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For Mark Price,

in memoriam

For Andrew Bauer,

who reads it all

and for Golch, Wenner, Voegele, and Patel,

who will complain if they aren’t mentioned here





“Larry Bird, distilled, is a very private person who was thrust into a very public place. And that was hard. It was hard for him and it was hard for the people who were trying to support him.”

—CRAIG MCKEE, FORMER ASSISTANT SPORTS INFORMATION DIRECTOR, INDIANA STATE UNIVERSITY

“If Bill Hodges hadn’t been as persistent as he had been, Larry Bird might never have existed in any of our minds. I believe that with all my heart.”

—JACKIE MACMULLAN, FORMER BOSTON GLOBE REPORTER

“I like to tell people that we hit the lotto. We were in the right place, at the right time, with the right person: Larry Bird.”

—RICH NEMCEK, BACKUP GUARD, INDIANA STATE








AUTHOR’S NOTE

THIS STORY IS A work of nonfiction, built with the help of diaries and journals, television footage and radio archives, thousands of newspaper and magazine articles, court records, military records, genealogical research, memoirs penned closer to the moment, and more than two hundred hours of interviews with the people who lived it—the players, the coaches, their families and friends, and the reporters covering the story at the time. Almost everyone participated, except Larry Bird, who elected not to be interviewed.

The narrative takes no license with facts, characters, scenes, or chronologies. If something appears in quotes here, it means it is verified—taken directly from a memoir, a recorded interview, television footage, or a press account, or, in rare instances, confirmed by reliable sources who were there.

Every effort has been made to portray the events as they occurred, to depict emotions as they were felt at the time, and to document them as accurately as possible for history.





INTRODUCTION

Piscataway, New Jersey

March 14, 1978

LATER, WITNESSES WOULDN’T BE able to decide if Larry Bird threw an elbow or a punch. All they knew for sure was this: A fan was down, blood was everywhere, the guy was headed to the hospital, the season was over, and security couldn’t get Bird off the floor fast enough. They needed to save him from himself.

That it was ending like this—in chaos, in New Jersey—was hard for people back home to imagine. Bird had started the season on the cover of Sports Illustrated, a lightning-bolt moment for him and all of western Indiana. He had finished the year as a first-team All-American, and in between, he had pulled off the impossible: He’d made Indiana State relevant. The long-forgotten Sycamores—in the overlooked city of Terre Haute, at the crossroads of America, and on the way to nowhere—became part of the national sports conversation for the first time ever. They proceeded to win their first 13 games. By mid-January 1978, they had climbed all the way to No. 4 in the basketball polls. They were better than Bobby Knight’s Hoosiers—the standard that mattered most in Indiana—and the only person who wasn’t surprised was the Sycamores’ head coach, Bob King.

King, who was prematurely old with achy knees, white hair, and a heart that was getting weaker by the day, had logged enough miles over the years on little propeller planes and crowded charter buses to know that what he had in this team was special. In addition to Bird, King had two seven-footers under the basket, a senior point guard with experience, a bench filled with young players willing to do anything, and an athlete from Anderson, Indiana, who complemented Bird in every way: Harry Morgan. Harry was Black while Larry was white, was fast while Larry was slow, could jump while Larry couldn’t, and loved to talk while Larry didn’t, and together they were a show. “The Harry and Larry Show,” reporters called them, and Harry liked to point out that his name came first on that marquee, even if it was Larry who had appeared on the cover of Sports Illustrated, and not him.

But since mid-January and the No. 4 ranking, the feel-good story of Indiana State had crumbled into dust in a way that Bobby Knight never would have tolerated. King sabotaged himself again and again with strategic errors and poor decisions. His assistant coaches argued with each other. Players lost confidence in themselves, and Bird lost one of the few things that mattered to him: his privacy. He recoiled from the spotlight that season, like a spider seeking safety in the shadows. Bird didn’t want to talk to reporters about himself, his life, his family, or his past. He wanted to dodge all of it. He said he just wanted to play basketball.

At this exact moment, the Sycamores stopped winning. They lost five in a row, then six of seven, then seven of ten, and the losing streak almost ensured their banishment to Piscataway, New Jersey, on this Tuesday night in mid-March 1978. Instead of playing on national television in the NCAA tournament against the best teams in the country, Indiana State was playing Rutgers in the NIT—the “Not Important Tournament,” reporters joked. The game was airing on local TV and cable channels, if viewers could find them on their dials. And it was ending in typical fashion for Larry Bird and the Sycamores: They were blowing this game, too.

With 3:42 to go, the Sycamores had the ball and the lead, 56–53. They just needed to avoid mistakes against the Scarlet Knights in the final minutes and they would be staying on the East Coast, advancing to the NIT semifinals, and salvaging their season by playing that weekend in basketball’s most hallowed hall: Madison Square Garden. But on the next two possessions, the Sycamores turned the ball over. The Knights scored both times to take a one-point lead. King froze on the bench—paralyzed, it seemed, with indecision. Larry Bird failed to get off a shot in the waning seconds. The Knights won the game, 57–56, and their fans stormed the floor to celebrate, jumping around Bird—and then jumping on him.

“Birdshit!” one fan shouted as he pounced on Bird’s back. And that’s when Bird threw the elbow or the punch—the incident that nobody wanted to talk about after the game, but that everyone saw with their eyes wide open. Rick Shaw, the team’s beefy manager, who had been tasked over the season with protecting Bird from the media, tried to get there in time to stop it from happening. But he was too late.

“The guy’s nose exploded like a ketchup bottle,” Shaw recalled. “Blood went everywhere.”



Paramedics moved in to carry the fan away, a blood-soaked bandage wrapped around his head, but no one was coming to help the Sycamores. After the game, in the belly of the arena, the players sat in silence, pondering everything they had just lost and were still about to lose.

