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  CHAPTER 1


  THREE INCHES TO A CHAMPIONSHIP


  Hero (hir’o; also he’ro) n., pl -roes. 2. Anyone regarded as having displayed great courage or exceptionally noble qualities.


  That’s how Funk & Wagnalls defines a hero.


  Neither Funk nor Wagnalls mentioned anything about winning or losing basketball games.


  But you can’t talk about the 2000-2001 championship season of the Notre Dame women’s basketball team without talking about heroes. And in years to come, it might be hard for Notre Dame fans to think of heroes without remembering this incredible team.


  Last-minute heroics on April 1, 2001, in the Savvis Center in downtown St. Louis gave Notre Dame its first ever national championship in women’s basketball. It was as thrilling a game as most fans had ever seen.


  Like most big games, Notre Dame’s 68-66 nail-biting win over Purdue in the NCAA final game came down to a matter of inches, probably three inches total at most.


  Three inches at the end of a long, 84 feet of basketball hardwood determined which team went home a champion and which team just went home. At one end of the hardwood, clearly in the eye of the storm, in front of millions of TV viewers on ESPN, stood Notre Dame’s Ruth Riley. She was a small-town Indiana girl living out what was in decades past just every small-town Indiana boy’s dream.


  There she stood, alone at the free-throw line with a mere 5.8 seconds remaining on the clock in the final game of the Final Four of the NCAA Women’s basketball championship. The score was tied at 66.


  If she hits her free throws, her team will probably win the game. If she misses, who knows what would happen?


  It was, in fact, a scene right out of a made-for-TV movie.


  But the scene was nothing new for the 6-foot-5 All-Everything Irish center. She had played that same situation over in her head countless times on playgrounds, in pickup games, and on sultry summer nights in the tiny town of Macy, Indiana.


  “Actually, it was like the scene from the movie Hoosiers” Riley would say later, recalling one of her favorite movies. “Only Ollie shot the ball underhanded in the movie. I didn’t have to do that.” Instead, with her long brown hair held out of her face by her signature white headband and with teammates looking anxiously on, the senior star pushed her shot barely over the front of the rim, where the ball flirted twice with the iron before falling through the net to give her team the edge.


  Good by an inch. 67-66.


  Purdue called a timeout designed to ice her. Finally, Riley was given her second foul shot. Again, it narrowly cleared the rim, bounced off the iron, and settled through the net.


  Good by an inch again. 68-66.


  Riley barely watched as the second shot dropped through the hoop. Instead, she pushed her worn-out legs for one last time, down the 84 feet toward the Purdue bucket where she had to go to defend the fragile lead.


  She arrived too late, gasping helplessly for air as Purdue’s All-American Katie Douglas took her turn at history. Douglas, a senior forward, had played her heart out and practically wore Notre Dame out with her outside shooting and stellar defensive play. She took a quick pass from another Ail-American, Camille Cooper, and launched a hurried 17-footer with just over a second remaining.


  It looked like a tie-maker.


  But only one hero could win this game. The inch Douglas needed just wasn’t there. Her shot mercilessly hit the front of the rim. Instead of rolling over the lip as Riley’s had, it bounded hard off the backboard and caromed high into the air as the horn sounded ending the game.


  It was an incredible moment. Most heroic moments are.


  The significance of that moment would settle on the players and on the university they represented over a period of weeks and months following the exciting finale.


  Notre Dame, for most of its history, has been a man’s school. In fact, women weren’t admitted to the exclusive private Catholic school in South Bend, Indiana, until 1972.


  And it has always been a football school. The seven-story mural on the Hesburgh Library is nicknamed Touchdown Jesus, not Jump Shot Jesus. Even during mediocre football years, the men’s basketball program—with stars such as Austin Carr, Adrian Dantley, and Troy Murphy—has stayed in the shadow of that mural.


  This is a school that has produced seven Heisman Trophy winners—Leon Hart, John Lattner, Johnny Lujack, Angelo Bertelli, Paul Hornung, John Huarte, and Tim Brown. Its football coaches—from Knute Rockne through Ara Parseghian through Lou Holtz—have stood among the best of all time.


  Is there room on that list of Notre Dame’s finest for Ruth Riley, two-time Ail-American and winner of the Naismith Trophy, the basketball equivalent of the Heisman? And what about women’s coach Muffet McGraw, who has won every coaching award available to her, including National Coach of the Year.


  This season’s women’s basketball team fit well with Notre Dame’s tradition of winning something the right way, without shortcuts. The recent past of college sports, one in which major institutions vie for alumni dollars through get-rich-quick athletic departments, had made it tougher for Notre Dame to maintain its championship heritage.


  The alumni want winners, even at Notre Dame. And the recent past had produced few. The university needed a hero.


  Then, along came Muffet and her team. The players had worked hard to earn their moment in the spotlight on their own. That moment is normally reserved for the very few and the very fortunate.


  It is, in fact, a moment reserved for heroes.


  If this were just about basketball, you would get all the information you need from the box scores and the postgame write-ups in the local papers.


  But there is a story behind the championship that is much more interesting than the game itself.


  That story has heroes too. But the heroes are not the athletes who hit the free throws or drew up the key plays on a sideline chalkboard.


