Mike and I and other plebes would go up there and watch TV and sleep and pig out and chill out,” Eiber said.

But if the first-year cadets thought that Knight would be anything but the most demanding and verbally degrading authority figure they would meet at West Point, they were in for a surprise. As much as they needed a break from the hazing and bracing while scrambling into formation before dawn and marching to Washington Hall for meals and to Thayer Hall for classes, Knight was not about to provide one in basketball practice.

Knight had been a star high school athlete, but at Ohio State he was a limited offensive player and a lead-footed defender on some outstanding Buckeye teams that were coached by Fred Taylor and featured future Hall of Famers John Havlicek and Jerry Lucas. (An Army media guide a few years later would claim that Knight had “an outstanding basketball career at Ohio State University.”) He was a reserve who averaged 3.7 points per game on the school’s 1960 national championship team. He did score the basket against Cincinnati that sent the 1961 NCAA finals into overtime, a game Ohio State would lose. But as a senior, Knight wasn’t one of the eight Buckeyes who played in the 1962 finals rematch with Cincinnati, also won by the Bearcats. He left Columbus bitter over his playing time, or lack thereof. “The brat from Orrville,” Taylor had called him. A forgettable player, Knight wanted to make up for it as a coach.

Eiber had felt Knight’s wrath while playing for his Cuyahoga Falls High School junior varsity team. Knight pulled him aside in one practice, after Eiber had dropped a few balls, and repeatedly fired underhanded passes at him from close range — the fireball drill, they called it. “It was like dodgeball,” Eiber said, “but you don’t have a choice to dodge it.”

Knight rolled balls onto the court in practices and ordered opposing players to dive for them and fight for possession. He broke a clipboard in his first game coaching tenth-graders. He conducted a six-hour practice after his Cuyahoga Falls team lost its opener in the final seconds, to Kent Roosevelt, which prevailed on an absurd shot from behind the backboard that deflected off the glass and dropped in. The Cuyahoga JV finished with a 13-3 record, but more than half a century later Knight could still provide vivid details of the shot that dealt him his first defeat as a basketball coach.

Taylor, of all people, persuaded a friend of his, Army coach George Hunter, to give an assistant’s job to Knight, who had to enlist to work at West Point. Knight was sent to Fort Leonard Wood in the Missouri Ozarks for his basic training. After Hunter got fired, his replacement, Taylor “Tates” Locke, kept Hunter’s commitment and assigned his young assistant to run the plebe team.

Locke was nearly as volcanic as Knight. He once ended up with more than two dozen stitches in his hand after responding to an intramural basketball loss by punching out a window, and he reportedly traded blows with Knight — himself an intramurals madman — during a heated pickup game. But they made for a formidable partnership. Locke went 40-15 in two seasons with the varsity and made two trips to the National Invitation Tournament semifinals before he shocked the academy by leaving for Miami of Ohio in May 1965. Twenty-four-year-old Knight, private first-class in the U.S. Army, was named his successor a couple of weeks later, after he interviewed for an assistant’s opening at Duke University. He was making $99 a month at the time.

Knight was in the Krzyzewski home shortly thereafter, talking about how his team would compete with, and defeat, bigger, stronger, and faster opponents. Now Mike was living the Knight system as an ineligible player — freshmen were not permitted by the National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) to compete in varsity sports. The program started in the fall, when Army players put on combat boots and jogged up the hill to the home of West Point’s storied football program, Michie Stadium, where they ran the stairs and worked on their vertical leaps. Coaches weren’t allowed to oversee or attend workouts until the official start of practice on October 15, but a defiant Knight sat in the highest and darkest corner of the gym and watched as his Cadets played in pickup games. (The Army team was called the Cadets before its nickname was officially changed to the Black Knights years later.)

Army’s home arena was a dusty, drafty, cavernous red-brick field house down on the river; one veteran referee called it “the coldest place in the world.” A biting wind came off the Hudson and cut through incoming spectators on game nights and through outgoing cadets on practice nights while they were racing from their quick showers to get to the mess hall before dinner shut down. Knight had to fight for his space in the field house, as it was used by a number of the academy’s varsity teams, including mighty football late in its season. He ordered tarps to be hung around the court for privacy while the track team ran on the perimeter oval; Knight, of course, could get easily annoyed by all the hustle and bustle. Once, while some nuns were being given a tour of the gym, the coach had to be asked to curb his profane language until the nuns were ushered out the door.

Krzyzewski was the point guard on Army’s plebe team, and after Knight temporarily lost some upperclassmen to academic troubles, the plebes practiced with the varsity while running the upcoming opponent’s offense. On most days, the starters and reserves actually viewed Knight as their primary opponent. One of his Cadets said that a number of players vomited during or after their first practice — or at least suffered the indignity of dry-heaving if they had no food in their bellies to expel — and that it only got tougher from there.

Knight wanted his practice to be the most exacting two hours his athletes endured every day, which was saying a mouthful at the academy. No student in America confronted a daily schedule like that of a student at West Point. The cadets were up and in formation outside their barracks at a time when most college students were rolling over in their beds, preparing to sleep another four hours and blow off yet another morning class. They marched to a 6:30 breakfast inside Washington Hall, where more than 3,000 plebes, yearlings (sophomores), cows (juniors), and firsties (seniors) ate three meals together, ten to a table. Cadets attended classes over six days, including Saturday mornings, followed by Saturday parades on The Plain, the green 40-acre field about 150 feet above the river where the Corps of Cadets marched to patriotic band music in their gray wool coats, black tar bucket hats, and white pants and gloves, with rifles tucked against their shoulders.

Besieged by advanced math courses and the math textbook known as “the Green Death,” they were graded every day, in every class, on the endless road to a bachelor of science degree. Like all plebes, Krzyzewski needed to take a physical education course that included boxing, swimming, wrestling, and gymnastics. Mike boxed a few rounds with Baldwin
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