Both seven-footers, and the starting point guard, would be gone before next season. Harry Morgan would be gone, too—headed, he hoped, for the NBA. Some underclassmen weren’t sure if they were coming back. Bob King and his two assistants would never sit on the bench together again. By the fall, one of them would be rushed to a hospital. Another would quit in disgust. And no one knew what was going to happen with Larry Bird now that the season was over. Maybe he’d leave school one year early and jump to the NBA with Harry Morgan. Or maybe Bird would disappear. Again.

He had vanished before, after all. In some ways, he was vanishing even then, shrinking from the moment at the arena in New Jersey. Bird was there, but he wasn’t. He was hiding from reporters who had questions about the incident on the floor at the end of the game.

“What happened?” the press shouted as Bird walked to the bus sometime later.

“Huh?” Bird replied.

“You were there—what happened in the end?”

“I don’t know.”

That night, the players managed to acquire some beer and sneak it into their hotel rooms in New Jersey. A few of them drank too much, washing off the Rutgers loss, and the flight home the next day out of Newark was a hard one. One player vomited several times in the plane’s tiny bathroom while others stared out the windows on takeoff, looking down at New York City in the distance. They’d probably never be back.

But this wasn’t the end; it was the beginning. The characters had assembled. The cast was all there. The people who would write one of the greatest American sports stories of all time—an underdog basketball tale for the ages—were on that plane. They were in that quiet locker room in New Jersey. They were on campus that spring in Terre Haute and they were about to achieve the rarest thing in sports: immortality. People in western Indiana would soon be writing songs about them, lining the streets for them, filling arenas for them, building statues for them, opening museums for them, and crying for them, because they loved them.

It’s a narrative that’s almost impossible to imagine today in an era when college basketball players jump from school to school, leave through the transfer portal in the middle of March, play for the highest bidder, chase lucrative deals funded with name, image, and likeness money, live on campus as millionaires, cash in, check out, and rarely stay in one place long enough to leave any legacy at all. In the spring of 2025 alone, more than a thousand college basketball players entered the portal after the NCAA tournament—enough players to create rosters that would fill an entire 68-team bracket and then some. The games were over, but the real madness had just begun. Young athletes were on the move. Coaches were scrambling to sign them, and booster clubs in charge of doling out the cash stood at the ready, their checkbooks open.

It’s a flawed system that has created a new world. As one booster club president put it, “The day of the retired number is gone.” But it would be wrong to believe that Larry Bird and his Indiana State teammates played in an innocent time. The professionalization of college sports had begun years before Bird and his teammates ever showed up on campus. By the early 1970s, college coaches had turned recruiting into a pseudoscience. College boosters were bending rules to land the best players. Network executives were leveraging America’s growing interest in sports to give viewers more college basketball, in better time slots. NBC started airing NCAA tournament games in prime time. Ratings soared. Three separate times in the first half of the decade—in 1972, ’73, and again in ’75—NCAA tournament games set viewership records for the most-watched game. University presidents began to take notice, realizing there was money to be made. And one other cohort of people turned out in droves to chronicle—and contribute to—this craze: sportswriters. Flush with expense accounts financed by advertising dollars, reporters at the biggest newspapers and magazines started to travel the country, hoping to discover the next great basketball hero. Put simply: Larry Bird didn’t create the wave; he rode it.

Like most waves, this one started small. It was just a ripple in the darkness, at first. Anyone could have missed it, and Bird himself nearly did. Basketball fans might have never known his name. But within five years, this wave rolled across the landscape, picking up everything in its wake: Bird, his teammates, his coaches, and sometimes even his opponents. Each of them would be forever defined by what happened in this little window of time. Each of them would not be able to forget, especially later on cool nights in March, and each of them would be stunned by the final result in 1979. At the end of that year, Indiana State would play in front of the largest audience in American basketball history and capture the hearts of a nation.

It’s an epic story that no one saw coming, least of all the people on that plane, flying out of Newark one year earlier in 1978. The Sycamores had blown the game against Rutgers. They had squandered their one chance. They were tired and broken and they were returning home to the only place that wanted them at the time, the only place that cared.

They were going back home to Indiana.





Part I THE BOY ON THE BOULEVARD
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    IN THE BEGINNING, THE boy didn’t like basketball as much as he seemed to like just being with his brothers. Larry Bird would spill out of his home in West Baden Springs and tumble down the hill with his older brothers, Mike and Mark, to shoot hoops at the small, yellow-brick water plant on the edge of the Lost River and the little Lick Creek.

It was a rudimentary setup. The Emmons family, who ran the water pumps and lived upstairs, had drilled a telephone pole into the ground near the settling basin and then attached a backboard to it at roughly regulation height. There was no pavement to make a court. The kids played on grass, beating it down with their sneakers. And if someone threw up a bad shot, the ball could carom off the hoop and roll down the hill to a low point, where the rains pooled after a storm.

But to the local kids, maybe the Birds most of all, the hoop was a miracle. It gave them a place to gather and a reason to get out of the house. Sometimes the boys even played there when it snowed. Butch Emmons, who was the oldest of the group by far, would grab a shovel, clear the court, and they’d play in the cold. The only problem was, they didn’t always have a roster spot for Larry. In the schoolyard picks at the water plant, Larry would get left out because he was significantly younger than the other boys. He was small, and anyway, Mark Bird was better—the best shooter, inside of 15 feet, that some locals had ever seen.

Later, the Birds would move out of West Baden and into French Lick, a short trip about two miles down State Road 56—the boulevard, as locals called it. After that, the Birds didn’t come by the water plant much anymore. But Butch Emmons would never forget how upset Larry would get when he didn’t get picked in the games out there. Larry seemed to take it personally, like it disgusted him, and it wouldn’t be the last time that Emmons saw Larry have his boyhood dreams get crushed on a basketball court.