  Each player on this once-in-a-lifetime team was inspired by everyday heroes, people whose names will not engraved on cups, or written in record books, or splashed across the bottom of a TV screen. Their everyday heroes get up for work, figure out how to pay the electric bills and still get their children to practices, or piano lessons, or to summer school.


  They take off a day of work to hold up a giant foam finger, proclaiming the Lady Irish are No. 1. They hold up the placards that say “You Can’t Handle the Ruth.” They look at this group of dedicated athletes and decide it’s time to fill all the seats at the Joyce Athletic & Convocation Center.


  Heroism can be measured by free throws scored, with 5.8 seconds left in a championship game. But there are real-life heroes outside the gym every day, struggling to feed someone too weak and feeble to feed themselves, adjusting the wheelchair as they push their son down the street on a bright and sunny day, painting the walls of a rehab community building.


  You see, heroes are all over if you look for them, though very few everyday heroes get much recognition. Be it good or bad, sports have become an outlet for hero-recognition in our society. And, for an amazing few months in the winter and spring of the year 2000-01 in South Bend, Indiana, the definition found in the Funk & Wagnalls dictionary came to life on a basketball court in Notre Dame, Indiana.


  CHAPTER 2


  RUTH RILEY — A STAR IN MANY SKIES


  Ten-year-old Ruth Riley was confused.


  Why she wondered, was she so much taller than all her friends?


  Why was she so much taller than all the boys?


  Why was she taller than some of the teachers?


  Was she some kind of freak?


  Tough questions for anyone, let alone a 10-year-old girl.


  Even tougher questions for her mom, Sharon, who had a high school diploma, not a master’s degree in psychology.


  But she was a mom. And a dedicated mom, at that.


  She couldn’t tell Ruth why she was almost so tall. Sharon knew that being tall was a family trait, but certainly not that tall.


  She couldn’t shield Ruth from the cruel taunts of fifth-grade boys, for whom making fun of anyone’s physical differences is daily pastime.


  Or worse yet, the fifth-grade girls with their own daily pastime of deciding who was cool and who wasn’t. Being almost six feet tall was decidedly uncool.


  But Sharon herself had been through her share of uncool stuff. She had married Ruth’s dad out of high school. They moved to Kansas, had three kids and then he left.


  She was left alone to scramble and scrimp, and raise the kids. “It wasn’t easy,” Sharon said, “But we did it.”


  So if you try to talk to Ruth Riley about what it is like being a hero, she will say she’s just emulating her mom. Scraping up money for a security deposit on a rental house is much tougher than defending the post position.


  So Ruth, at age 10, turned to her mom with questions that had no answers. And night after night, Ruth would cuddle with her mom, trying to be little but eager to be big.


  A typical 10-year-old… with a decidedly untypical problem.


  So, Sharon, like any other mom, let her instincts take over. At night, she would sit on the floor so Ruth could curl up in her lap. And Sharon would talk about boys, and school, and family and where she was heading. Things that only moms and daughters can talk about.


  Sharon began to call Ruth her princess, for such little girls dream of being princesses, and this little girl was no different. The talks would soothe this scared little girl until the time that she accepted who she was.


  These days, Ruth says that she understands everyone has something that is a little bit different about them, and that she no longer feels weird about being tall. And now, when the little kids shyly ask for autographs, she gives them.


  She is simply in her own way, returning her mom’s favor from years past, when Ruth was 10, sitting on the floor those many evenings, talking about things that neither fully understood.


  Ruth Riley, future Naismith Award Winner as the best basketball player in women’s basketball, did not make the first string of the junior high team in seventh grade.


  She didn’t do it in eighth grade either.


  Ruth was born on August 29, 1979, in Kansas, the middle of three children. “Ruth came into the world setting records,” Sharon said. “She was the longest baby ever born in the state of Kansas.”


  The marriage fell apart when Ruth was four and Sharon moved the family—including Ruth’s older sister Rachel and younger brother Jake—back to her hometown area of Macy, in Miami County, Indiana. A few years later, she married Mike Riley, who adopted all three of the children who took his name as their own.


  Sharon believes in honesty and respect. “I pretty much raised the kids alone,” Sharon said. “I demanded their respect and I demanded their obedience.


  “I took my kids with me wherever I went. I didn’t get all dolled up and leave them with a babysitter. When we had extra, we did things together. It is my personal feeling with regard to raising kids is that you are either there or you are not. I was going to be there.


  “I drew a very solid line,” Sharon continued. “If you crossed that line, that was disobedience and it came with a price and sometimes we would talk it out and sometimes there would be discipline, but it was because I loved them. I always had high expectations and I was relentless with that.


  “When the kids were five,” Sharon said, “they all started playing piano and they kept it up into high school. Ruth was always very strong in wanting to be able to do as well as her sister Rachel did, so getting them to practice was not a problem.”


  But sports would be Ruth’s real forte, and Sharon made sure she got the opportunity to play. Sharon moved her family again, when Ruth was 12, to Grove City, a suburb of Columbus, Ohio, to be with Mike. “I was a very active kid and sports became my outlet,” Ruth said.