In the years ahead, Emmons graduated from college, returned to French Lick to work as a teacher, got the job as the seventh-grade basketball coach in town, and was on the floor the night his friend, eighth-grade coach Roger Fisher, had to let young Larry go. Larry had made Fisher’s team; he was good enough to play. He just wasn’t coming to practice, Emmons said, and Fisher finally made the difficult choice to send Larry away, even though the school, the coaches, and everyone else in French Lick knew what Larry was facing at home.
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LARRY’S FATHER, JOEY BIRD, had blue eyes, ruddy skin, and a pleasant demeanor. People liked him. But he had been making poor choices since at least the early 1940s.

Joey never finished eighth grade in West Baden. He didn’t go to high school, and in the spring of 1944, Joey, still just 17 years old, walked away from the best job a kid from rural Indiana with a seventh-grade education could ever hope to get. He was employed that spring as an ammunition loader at a federal munitions plant—a sprawling, newly built center 25 miles away that would manufacture American bombs for decades to come. It was the sort of job that savvy locals kept forever, riding the plant’s steady wages and federal benefits straight to the middle class. But not Joey. In late April 1944, five months before his 18th birthday, he had his father sign the paperwork to send him off to war.

It probably sounded romantic. At the moment that Joey enlisted, the local newspaper, the Springs Valley Herald, was filled with exciting dispatches of West Baden and French Lick boys fighting the enemy overseas, winning medals for bravery, surviving firefights with Germans, taking command of naval warships, dying with honor in Saipan, and running into their brothers and classmates at the front. But there was nothing romantic about enlisting as an apprentice seaman with the US Naval Reserve, as Joey Bird did that April. He wasn’t going to be a hero; he was going to be swabbing decks. And according to his military record, he got into trouble almost immediately.

That summer, while still at basic training in Illinois, Joey went AWOL from his base and faced punishment as a result. The following spring, while in port in South Carolina, he was caught drinking liquor on his ship, and again faced consequences. And once at sea in the summer of 1945, steaming into the Pacific, Joey seemingly did little to excel. He earned no weapons qualifications. He didn’t learn to scuba dive and couldn’t salvage anything if it sank to the ocean floor. He was a “crew messman”—a job that typically entailed serving food and clearing dishes in the mess hall belowdecks.

Joey was still young then; he had time to get things right. But his problems continued after he returned to the US in June 1946. His ship landed in California on a Saturday and docked at Treasure Island, in the heart of San Francisco Bay. With the city beckoning across the water, Joey secured a weekend pass and promptly lost all his personal belongings for reasons unknown. He returned to West Baden, still mourning his lost stuff, and worked in a shoe factory over in Paoli for a while. There he met a nice girl, Georgia Kerns.

Georgia was tall and fair, from the hills outside of French Lick, and sweet on Joey. But bad luck struck Joey Bird yet again. Georgia left the shoe factory for a job at the paper cup plant in French Lick. The young couple lost touch, and Joey quickly moved on, too. In 1949 he found himself reenlisting to go to Korea.

This time he wasn’t going to be serving food on a ship. He was a foot soldier in the 25th Infantry Division, a grunt in the thick of the fight, shivering in a foxhole in the cold Korean winter, waiting for the Chinese to attack in the dark, dodging their bullets, and retreating at dawn as dead bodies piled up in the snow. The experience shook Joey so much that he wrote a story about his long and dreadful winter fighting the communists. In early 1951, his account landed in the hands of the editors at the Springs Valley Herald, and in March of that year, they printed Joey Bird’s first-person tale of valor and bravery on the front page for everyone to read.

Joey Bird had finally gotten the hero treatment, and he returned home that summer to get the girl, too. On a Saturday night in late September 1951, Joey Bird married Georgia Kerns in a small, private ceremony at a minister’s house over in Shoals. It was a moment to celebrate, and there would be a bridal shower a few weeks later. But the wedding wouldn’t be anything like the grand celebrations that other soldiers were having that fall after returning home from the front.

Georgia’s father, a concrete finisher, had advised against this marriage, and at least one of Georgia’s sisters had her own concerns, because of how Joey had changed since returning home from Korea. He was no longer a teenager sneaking liquor onto his ship or a young man who enjoyed a beer or two. He was an adult, drinking at times to get drunk, lashing out at ghosts in the night, haunted by nightmares of whatever had happened in Korea, and on his way to becoming the father of six kids, including four born in four years in the 1950s—Mike, Mark, Linda, and Larry.
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LARRY LOVED HIS FATHER. Sometimes, his older brother Mark wondered if Joey was Larry’s best friend. But by the time the Birds moved into French Lick in the 1960s—and Larry got sent away from the eighth-grade team—Joey’s problems were taking a toll on the family. They moved a lot. Money was tight. Georgia would soon have to take on two jobs to help pay the bills and Larry seemed to seek refuge outside the house, running with a small crew of French Lick boys: Mike Cox, John Mills, and Gary “Herbie” Wyman.

The four boys did just about everything together. They rode bicycles out to the golf course, with Larry often sitting on the handlebars of Herbie’s bike because he didn’t have one to ride himself. They searched for lost balls in the weeds and sold them back to golfers for nickels, dimes, and quarters. They used the proceeds from their sales to go to the movie theater or stuffed the money in their pockets and went mushroom hunting instead on a piece of land that Herbie Wyman’s family had outside of town. Back at Herbie’s house later—always Herbie’s—they’d fry up the mushrooms in the kitchen and then, with their fingers dripping with grease, they’d head to the little court next to the grade school to play basketball.

In those days, no one thought Larry was going to be great. Not even Larry. He was just like the rest of them: scrappy, competitive, and looking to have fun. If Larry had a dream, it was just that he might one day make the varsity team at Springs Valley High School, like his older brother Mark. No one in Larry’s crew thought bigger than that. And no one in the crew asked questions about why Larry and his older brothers sometimes lived with Georgia’s mother, Granny Kerns, in a little house on the hill behind the grade school, or why the crew of friends was hardly ever in Larry’s house at all. But the adults in town knew.