  All junior high girls and boys go through teasing, but that doesn’t make it any easier. “Being the tallest person in the room has its disadvantages, especially when you are a girl,” Ruth said.


  “But the way I look at it now, we are all born with advantages and disadvantages. I do think, however, that I became more and more shy because of my height.”


  Rather than strike back at her tormentors, Riley turned to sports, where she could practice on her own, get better on her own, and discover her own, specific destiny. Sports fit Riley well and became her refuge. All she needed was someone to get her places to play.


  The problem was getting playing time in seventh grade. “In junior high, I was tall, skinny, and uncoordinated,” Ruth said. “I just wasn’t any good.”


  “Bah,” said Sharon. “There was a lot of politics.”


  Therein lies the strength of the mother-daughter relationship. As humble as Ruth is, Sharon is just as proud. Not obnoxious, just proud.


  “Ruth was not the coach’s favorite,” Sharon said. “So she sat the bench a lot. I think the most she ever played straight was 55 seconds.


  “And that is something I’ve never forgotten. At that age, every kid puts in the same amount of work so I think coaches should play the kids as equally as possible. But it was in the eighth grade that she learned rebounding, because she figured that she could get the basketball for easier shots and put them in. And she wanted to win, so she did it.”


  She also learned humility. “In seventh grade when she was sitting on the bench, she found out she could either sit and stew and worry and complain while she was on the bench or she could cheer for her teammates and keep her head in the game and know what was going on,” Sharon said. “She found out that if you sit and stew, when you get in to the game, you will screw things up. If your head is in the game even when you aren’t, when you do get in, you do better.”


  Even at her young age, Ruth had a sense of fair play. “There were times when the bullies in the class in junior high would make fun of the smaller kids,” Sharon said. “Ruth wouldn’t stand for it. She would step right in.”


  After two years in Ohio, Mike got a job near Peru, Indiana, and the family moved back to Macy before Ruth entered North Miami High School. Sharon Riley started an in-home beauty parlor to help support the family of four.


  Macy is about two miles east of U.S. 31, a four-lane highway that snakes its way from South Bend to Indianapolis and points south. It is a heavily traveled road. Most people do not notice the small green sign that points the way to Macy when it sneaks up on them as they round a bend at 65 MPH or more.


  Heading east on Miami County Road 1350 brings you into Macy, (pop. 200), which strikes the visitor as a little town that progress forgot.


  You’d be hard-pressed to find a house built later than 1985. The town cemetery is in someone’s backyard. It is a town with three churches and no bars. As a matter of fact, there isn’t even a gas station, nor a restaurant.


  Every thing in the town is old. There is even a store called Oldies. At least, there was. It’s closed.


  The sign on one end of town says, “Welcome to Macy, founded 1836 by J&D Wilkerson.” The sign on the other end says, “Welcome to Macy, home of 1936 Miss Indiana-M Ewer Wilson.”


  It is the kind of place where family is everything and no one’s in a hurry Dogs can nap on Main Street on a warm summer day.


  Ruth Riley is a Macy-type girl at heart—a small-town girl at age 15 with big-time potential.


  In the country school of North Miami High School, Ruth towered above her peers, boys and girls alike. When she stepped into North Miami as a freshman, the obvious question arose. “Do you play basketball?”


  Ruth knew she had to say yes. Her answer came in two parts though…one public and one private. “I knew I was tall and therefore expected to play basketball,” Riley sighed. That was the public response.


  But it was the private response that made her the first Notre Dame woman Icon. She states it this way: “Because I wasn’t good, that drove me to get better.”


  It was to be a long trip.


  That trip began at 6:45 in the morning, every morning, a full hour before her high school chums poured out of their yellow buses and headed for their homerooms and their English classes. Either Rachel or Sharon would drop Ruth off at school and Ruth headed immediately to the gym, where she worked through a set routine which she had designed on her own.


  There, in the predawn darkness in the gym, the uncoordinated, gangly 15-year-old worked on pivot moves, worked on free throws, worked on jump shots, worked on footwork.


  Three days a week, she would go to the weight room, where school athletic director Tim DuBois would help her with her strength. “I wasn’t very strong at first,” Riley said.


  But strength is not a gift, anyway. Strength is something you purchase with time. Time spent lifting weights until your biceps burn, until your hamstrings ache, past the point where you want to give up.


  But perfectionists never give up. and Riley is a perfectionist. She figured out after taking a hard look at her self as a teenager that she didn’t have the body for a ballet dancer, nor the coordination of a tennis player, nor the brains of a physicist.


  But she was tall, by golly. And she could post up better than anyone she knew. And she had something that separates the real players from the ones who show up at the basketball camps to appease their parents. She had the love of the game.


  So Ruth chose to make basketball her everyday job. Sure, there was fun involved, but for her, the sport had to come first.


  In many ways, sacrifice came naturally. Her family, by now put through two broken marriages, sacrificed with her. That’s the way Sharon ran the Riley family.


  “I had kids because I wanted kids,” Sharon said. “I wasn’t planning on getting dumped on my butt with them, but I wasn’t planning on hiding in a hole with them either.