Joey Bird couldn’t shake the nightmares—some nights, he’d wake up swinging—and perhaps to numb the pain, he became a regular at the local bars. Folks would find him at the Colonial in downtown French Lick or at the Jubil Bar on the boulevard in West Baden, drinking away his paycheck and trying to steer clear of trouble. The latter wasn’t always easy. In addition to the bars, French Lick had a brothel. Men often drove over from Paoli or Jasper to visit the women there, and things sometimes went sideways after midnight. From time to time in the 1970s, men fought and even killed each other in the parking lot outside the Jubil, fighting over women and nothing. And according to Georgia’s sister, Virginia, Joey was soon fighting, too: He was fighting Georgia. “There were times when Joey was drinking that he became abusive to Georgia,” Virginia wrote later in a family history. One day, Virginia recalled, Georgia even turned up with a black eye. “Joey had hit her, breaking her glasses and forcing her to flee.”

In August 1972, about two weeks before Larry would start his junior year at Springs Valley High School in French Lick, Georgia had finally reached a breaking point. She filed for divorce, making public a private disaster that had been building from the moment that Joey stepped off that ship in San Francisco years before. He moved back into his parents’ house in West Baden while Georgia and the kids stayed right where they were: in a little house on Washington Street in French Lick, not far from the high school and the railroad tracks.

They were moving on alone, and young Larry did his part to provide in these years. He got jobs delivering newspapers, stocking shelves in a local market, or putting up hay over at Wilstem Farm, a piece of land on the road to Paoli. Baling hay was hard work, hot and miserable, especially if Larry was assigned to toil in the barn instead of the field. Temperatures could soar to over 100 degrees in there, and no matter where Larry was assigned, the barn or the field, he’d leave his shift with scratches up and down his forearms, as if he’d done battle with a feral cat.

But Larry didn’t complain. By the late summer of 1972, he had grown to about six foot three. He was only 155 pounds, a scarecrow in the field at Wilstem Farm, yet he could throw a hay bale as far as any boy in town. Barry Wilson, one of Larry’s high school classmates, would later tell folks that Larry could take a bale and toss it nine feet into the air, up onto the wagon or into the barn, like it was nothing. Whether that was true or not, this was: Larry loved working outside. With his father gone, he needed the job. And there was a side benefit to the work, too: It seemed to make Larry stronger. The kids in town saw it with their own eyes that summer as Larry graduated to the most important basketball court in town. He was no longer playing on Butch Emmons’s ramshackle hoop at the water plant or on the little court outside the grade school in French Lick. He was playing on the outdoor basketball court on the boulevard in West Baden, just down the road from the Jubil Bar.

People came from three counties to play ball on that court. The local coaches often came out to watch, curious to see how the boys stacked up against each other and the out-of-towners. And by the fall of 1972, both Larry Bird and Mike Cox—two members of the French Lick crew who liked to fry up mushrooms in Herbie Wyman’s house—were good enough on the boulevard to attract the interest of Springs Valley varsity coach Jim Jones.



Jones was more than just a coach in French Lick; he was a father figure, a taskmaster, a mentor, and a local icon who knew everybody and had coached almost every kid in town since 1962, including Mike Bird, Mark Bird, and Larry himself. Jones was the first person to ever show Larry how to hold the ball, how to cradle it in his hand. He kept the Valley gym open whenever he could, encouraging kids to play, and had created a system for basketball success along the way. From biddy ball to summer camps, grade school to high school, everyone in town coached the game and played the game the way Jim Jones wanted.

For him, it was about fundamentals and versatility. He wanted kids to be able to go left or go right. Dribble with both hands. Score with both hands, too. Make every pass possible—left-handed, right-handed, over the head, or off the dribble. And for the kids who were good enough to make his high school team, the Springs Valley Blackhawks, there was an expectation that they would work. Jones wanted his players starting their days by shooting free throws in the gym before school and ending their days running. At Valley practices in the 1970s, kids were forced to run up and down the length of the court, again and again. Or worse, they had to run the steps in the gym, up and down every aisle, all the way around, until their quads burned.

Granny Kerns sometimes had to wake Larry for the early-morning free-throw shootaround during Larry’s sophomore and junior years at Springs Valley. “Larry,” she’d say, nudging him in the dark, “those other boys are down there.” Other days, Jones roused Larry himself. He walked into Granny’s house in the dark, cognizant of the troubles that Larry was facing at home and worried that Larry wouldn’t come to school at all if Jones weren’t there to demand it.

But no one could keep Larry off the court on the boulevard. Folks would drive by—headed to the Jubil, Shorty’s pool hall, the JayC food mart, the laundromat, the barbershop, or the Shell station—and see Georgia Bird’s quiet, long-legged son out there in his sneakers, shooting and shooting. Everyone saw him, except for maybe Georgia herself. Around the time of the divorce, she was busy working different jobs in town, including one as a cook at Flick’s Restaurant.

Flick’s was a short walk from just about everything in French Lick—the feed store, the bottling factory, the railroad tracks, and the four places that mattered most to Larry: his home, his grandmother’s house, the high school, and the gym. And Larry and his teammates became fixtures at Flick’s. The restaurant understood that folks in town were hurting, and it priced the menu accordingly. Mini-burgers were just 29 cents, or four for a dollar.

But mostly, the kids went to Flick’s because Georgia was there—a warm presence, in a friendly place, happy to cough up her tip money to Larry so that he could get himself a heaping plate of those mini-burgers.

“You always have tons of money,” Larry remembered telling his mother with awe one day as she placed coins and dollar bills in his hand.

It wasn’t true, but Georgia had a way of putting people at ease—even strangers, like the handsome young college basketball recruiter who started showing up in French Lick near the end of Larry’s junior year. His name was Dave Bliss. He was interested in Larry, and Bliss’s good looks, blond hair, and blue eyes weren’t the only things that opened doors for him.