  “We went camping, we went kite flying. Little things, but we did things and nobody minded seeing us coming. I told them that if they didn’t go to college, their life would be like mine and they would be struggling to raise kids.


  “We always had to do without something. If we ever had extra, we enjoyed it together” Sharon continued, “When we didn’t, we toughed it out together.”


  Sharon also put her kids into 4-H, a directed activity for youth that began in rural communities and has since made inroads into the smaller cities.


  “The real value to 4-H was that it taught goal-setting,” Sharon said. “You were given a project, some standards, and a goal in which to complete that project. You had to complete the project within the guidelines, but the more creative you were, the more original you were, the greater the reward was. It was just such a terrific thing for the kids to learn. Heck, Jake even learned to sew.”


  Ruth added volleyball to her repertoire as something fun to do. Obviously, with her size, she was very good at that. She was the only one who could almost see over the net. It was in her sophomore year that Riley had to make a decision about which sport she wanted to seriously pursue.


  “In a small high school, if you are an athlete, you were an athlete all year long because the school needed your help,” Sharon said. “And during her sophomore year, Ruth spent a lot of time figuring out what it would cost her in real terms to pursue basketball and what it would cost her to pursue volleyball.


  “She was ready by the end of her sophomore year basketball season to commit. We called a local AAU coach, Tom Jacoby [his daughter Jennifer had played basketball at Purdue], and he was just thrilled. I don’t think he was expecting us to call, but we really liked him. He’s just good country people. Real compassionate, kind-hearted, and a great role model for Ruth, as far as a male figure.”


  During the summer between her sophomore and junior years, she played in a national AAU tournament in Indianapolis with a high-powered team from Fort Wayne, Indiana, called Lady Legit.


  “Tom even got her an invitation to the Olympic Trials, which were held at Mackey Arena on the Purdue campus that year,” Sharon said. “That was when I first noticed there was something special about her. To me, it was like a neon light or something, even though she physically immature as she was playing against college players there. She just shone.”


  She didn’t make the team that year, but the secret about the youngster from Macy was out. A week later, letters started pouring in from all over the country, inquiring about her interest in college ball.


  Ruth knew she was on the right track.


  But that wasn’t good enough. Being on the right track doesn’t mean you are going to get to the end of the road. Being on the right track simply means you have the potential to get there.


  Potential wasn’t enough for Ruth. Reality is all that would suffice. So she went into the higher level of AAU ball. She wanted to play stiffer competition. She wanted to improve herself.


  “I’m not sure what drove me,” Riley said. “I didn’t really set a goal to play professional basketball. I did set small goals, however, and in that way I am very goal-oriented. I do know it is fun in the strength training to see how far I could go on a daily basis.”


  Small goals for a big girl.


  “Ruth was blessed with a love of life,” Sharon said. “She loves to play and she loves to win.”


  Sharon practiced what she preached, which gave Ruth her first up-close role model. “I tried to instill my values into Ruth,” Sharon said. “That you don’t take advantage of people in order to gain for your own personal self. Everybody is in this thing together, whether it’s sports, and then the basic Do Unto Others As You Would Have Them Do Unto You.


  “Our house had strong Christian values,” Sharon continued. “But I believe you have to live them, not just preach them. The whole point is to live it. We always tried to do that. There were always people in worse need than we were.”


  Sharon, like so many other divorced moms, relied on family to help out. “My sister helped me a lot,” Sharon said. “My mom and dad lived close by, also. But for the most part, I did not really use a lot of people. I just did not leave my kids off all that much.


  “We had a chore chart,” Sharon continued. “And there were four names on it, including mine. Everyone was expected to carry their own weight. The chore chart thing gave everyone an appreciation of all the jobs.


  “Laundry is never done, and the only way to teach someone not to roll their socks up and just toss them into the laundry is to make them do the laundry and see what a mess it can be. Having them see for themselves saved me 10,000 words.”


  Finally, Ruth was to learn respect and honesty.


  “Honesty really is the best policy,” Sharon said. “I don’t think Ruth ever lied to me. One time there was a busted-down old schoolhouse close to us that I prohibited the kids to go in because the floors were rotting and it was a real hazard. Of course, the three kids couldn’t stand it. They had to explore it.


  “So I’m outside, calling and calling for them to come home, and pretty soon here they come, all three of them. They knew that I knew where they had been. They didn’t lie, they knew they were going to get a whipping. They stood in line, they knew what was coming.”


  Ruth kept working in the early-morning lights of the North Miami gym and in the hot summer practices of her AAU team. The more she played, the more letters she got. The mailman would deliver letters from interested coaches almost daily. “We got boxes and boxes and boxes of letters,” Sharon said.


  The more letters Ruth got, the more confused she became. Big names were after her. Teams with national championship banners hanging in their rafters were after her. Connecticut was in the running, Purdue was in the running, Butler was in the running. And Notre Dame was in the running.


  For the recruiters, finding the Riley house was a problem. At the time, Sharon and her family lived in a rented farmhouse close to Macy and Muffet McGraw and Carol Owens set out at sunset and ended up cruising the county roads in the middle of the night. “There were no lights, no one to stop and ask for directions … nothing,” Muffet laughed. “Finally we see some lights off in the distance and thought ‘Holy Cow, we made it.’”


  Ruth, while dominant on the hardwood, was painfully quiet.


  “I remember trying to talk to Ruth on the phone during the process and holding a very short chat before asking to speak to Sharon,” Muffet laughed. “Sharon was great. She was always straight-forward and really helpful through the whole process.”


  There was a reason she was recruited so hard. As a senior at North Miami, she had averaged 26 points, 14.7 rebounds, and 5.2 blocks per game. Her team went 20-1 and Riley set 17 school records. USA Today selected her Honorable Mention All-American.


  Notre Dame had the inside edge, however. Older sister Rachel had ranked No. 2 academically in her North Miami High School class (“just missed by .0001 point,” laughed Sharon) and was accepted at Notre Dame. Rachel and Ruth had played on the same varsity basketball team, which won a sectional title in 1996. “As soon as Rachel got accepted, I knew that’s where Ruth was going also,” Sharon said.


  “I really wasn’t that big on sports in high school,” Sharon said. “I mean I pay my taxes and I send my kids to school to get an education, not to play sports. But Ruth knew a scholarship would play her way through college, and I wanted all of my kids to go to college. That was part of Ruth’s convincing me to go play basketball, to pay her way through college.”


  On July 1 between her junior and senior year, the recruiting began in earnest. That was the day the coaches could make physical contact with the recruit. “Our phone rang off the hook for days,” Sharon said. “Finally, I told Ruth to give me the top 10 schools that still had a shot so I could tell some of the rest to stop calling.”


  The offers for scholarships on her official visits came just as quickly. As a matter of fact, she had them in hand before she left every campus she visited. “I thought everyone always got offers immediately,” Riley said. “I later found out I was wrong.”


  Her idol was none other than Larry Bird, another state of Indiana legend, if not THE Indiana basketball legend. The Hick from French Lick. And French Lick looks like a metropolis compared to Macy.


  In the end, proximity of family, academics, and the strength of the Irish program would win the day in the recruiting of Riley. In choosing a college, Riley chose Notre Dame in large part due to its nearby location. Sharon, her biggest fan, would be able to attend the games. Homesickness could be solved by a 75-minute drive, if necessary, or a visit to her sister.


  For all her on-court prowess, Ruth was painfully shy as a teenager.


  “I think it was because I was so tall that I was getting a lot of attention and I really wasn’t comfortable with it,” she said. “I think I just didn’t want to draw any more attention to myself that I was already getting.”


  She had met future best friend and teammate Meaghan Leahy at a WCBA camp after her junior year at North Miami. That fall, by sheer coincidence, they would be on the same recruiting weekend in South Bend.


  “Ruth may have said 10 words the whole weekend,” Leahy laughed.


  The one word she didn’t say was “yes” to the scholarship invitation, and it was driving Irish coach Muffet McGraw nuts.


  Assistant Coach Carol Owens had called Riley a must-have for the future of the Irish program, and McGraw had been assured by Sharon that Ruth was, indeed, Notre Dame-bound. Still, the deal wasn’t closed.


  “I think she told everyone except us that she was coming,” McGraw said.


  “Muffet was a nervous wreck,” Sharon laughed. “But I told her that Ruth would go where Rachel went because besides being sisters, they are best friends. I liked the idea because it was only an hour away and we have lots of family in Miami County and a lot of them went to Ruth’s games over the years. It was like a family reunion sometimes at the ballgames.”


  But it was a little more complicated than that. “I was nervous about making the decision,” Ruth said. “I wanted to be sure. The closeness of the campus, the academics, and the fact I felt comfortable with a team eventually led me to the decision. When I was on campus for my visits, it just felt right.”


  A phone call on October 5, 1996, made McGraw feel right. Notre Dame had its unfinished aircraft carrier in the middle. Now it was a question of setting the course and building around her.


  For all her ability and practice, Ruth’s body was still growing when she hit campus that fall. The practices would show that her adjustment time would be at a lesser pace than a player with natural ability, such as Kelley Siemon or Niele Ivey.


  In addition, Riley’s talents were as different from Katryna Gaither, the previous year’s post player, as hot is different from cold. Gaither was thin, quick, and ran the floor well. Riley was slow, unsure of herself, and unfamiliar with the system.


  In addition, McGraw had to reorient her thinking and design plays for her new style of team. The fast break run-up-and-down-the-floor offense embraced by the Beth Morgan-Gaither unit would not work with Riley, at least not as a freshman.


  Riley also had a mortal flaw as a freshman that would have to be corrected if the team was to get too far. Ruth was foul-prone, more likely foul-unhappy. She committed a foul every four minutes her first six games as Notre Dame stumbled out to a 3-4 start.


  McGraw, not used to “rebuilding seasons,” saw the campaign reeling out of control, and she did everything except hit the panic button. Finally, after a less than stellar performance by the team in a home loss to Wisconsin, McGraw faced the decision. Knowing that she had come into the season with the idea that it indeed was a rebuilding year, McGraw decided to do just that.


  Riley would be the cornerstone. She had fouled out in just 21 minutes during that disappointing 89-77 home loss to Wisconsin. McGraw told her young center it was time to grow up and take charge.