Bliss worked for Bobby Knight—the most important man in Indiana.
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DAVE BLISS HAD BEEN with Bobby Knight for years, going back to their days at Army in the late 1960s, and so he’d seen it all: the shouting, the cursing, the badgering of the refs, the technical fouls, the ejections, and Knight’s stern and unwavering sense of right and wrong. Once, on a road trip to Madison Square Garden in New York in 1968, Knight refused to let the Army players arrive at the Garden early to watch Elvin Hayes and the No. 1–ranked Houston Cougars play in the afternoon game. Knight only wanted them thinking about their own opponent that evening, NYU. “I’ll be damned,” Knight scowled, “if I let them watch Houston.”

The players didn’t complain—at least not publicly. That would have been insanity. Knight let them know up front: “To play for me, you will do it my way or not at all.” They had to fall in line, and Knight’s young assistant, the newly commissioned Private First Class Dave Bliss, with his blond hair shaved into a tight crew cut, was happy to follow the rules, too. He was learning from Knight. “I feel that I am studying under the outstanding young coach in basketball today,” he said in 1968. Most of all, Bliss was learning how to recruit, and he was doing it under the hardest possible circumstances: the bloodiest year of the Vietnam War.

As the 1968 basketball season began, more than 300 American servicemen were dying in Vietnam every week, and these deaths had tangible trickle-down ramifications for Knight’s basketball program. Most teenage boys had no interest in playing basketball at Army, only to then potentially get shipped off to some jungle in Indochina to die, when they could play at a different college and possibly avoid military service altogether. As a result, Knight instructed Bliss that if they were ever going to succeed at West Point, he needed to outwork other recruiters. Bliss needed to do things that they’d never do, go places they’d never go, stay longer, listen better, be smarter. And because it was Bobby Knight speaking, Bliss did as he was told.

He would read a hundred newspaper clippings every day, tracking good players who also had decent grades and happened to live in cities or homes that leaned pro-war, sympathetic to the military hawks in Washington. Then, once Bliss had dozens of potential targets in mind—he needed dozens because most kids would still say no—he’d hop on a C-130 out of McGuire Air Force Base in New Jersey and be gone for weeks, living out of Ramada Inns, Howard Johnsons, and army-issue rental cars. To stay awake at the wheel, driving from Mobile to Jacksonville or Fresno to Stockton, Bliss would buy 10 packs of chewing gum, dump all the sticks into a single plastic bag, grab them by the handful, the flavors all mixed up, and then just drive. When the gum went hard in his mouth, he’d spit it out and start over, chewing more gum and logging more miles. And when he reached his final destination, Bliss would ease into a parking spot, walk into the high school gymnasium, find the kid he wanted, and turn on the charm that Bobby Knight couldn’t teach and didn’t have. With his handsome face and his Ivy League education from Cornell, Bliss could charm just about anyone.

That it worked at all at Army was a testament to Knight’s intensity and genius, but also the perseverance of assistants like Bliss, who lived on the road. In Knight’s six seasons at Army, the Cadets went 102–50—a minor miracle that got the attention of lots of people, including the board of trustees at Indiana University in March 1971.

The trustees, at the time, were in the midst of an existential crisis. The Hoosiers hadn’t won a national title in 18 years, since Bobby “Slick” Leonard hit a free throw in the waning seconds of the title game in 1953 to beat Kansas. And the current squad didn’t appear poised to achieve anything anytime soon. Indiana had finished last in the Big Ten Conference in three out of the last four seasons. Alumni had started to grumble about coach Lou Watson, who was one of their own but had lost control. Just before the last game of the 1970–71 campaign, the Hoosier players did the unthinkable: They went over Watson’s head to complain to the university president about playing time and alleged favoritism shown to the star of the team.

Watson, a man of principle, resigned immediately. “I’m not bitter about the situation,” he told reporters who called him at his house that day. Watson was just clear-eyed about the reality: He couldn’t coach a team like this. And the basketball beat writers in Indiana agreed. The writers—who were old and white, and had been entrenched in their jobs covering Indiana basketball since the mid-1940s—wrote columns bemoaning the privileged, self-absorbed “trouble-makers” who had taken down Watson and poisoned the Hoosier locker room. “A bunch of guys in short pants,” one columnist complained, “whose loyalty doesn’t extend past their reflection in the mirror.”

It was time for new leadership. It was time for discipline. It was time for someone who wasn’t going to indulge player complaints over just about anything. It was time for Bobby Knight. The Army coach, then just 30 years old, got the job at the end of March 1971 and, upon his introduction, refused to apologize for anything. Not his “earthy American language.” Not his ugly treatment of referees, and not his off-color remarks, either. At times, he would openly mock female coaches who attended his seminars, harassing them in front of auditoriums full of male coaches, who laughed and laughed. And none of this mattered because Knight had come to Bloomington to win, and winning came at a cost that university officials were willing to pay.

On the day he was introduced in Bloomington, wearing his customary short-sleeved button-down shirt and dark, conservative tie, Knight told Hoosier fans that they could expect a few things. His teams were going to play man-to-man defense. His players were going to be tough. He wasn’t going to put up with the childish machinations that had taken down Lou Watson. He wasn’t going to tolerate prima donnas, either. “You build winning teams on character,” Knight said at his opening press conference, “not characters.” And he promised Indiana fans that he and his staff were getting started right away. They were going to recruit high-quality homegrown Indiana basketball players who would do anything to win. In fact, Knight said he wasn’t even going home—he wasn’t even going to see his wife, Nancy—until he had landed the recruits he needed.

Then, Knight brought Dave Bliss to Bloomington and they started all over again. They were going to work just as hard as they always had. Bliss was going to read his newspaper clippings every day, make his player lists, and hit the road. Only this time, Bliss was going to have a team of managers working to clip the articles out of the papers for him. He wouldn’t have to travel as far. He wasn’t going to need as much chewing gum. And he wasn’t going to face rejection like he had at Army. Knight and Bliss were going to be able to have their choice of recruits at Indiana. They were going to skim the cream right off the top.