  Notre Dame’s fortunes would be set on the shoulders of the 6-foot-5 freshman, and they would not be taken off. It was to be Ruth’s team.


  “I was a little shocked,” Riley said. “Mostly because I had not played much. However, it gave me the confidence I needed.”


  Confidence didn’t translate to restraint. Riley started and promptly fouled out of after 21 minutes of playing time the next game against eventual national champion Purdue, a game which Notre Dame surprisingly won, 77-71.


  McGraw, though disappointed with the Purdue performance, started Riley in the next game against South Florida. She also began a mental assault into Riley’s defensive psyche. “You don’t have to block every shot,” McGraw would say. “You don’t have to get every rebound.”


  Riley took the instruction to heart, but she had to undo some bad habits. In high school, she could block every shot and she could get every rebound. Her ability to do so almost without jumping had burrowed into her psyche. The quickness and positioning of the college players, however, were resulting in slap fouls and over-the back fouls, let alone the natural fouls and bad calls.


  Old habits are the worst habits. In the heat of the game, habits take over. The fouling problem would be the one that Riley was to battle her entire college career.


  But left to her own devices and assured that she would start, the lanky freshman began to work on her weaknesses. She knew plenty about weaknesses. She had been working on them all of her teenage years. Now, with the simple goal of getting better firmly in mind, she stayed late, practice after practice, as Assistant Coach Owens showed her how to play the post, how to take the drop step, how to keep from fouling.


  Practice, as always, paid off. Ruth finally burst onto the scene that January, running off double-doubles in five straight Big East games. Opposing coaches were learning that the Irish had a new player, a new look, and were creating a big new problem. That five-game streak helped her earn a place on the All Big East All-Rookie team as well as the Basketball Times All-Freshman team.


  More importantly it settled McGraw’s mind. She had made the right decision. She would now begin saying “Get the ball to Ruth” more times than she would order hamburgers and fries over the course of the next four years. Riley thought her major breakthrough as a freshman came in an upset over Texas Tech in the NCAA tournament. “I was playing against an Ail-American player,” Riley said. “ And I played well [23 points, eight rebounds]. I was intimidated at first but very excited. It was one of the highlights of my four years.”


  Not so coincidentally, it marked the first time the Irish had beaten a top-seeded NCAA team … ever.


  The season ended with a loss to eventual national champion Purdue.


  Off the court, Riley was adjusting to college life. Leahy had become her best friend and the two spent time exploring college life.


  “Meaghan is much more outgoing than I am,” Riley laughed. “We actually complement each other. She’s the funny one and I tend to be much more serious. As a freshman at Walsh Hall, I wasn’t known as a basketball star because I wasn’t a basketball star at the time. My section would come out to the games, though, and cheer me on, and that was


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  


  The following is the complete text of the speech given by President George W. Bush at the White House reception for the team on Monday April 23, 2001:


  You can sit down, this might be a long speech.


  First of all, I want to welcome two great teams from two great universities. It is an honor to greet you all here at the White House. I want to say congratulations to Coach K—the reason I call him Coach K is sometimes I have trouble pronouncing the long words—Coach McGraw and the players and representatives from Duke and Notre Dame. I want to welcome two fine United State Senators, Senator Helms from North Carolina and Senator Lugar from Indiana. Members of the United States Congress who are here, thank you all for coming.


  In reviewing the rosters and the success of these clubs, it is clear that Duke and Notre Dame are recruited for athletic talent, but they are also recruited for character as well. These championships go to prove that good people do finish first.


  It is such an honor to welcome Duke back here. Turns out that there was another president named Bush that welcomed the Duke team and they dedicated the basketball court here on the South Lawn during their visit. The weather’s been such that I haven’t been practicing my sky hook lately. Looking at the size of some of these guys, I’m not sure I want to do that.


  I know it took a lot of hard work to get here, and it took a lot of very close games and tough contests, particularly the Fighting Irish in their final game, winning in the last second. I’m reminded about what Coach McGraw’s son, Murphy, said as he watched as he watched the game. He said, “That was scary!” Murphy, I know what you are talking about. It reminds me of election night.


  There is no question that teams are born of good leadership. I was struck by one of the star’s here who said about Coach K—just to prove to the press Coach Krzyzewski—“To me, he’s been a friend, a mentor and a brother. I’m a better person for having had him a part of my life.” That’s what leadership is all about. That’s what it means to be somebody who can set an example and somebody who understands the responsibilities of the assignment. It’s not just to win championships; it’s to shape lives in a positive way.


  And I love what Coach McGraw said. She said, “Usually there are negative things that occur during the season, but this year I didn’t call one team meeting. I’ve got no complaints from the professors. I can’t even yell at the players because they do everything we ask,”…I need your help in Congress.


  Championships bring awesome responsibilities. Now that you’ve won a trophy, I think you’ve got an obligation of understanding that you have an enormous influence on people’s lives-people you don’t even know. People look at champs and say, “How does the champ behave? What are the champs supposed to do?”


  Champions not only cut down nets, but they can influence people’s lives by sending positive signals about how they behave, not only on but off the court. It’s a big responsibility. It’s a huge responsibility. That’s why these two teams are so fortunate to have great teamwork and great players.


  I know this is a team effort, and I know that the two players I’m going to mention, Battier and Riley, are going to be somewhat concerned that the President has singled them out. But I want to remind people who may not know their histories that not only are they great players, they are great people.


  Not only did they set goals about being the best on the basketball court, they set goals about becoming all-academic stars and they were. They set goals of understanding the golden rule and living by it. These are good people, and I’m sure your teammates are as well. But they set the kind of example America needs, and all of us are in positions of responsibility. All of us, whether we’re President, or coach, or player, or president of a university.


  We must understand that with that responsibility comes the necessity to send the right signal throughout America. That there is a difference between right and wrong. That we can be compassionate. So, it’s my huge honor to welcome good teams and good people to the White House.
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Date Opponent ND Result ND Att.

11/18/01 BUTLER
11/22/01  at Duke
11/28/01 at UC Santa Barbara
11/30/01 at UCLA
12/3/01  at Rutgers
12/6/01  CONNECTICUT
12/8/01 at Wisconsin
12/10/01  PURDUE
12/13/01  SOUTH FLORIDA
12/28/01  SAN FRANCISCO
12/31/01  at Pittsburgh
1/6/01 at Georgetown
1/8/01 MIAMI
1/10/01 at St. John's
1/14/01 WEST VIRGINIA
1/17/01  at Boston College
1/21/01  at Syracuse
1/24/01  PROVIDENCE
1/28/01 atVillanova
1/31/01 SETON HALL
2/3/01 at Miami
2/12/01  ST.JOHN'S
2/15/01 PITTSBURGH
2/18/01 GEORGETOWN
2/21/01 at Connecticut
2/24/01  RUTGERS
BIG EAST TOURNAMENT
2/28/01  vs St. John's
3/1/01 vs Villanova 56-48 20-8 3133
3/2/01 vs Connecticut 53-73 209 3816
NCAA TOURNAMENT MIDWEST SUB-REGIONAL (LUBBOCK, TEXAS)

71-65 1-0 1011
62-80 1-1 2362
86-75 2-1 1811
9391 3-1 350
67-80 3-2 1268
59-78 3-3 2253
77-89 3-4 6225
4-4 1570
73-50 5-4 412
62-47 6-4 1176
66-46  7-4 324
69-44 84 579
75-47 9-4 842
77-57 10-4 3102
86-78 11-4 1125
76-78 11-5 3100
87-69 12-5 754
109-60 13-5 5056
54-70 13-6 843
91-35 14-6 2623
76-77 14-7 727
76-44 15-7 1512
75-60 16-7 3424
80-54 17-7 1287
61-73 17-8 10027
71-64 18-8 2594

94-57 19-8 2723
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3/13/01  vs Southwest Missouri State 78-64 21-9 8174
3/15/01  vs Texas Tech 88-83 22-9 8174
NCAA MIDWEST REGIONAL (LUBBOCK TEXAS)

3/21/01  vs Purdue L 65-70  22-10 7823

Overall Season Record ~ Won 22 Lost 10
Big East Conference Won 12 Lost 6 (Tied for second in the Big East 6)
Unranked at End of the Year
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1998-99 RECORD AND STATISTICS

Date Opponent ND Result ND Att

99-82 1-0 1813
71-60 2-0 1221
84-57 3-0 2716
101-92 4-0 1320
74-43  5-0 1247
82-64 6-0 1825
81-106 6-1 5102
63-62 7-1 1886
83-63 8-1 925

75-64  9-1 1386
65-78 9-2 4133
93-61 10-2 1102
111-90 11-2 2560
79-56  12-2 2048
81-72 13-2 639

87-47 142 407

99-60 15-2 6384
94-61 16-2 688

97-59 17-2 1012
74-59 18-2 2617
77-49  19-2 5231
74-52  20-2 2209
57-77  20-3 5414
82-60 21-3 2201
89-54 22-3 1220
89-62 23-3 3146

11/14/01  UCLA
11/18/01  at Butler
11/21/01  DUKE
11/24/01  ILLINOIS
11/28/01  at San Francisco
12/2/01 TOLEDO
12/8/01  CONNECTICUT
12/12/01  VILLANOVA
12/19/01  at South Florida
12/21/01  at Michigan State
12/30/01  at Boston College
1/2/01 at Georgetown
1/7/01 WEST VIRGINIA
1/10/01  PROVIDENCE
1/16/01  at Pittsburgh
1/20/01  at Seton Hall
1/23/01  ST.JOHN'S
1/26/01  at Syracuse
1/30/01  at Providence
2/3/01 BOSTON COLLEGE
2/6/01 SETON HALL
2/10/01  atVillanova
2/13/01  at Rutgers
2/17/01  SYRACUSE
2/20/01 at West Virginia
2/23/01 MIAMI

BIG EAST TOURNAMENT
2/28/01  vs Villanova
3/1/01 vs Rutgers
3/2/01 vs Connecticut

NCAA TOURNAMENT
3/13/01  vs St. Mary's
3/15/01  at Lousiana State

83-53 24-3 3413
68-61 25-3 4716
75-96  25-4 4304
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61-57  26-4 2746
64-74  26-5 2890
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Overall Season Record ~ Won 26 Lost 5
Big East Conference Won 15 Lost 3 (Third Place, UCONN and Rutgers co-winners)
Finished the Year ranked 9th in the Associated Press
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2000-200I RECORD AND STATISTICS

Date Opponent ND Result ND Att.