Kids like Larry Bird—if they were good enough for an offer, if they were worthy of Bobby Knight, if they were deserving of being an Indiana Hoosier—wouldn’t be able to say no.
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BLISS FOUND LARRY BIRD the way that good recruiters often found kids in those days: by accident.

Bliss attended a Springs Valley game during the 1972–73 season to watch Bird’s teammate Steve Land—a senior who was two inches taller than Bird, 50 pounds heavier, and a scorer who was making headlines across the state. In one game that January, Land set a Valley record when he put up 41 points in a win over North Knox. This sort of kid was worth the drive from Bloomington, 50 miles due south on country highways. But while Bliss was watching Steve Land, he found himself distracted. He couldn’t take his eyes off Bird.

He was smaller than Land, it was true. And his lack of heft could hurt him at times. Physical opponents could make Bird uncomfortable, push him around. But in Bliss’s estimation, Bird had attributes that most high school players—including Steve Land—did not have, and never would. Bird always played with his hands up, ready to catch a pass, throw a pass, take a shot, block a shot, or defend the lane. These hands, Bliss thought, allowed Bird to do almost anything on the floor. But it was his feet that made him notable. Bird was slotted at forward for the Springs Valley Blackhawks, yet he played like a guard. He could bring the ball up the floor better than just about anyone, anticipate plays before they happened, see the floor in three dimensions as if from above, and make a pass to a teammate with heat, and sizzle, and perfection, as the teammate cut to the basket for an easy lay-up. It was no wonder that Steve Land was scoring 40 points against the likes of North Knox, Bliss thought. Larry Bird was making it happen. And Bliss and other Indiana assistants moved in to do their job. They started laying the groundwork with Bird’s high school coach, Jim Jones.

Jones didn’t appreciate lots of things about Bobby Knight—namely his treatment of women and the way he berated his players at times. That wasn’t the way Jim Jones operated. But Jones, a graduate of Indiana University, had grown close with Knight since he took the job in Bloomington in 1971. Knight invited Jones to work his summer basketball camps and even attend practices. Through opportunities like these, Jones got to know Knight and found him to be kind, a gentleman, even. At one point around 1972, Knight learned that Jones’s son, Tom, then about 10, loved cheering for the Boston Celtics and their great swingman, John Havlicek, and not long after that, a gift arrived for Tom: a Havlicek-signed photo, courtesy of Bobby Knight.

Knight saw Jones as a friend, or at least an ally, and Bliss came to believe that he could rely on Jones. He could call him anytime. Find out Bird’s schedule. Stop by a Springs Valley shootaround. Arrange to bump into Bird on a water break. Chat him up. Try to make it seem casual and also make it count. Bliss wanted his conversations with Bird to be the best thing Bliss did all day, even if Bird didn’t engage with Bliss and hardly spoke. Even if he only uttered two words. Then Bliss would leave, headed back to Bloomington, hoping that Jim Jones would do the rest, convincing Bird that Bloomington was his future. “I just know,” Bliss said later, “that he was in his ear all the time.”

Larry Bird, by this point, was developing the qualities of the man he’d later become. He was uncomfortable with strangers and distrustful of out-of-towners who wanted something. He’d shut down if he thought he’d been wronged, and he could vanish right in front of people’s eyes, disappearing into a dark, deep well of silence. But there was another side to him—a side that the kids saw. This version of Larry Bird had a knack for deadpan humor, searing sarcasm, and wild, harebrained ideas. Around the time that Bliss was taking an interest in him, Bird borrowed the compact Chevrolet pickup truck that belonged to his childhood friend Herbie Wyman, and used it, Wyman recalled, for an unusual purpose: mowing grass. Bird and some other boys strung some lawn mowers behind the Chevy, Wyman said, and made quick work of a grass-cutting job, so that they could all go fishing instead. Bird apparently loved the idea. Wyman said Bird drove the truck that day, towing the lawn mowers behind it, and the kids knew a few other things about Bird that most people didn’t. He believed in his basketball ability at all times; he didn’t mind pronouncing his greatness out loud, if only to friends; and he wasn’t just stubborn—Bird could be loyal. If he said he was going to do something, he did it, which is maybe why he agreed to let Dave Bliss into his life, just a little. At one point, Bird even took Bliss mushroom hunting in French Lick, like he was part of the crew.

Bliss’s plan was working. He was getting closer to Bird every day, and then, to Bliss’s surprise, it all fell apart. In late June 1973, shortly after the end of Bird’s junior year, Jones made an announcement that stunned everyone: He was stepping down as head basketball coach at Springs Valley.

The reasons for the decision, Jones said later, were complicated. He was burned out; the team was losing three starters before the next season; his son, Tom, was playing middle school basketball now; Jones wanted to be at Tom’s games; and he thought it best to cede the job to his assistant, step back, and spend the year—Bird’s senior year—serving only as the Springs Valley athletic director.

Bird and his friend Mike Cox were running around downtown when they got the news. Both of them felt like crying, and Dave Bliss didn’t feel much better. The scaffolding he had carefully constructed around Bird, with Jones’s help, crumpled to a heap on the gym floor. Bliss was going to have to start over now with Jones’s replacement, Gary Holland, a young assistant from Paoli with no ties to Bloomington whatsoever. Holland had played his college ball at the University of Louisville. And Bliss was starting over with Holland at the worst possible time.

In the summer and fall of 1973, Bird grew about four inches, until he was roughly six foot seven and recruiters were coming to see him from across the Midwest. A kid this tall, and this good, would not go unnoticed—even here, in French Lick.

Dave Bliss’s secret was out.



As Larry adapted to his new body and the attention that it was attracting, his mother just tried to keep up. That fall, classmates recalled, Georgia had to extend Larry’s pants by sewing swatches of fabric to the leg bottoms. “It wasn’t even matching,” said Barry Wilson, one of Bird’s teammates. But the Valley kids understood. Many of their parents were also making concessions and bargains to get through the week and make sure there was enough money for groceries at the JayC food mart on Friday. And anyway, no one was going to make fun of Larry Bird. With the extra height, he towered over just about everyone in town and had become the greatest basketball player the kids had ever seen.