71-46  1-0 2018
95-65 2-0 3087
83-56 3-0 6943
75-73  4-0 6851
89-44 5-0 3107
78-55 6-0 1972
64-33 7-0 3168
72-61 8-0 7330
84-54 9-0 3108
76-56  10-0 2412
70-61 11-0 2178
80-40 12-0 4060
75-64 13-0 3418
67-46  14-0 5227
84-49 150 385
75-55 16-0 5873
92-75 17-0 11418
72-47 18-0 1273
87-64 19-0 364
64-44  20-0 6131
81-65 21-0 5429
72-58 22-0 7025
75-61 23-0 1627
54-53 23-1 8587
81-43  24-1 6533
65-53 25-1 11418
82-63 26-1 2050

11/17/01  atValparaiso
11/20/01 ARIZONA
11/22/01  at Wisconsin
11/24/01 vs Georgia
11/27/01  FORDHAM
12/3/01  vs North Carolina
12/6/01 VILLANOVA
12/9/01  PURDUE
12/18/01 W MICHIGAN
12/21/01  at MARQUETTE
12/28/01 At USC
12/31/01 RICE
1/3/01  atVirginia Tech
1/6/01 RUTGERS
1/9/01 at St. John's
1/13/01  VIRGINIA TECH
1/15/01  CONNECTICUT
1/21/01  at Seton Hall
1/24/01  at West Virginia
1/31/01  PROVIDENCE
2/3/01 at Boston College
2/7/01 PITTSBURGH
2/14/01  at Syracuse
2/17/01  at Rutgers
2/20/01 MIAMI
2/24/01  GEORGETOWN
2/27/01  at Pittsburgh

BIG EAST TOURNAMENT
3/4/01 vs Georgetown
3/5/01 s Virginia Tech
3/6/01 vs Connecticut

NCAA TOURNAMENT
3/17/01  ALCORN STATE
3/19/01  MICHIGAN
3/24/01 vs Utah
3/26/01  vs Vanderbilt
3/30/01  vs Connecticut
4/1/01 vs Purdue

89-33 27-1 10027
67-49 28-1 10027
78-76  28-2 10027

s s s s sSSS3SSSIESsSssISs e

98-49 29-2 8553
88-54 30-2 9597
69-54 31-2 10559
72-64 32-2 8422
90-75 33-2 20551
68-66 34-2 20551
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Overall Season Record ~ Won 34 Lost 2
Big East Conference Won 15 Lost 1 (1st Place Tie with Connecticut)
Won the National Championship
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1999-2000 RECORD AND STATISTICS

Date

11/20/01
11/27/01
12/1/01
12/4/01
12/5/01
12/8/01
12/11/01
12/19/01
12/27/01
12/29/01
1/2/01
1/5/01
1/8/01
1/11/01
1/15/01
1/18/01
1/22/01
1/26/01
1/29/01
2/1/01
2/5/01
2/9/01
2/12/01
2/16/01
2/19/01
2/22/01
2/26/01

3/5/01
3/6/01

3/17/01
3/19/01
3/25/01

Overall Season Record ~ Won 27 Lost 5
Big East Conference Won 15 Lost 1
Finished the Year ranked 5th in the Associated Press

Opponent

at Toledo

at Illinois

BUTLER

vs North Carolina
vs Liberty

at Purdue
MICHIGAN STATE
at Florida Intl
SOUTHERN CAL
VALPARAISO
MARQUETTE
WEST VIRGINIA

at Georgetown
SETON HALL
SYRACUSE

at Pittsburgh

at Miami

at St. John's
GEORGETOWN

at Providence
BOSTON COLLEGE
PITTSBURGH

ST. JOHN'S

at Villanova

at Rutgers

MIAMI

at Connecticut
BIG EAST TOURNAMENT
vs Miami

vs Rutgers

NCAA TOURNAMENT
vs San Diego

vs Geo Washington
Texas Tech

ND
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Result

68-52
67-77
77-57
99-86
85-68
61-71
84-54
68-62
74-59
88-63
75-60
75-54
82-60
80-52
71-56
67-53
76-54
69-49
87-56
90-60
72-59
67-53
94-51
70-52
78-74
83-68
59-77

67-52
72-81

87-61
95-60
65-69

ND

1-0
1-1
2-1
3-1
4-1
4-2
5-2
6-2
7-2
8-2
9-2
10-2
11-2
12-2
13-2
14-2
15-2
16-2
17-2
18-1
19-2
20-2
21-2
22-2
23-2
24-2
24-3

25-3
25-4

26-4
27-4
27-5

Att.

4207
5312
2324
4207
3861
9094
2219
1100
2387
2215
2291
1541
917
1704
2814
1103
440
285
4324
313
4413
2750
7530
2617
5397
3656
16294

10027
10027

5195
5521
8090

(2nd Place, UCONN won league)