In the third game of the Valley season in December 1973, Bird broke Steve Land’s short-lived scoring record, putting up 43 points on Orleans. He then broke his own record a month later, hanging 55 on Corydon. In a five-game stretch around that time, Bird personally scored 192 points, more than some teams compiled in that time period. He was averaging more than 30 points a game and was executing plays that people in the little gyms of southern Indiana had never seen before.

When opposing teams were inbounding the ball after a Valley basket, Bird would pretend he was running back on defense and then pluck the pass out of the air for an easy lay-up. When thicker players boxed him out with their bigger bodies, he’d use his long arms to reach up and over them and tip rebounds to himself. And finally, he had developed one last trick that kids in town liked to employ on the outdoor courts, and that one teacher liked to use, too. When opponents were guarding Bird close, he would sometimes hold the ball behind the defender’s head. And when this defender turned around to find it, Bird would pull it back and shoot. College coaches had to see this prospect for themselves, and they descended on French Lick to meet Larry Bird.

Most of them didn’t get much traction. Often, they didn’t even get to talk to Bird at all. Gary Holland and Jim Jones had erected a wall around the boy in an effort to protect him. At one point that winter, a Kansas State assistant traveled 600 miles to French Lick and didn’t even get the chance to introduce himself to Bird, much to his frustration. At least the visit helped him understand where Kansas State stood in the Larry Bird sweepstakes. In the gym that night in French Lick, he got the sense that Bird was going to play for Bobby Knight at Indiana. And if not Indiana, then maybe the University of Louisville, Holland’s alma mater. At least three Louisville coaches visited French Lick in January 1974 alone, and one of them, Bill Olsen, an assistant to head coach Denny Crum, checked in with Holland all the time. Olsen wanted Holland to know that Louisville had graded Bird, that Bird had scored a 92, that this score was “the highest rating that any player had ever gotten,” and that they would be back to see him again soon. “Best wishes for the rest of your season…”

By then, lots of people were weighing in on where Bird should go to college, including, it seemed, half the town. So, Holland tried to stay out of it. He tried to say nothing. But on the same day that Olsen wrote to him in early 1974, passing along Bird’s high grade, a third school moved in that Holland could not ignore. The University of Kentucky wanted to invite Larry, his parents, and Holland down to Lexington for a visit—an invite that Larry had to accept, and did.

Dave Bliss was in trouble. He was in danger of losing Larry Bird, and there was maybe only one way to salvage the situation now.

Bobby Knight needed to get to French Lick.
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ON A FRIGID EVENING near the end of January 1974, Bliss and Knight drove south from Bloomington, down into the valley, to watch Bird play in one of the most important high school basketball games of the year: a Tuesday-night battle against Jack Butcher’s high-flying, big-talking, elbow-swinging Loogootee Lions.

Loogootee (pronounced luh-GOH-tee) was only about 20 miles from French Lick. But in the minds of the teenagers, it was a world apart. Many Loogootee parents worked at the federal munitions plant outside of town—the place where Joey Bird had briefly found employment in 1944. Thanks to these jobs, some Loogootee kids felt empowered to look down on French Lick. They called it “a dirty, little, poor, unkempt town.” They bought slightly nicer cars than their counterparts at Springs Valley and used them to cruise the streets of Loogootee at night, driving the loop. They’d go from the high school to the carhop and back again, or they’d just park their cars in the pasture at Baker’s Farm and drink beer and make out around a bonfire.

But regardless of how they felt, where they drove, or what they did, Loogootee always beat Valley. Every year, like a rite of winter. Loogootee won by 17 points in January 1972, during one of the worst stretches of Jim Jones’s coaching career. Loogootee won by two points in January 1973, when Bird was called for charging with 15 seconds to go and turned the ball over. And Loogootee was poised to win again now, in January 1974, even though the Lions’ tallest player was at least four inches shorter than Larry Bird. Coach Butcher, on his way to 806 career wins, the most in Indiana high school basketball history at the time, would find a way.

Butcher didn’t believe his team could truly stop Bird. “He’s too mobile,” the iconic coach said that week, “and too good an outside shooter.” But Butcher knew how to work the refs, how to craft a game plan, and how to put his players in a position to win. On the perimeter, he had his own son, Bill, playing point guard. Inside, he had Wayne Flick, the son of one of those munitions workers, ready to bang with Bird. And perhaps most important, he had a fan base that traveled.

Gary Holland knew he was in trouble on the night of the Loogootee game when he pulled up outside the Springs Valley gymnasium and couldn’t find a parking spot anywhere. He had arrived early, long before tip-off, and still there was nowhere to park. People had been there for hours, waiting in line, and now they were packed inside.

Estimates would vary as to how many people were there that night. Some said it was 3,000. Others said it was at least 4,000. The number seemed to grow with time, until everyone in the county was there. What’s clear is that the crowd easily exceeded the gym’s official capacity of 2,700, and it was quite possibly double the size of French Lick itself. The gym was, in effect, a town within a town. People were sitting on the edge of the floor. They were stacked in the aisles. They were perched on the windowsills up in the rafters or they were standing shoulder to shoulder on the mezzanine, watching condensation drip off the support beams along the ceiling and fall to the basketball court like rain. Managers and support staff had to keep mopping up the floor so that the players wouldn’t slip in the water. But nothing was stopping this game.

The Lions were there. The Blackhawks were ready. A radio station out of Jasper would broadcast the event live across southern Indiana, and Bird was animated beforehand, urging on his team to win, as Bobby Knight slipped in through the back door to assume his position near the floor with Dave Bliss.

It was time to play.



Bird got his points early, scoring 10 in the first quarter alone. But Loogootee was still up at the break, 18–14, and Coach Butcher was about to make it harder for Bird. At the first intermission, he assigned Wayne Flick to cover him from now on. Anytime Bird got near the paint, Flick was to front him while a second player squeezed Bird from behind.

It was a modified double-team, and it worked, but everything at this point was working for Loogootee. As Flick neutralized Bird, Bill Butcher kept scoring, slicing through the Valley defense. Holland realized he had a problem. His guards were too slow and too small to stop Butcher. Valley fell behind by 10 points in the second quarter and the game began to slip away.

Yet somehow Valley closed the gap in the waning moments of the half. Loogootee came out cold to start the third quarter. Bird, who couldn’t score inside with Loogootee’s double-team all over him, started taking what the Lions were giving him: 25-footers from the corner. The shots fell. Rebounds went his way, too, as Bird used his long arms to reach over Flick and tip the ball back to himself, and suddenly, Valley had a lead, 33–32.

The gym in French Lick hadn’t been this loud since at least 1958, the year that Valley went undefeated and advanced all the way to the state championship game. But Loogootee’s point guard, Bill Butcher, was unruffled by the crowd noise and the presence of Bobby Knight. Butcher claimed he didn’t even see Knight. Didn’t even care. He was just locked in on scoring, and Flick was locked in on something else. He didn’t like that Bird was going over his back to tip the rebounds to himself, and the next time Bird tried to do it—with 10 seconds left in the third quarter—Loogootee sent him a message. An elbow landed in Bird’s chest—“right in the sternum,” Flick recalled—and Bird fell to his knees on the floor.

Bird would get up and play on, but he was unable to unspool any magic in the fourth quarter. Flick held him to eight points in the final minutes and 28 for the game, Bird’s lowest scoring total in almost a month. Bill Butcher hit the game-winner: a 10-foot baseline jumper that made his father furious, until the ball rattled around and fell in. And then Bird’s friend Beezer Carnes frittered away the last chance that Valley had. Beezer called a time-out in the final seconds—a time-out that Valley didn’t have—and it was over.

Loogootee 66, Springs Valley 63.

The Valley boys had lost again. Bobby Knight slipped out the back door unnoticed, and no one was more upset about the outcome than Bird. After the game, according to Wayne Flick, Bird left the locker room, walked past a Loogootee fan bus outside, took grief from the kids on the bus, and gave it right back to them.

Bird raised a fist and a finger, Flick said, and greeted them all with an obscene gesture.
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COACH HOLLAND HEARD THE story about the middle finger later and didn’t flinch. It wasn’t the worst thing Bird could have done in that moment, with a bus full of Loogootee kids yelling at him. At least he didn’t fight them, Holland said. At least he didn’t holler.

But with his team, Bird stayed positive. He didn’t question Holland’s coaching, like some people did that week in conversations at the Jubil Bar or at Flick’s, and he didn’t blame Beezer for calling a time-out they didn’t have. He just said that he looked forward to beating Loogootee the next time, in the second round of the playoffs that March, in the regional tournament.

The locals were certainly excited about that possibility. In the days before the playoffs began late that winter, businesses paid to take out a two-page advertisement in the Springs Valley Herald celebrating each member of the team. And after Valley won the sectional and advanced to the regionals, as expected, people in French Lick pulled out all the stops. On the morning of the regional tournament, they held a pep rally in the gym, arranged for a police escort for the team bus, and drove as a town, as a community, to the host site in a place called Washington, 40 miles away. With one more win, the Valley Blackhawks would get the Loogootee Lions again, just like they wanted.

But it didn’t work out that way. Loogootee lost its morning game while Springs Valley won. And instead of facing the Lions in a revenge rematch that night, Bird was now in an unexpected situation. He was facing Jim Pentzer of the Bedford Stonecutters, and Pentzer was waiting for Bird. He had had been thinking about him for weeks, actually. Pentzer believed that Bird’s stats were inflated because he was playing against small towns. He thought that Bird would struggle against a bigger school like Bedford. Pentzer didn’t understand why Bird was getting so much press, and he really didn’t like the way that Bird taunted his opponents by dangling the ball behind their heads and tricking them into turning around. If Bird tried it on Pentzer, it wasn’t going to work. “I’m not going to turn around,” he told his teammates that week. “I’m staying right on him.”

Pentzer—a high school senior, bound for a 39-year career as an educator in Indiana schools—had done his homework on Bird. And because he had prepared, Pentzer planned to bedevil Bird with one more tactic. He was going to get low on the block, bang him around, and maybe even pinch the back of Bird’s legs to start the game, as the Bedford coaches had instructed him to do many times before. “You pinch their legs,” Pentzer said, “to see if they’ve got hair.”

Whatever Pentzer did that night, it worked. Bird played his worst game of the year, scoring just 15 points. Valley lost by three and Pentzer became a basketball folk hero in Bedford, as the Stonecutters moved on to the semi-states. In the days to come, Bedford High would present Pentzer with a bundle of feathers tied with a red ribbon, because he had clipped Bird’s wings and ended Bird’s high school career.

Bird rode home on the Valley bus to face his life away from the court: his parents’ divorce, his father’s problems, and his shrinking options for college. Around that time, Joe B. Hall, the head coach at the University of Kentucky, decided that Bird was too slow to play in Lexington. It didn’t matter that Bird had made a visit to campus that winter at Hall’s invitation, or that Hall’s graduate assistant had been showering Bird with praise since January. Instead of signing Bird, Hall was taking three kids from Kentucky, one from Manchester, Ohio, and a different star who was voted the most valuable player in the state of Louisiana in 1974: Rick Robey.

It was a disappointment for Bird, but he didn’t have time to linger on it. The day after Bedford beat Valley in the regional final, Bird was getting phone calls at the house from a school that did still want him: Indiana. Dave Bliss sat in a hotel room in Champaign, Illinois, calling Indiana’s top eight recruits, including Bird, and by the end of the night, Bliss had made a decision. He would
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