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ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I have what you might call a love-like relationship with Dean Smith. For more than thirty years, I’ve loved his coaching style and what he stands for as a human being. Now, after he reads this book, I hope he still likes me.

Through four decades at Carolina, Smith became an idiosyncratic icon and a fiercely private person. Any book that examines several sides of this coaching legend must include some stories Smith would not want told, and Dean’s Domain delves into aspects of Smith’s career and life that he’s not likely to include in his own forthcoming memoirs. He did not try to stop me from writing Dean’s Domain (after all, he’s a staunch believer in the First Amendment), but it is fair to say that he did not cooperate with special interviews. I once teased him about the private sittings he has granted other authors, and he said, “No one has had more exposure to our program than you have had over the years.”

That may be true. First as a student reporter for the Daily Tar Heel and later as a local sports columnist and editor, I was fortunate to get as close to Carolina basketball as anyone who has never been a player, coach, or team manager for Smith, or a member of the school’s sports information staff. And subsequently, after producing celebratory books on Smith’s two NCAA titles and publishing the Carolina Court magazine for fourteen years, I indeed have had my share of exposure to Smith and his many players.

Unlike The Dean’s List, which I wrote in 1996 as a tribute to his greatest teams and games, this book is far more about Smith himself, and his far-reaching influence as a basketball coach and mentor to millions. Beginning with his controversial last six months on the job and then reverting to the start of his career, Dean’s Domain looks at the power Smith amassed, where it came from, and how he wielded it.

To a large extent I have drawn on my own articles, books, and interview notes. In addition, I offer special thanks to Alfred Hamilton, Ron Morris, and Lee Pace for the stories they have written on Smith. Many former UNC players and team managers and friends of Carolina basketball, too numerous to list, contributed either directly through personal contact or by having been quoted in some of our earlier publications.

Further thanks to the last three sports information directors during Smith’s tenure at UNC – Jack Williams, Rick Brewer, and Steve Kirschner – for their help with recollections and/or access to their office files. And I am grateful for the time and insight offered by John Swofford and Dick Baddour and members of their respective UNC athletic department staffs, as well as former and current coaches Larry Brown, Eddie Fogler, Phil Ford, Bill Guthridge, Dave Hanners, Dick Harp, John Lotz, Randy Wiel, and Roy Williams, who through the years have been helpful without ever once violating the confidence that Smith placed in them.

My friend Joel Fishman helped convince Longstreet Press president Chuck Perry and senior editor John Yow that this book on Dean Smith would be better than any other and, thus, worth publishing. Yow’s guidance and steady editing hand assured it. Helping me make the Longstreet deadlines, Jan Bolick proved to be an eager research assistant who said she even had some fun along the way. Colleagues at Tar Heel Sports Marketing seemed to understand my weird comings and goings over the eight-month writing process.

I consider myself very lucky to have witnessed, first hand, thirty of Smith’s thirty-six seasons as Carolina’s head basketball coach, as he rose from a young man making a name for himself to the biggest winner in major-college history, whose name became synonymous with the game. His reign as a successful coach and exemplary person will never be duplicated on any level. I hope you enjoy this inside look at one of the true giants of American sport.
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CHAPTER ONE

A GAME OF LOYALTY

Dean Smith arrived early, a rarity for the man who lived by the clock but always seemed to race it. And he wore his game face, also a rarity for the coach who somehow seemed more relaxed the tougher the opposition.

But this was a game of a different kind, one that Smith couldn’t control by simply preparing his players in practice and moving them around when the action started. Those in his company on June 12, 1997, would remember a Dean Smith as focused as they had ever seen him – and as sharp-tongued as with even the most incompetent referee.

Smith had taken the short walk down the hall from his suite in the building that bears his name, past his own bust and bigger-than-life photo in the main lobby, headed across the walkway to the Koury Natatorium, and punched the code to unlock the back door to the offices of the Educational Foundation, or Rams Club, on the ground floor of the building.

This was the heart of Dean’s domain, a complex built with $40 million of private donations in the 1980s, when Smith and the late Hargrove “Skipper” Bowles went stumping to alumni, boosters, and fans to lead the fund-raising effort themselves. To be sure, Smith moved smoothly through the entire university community, but he was generally more comfortable in and around the “Deandome” than he was at meetings in, say, the chancellor’s suite in South Building, whose weather vane atop its tarnished dome once signaled the exact geometric center of the original University of North Carolina campus.

Indeed, this shy man who as a youngster figured he’d teach math and coach in high school some day much preferred his own office – or a closed practice, or his home, or a good golf course, or an expensive Italian restaurant with a private room in the back – to the rarefied atmosphere of the chancellor’s office. He had mixed memories of that place, beginning from his earliest days at Carolina when his boss, Frank McGuire, dispatched him to South Building to help sort out an NCAA investigation into McGuire’s own program. There, Smith had to dig up evidence that ultimately put McGuire’s team on probation and himself into McGuire’s job.

But even on his home turf, on this early summer day, Smith was working especially hard on the Nicorette gum he had chewed since giving up chain smoking almost ten years before. He probably would have been happier reaching into his jacket pocket for the pack of unfiltered cigarettes he used to finish off in half a day. He had kicked the habit, cold turkey, the day practice began on October 15, 1988, and although his players remember him being unusually edgy most of the season, he surprised even his wife, a psychiatrist, by not sneaking a single cigarette thereafter. “If I expect my players to be disciplined, then I have to be, too,” he said back then.

But, oh, how he must have wanted a smoke today, uncomfortable with what he was there to do, had to do, in the plush paneled boardroom of the Rams Club. At this time of year, Smith usually used the conference room, with its thick carpets and large glass-topped, mahogany table, to listen to presentations from sports agents vying to represent his All-American players in their pro basketball careers. Today’s was a very different scenario, and Smith did not relish the role he had to play. But the battle lines had been drawn: a veteran college basketball coach and arguably the most powerful man in the state versus an upstart chancellor who idolized the coach but had his own agenda for the university.

The prize was the school’s athletic directorship, vacated when John Swofford departed UNC to become the commissioner of the Atlantic Coast Conference. Back in 1980, Smith had helped the thirty-year-old Swofford land the promotion to athletic director at UNC, and he counseled Swofford on whether to take the ACC’s top job. “Where was (retiring commissioner) Gene Corrigan last Saturday, and the Saturday before that?” Smith said. “He was at any ACC game he wanted to be at, and he didn’t care who won. What could be better than that?”

While Carolina’s athletic department grew dominant during Swofford’s seventeen years at the helm, winning 123 Atlantic Coast Conference championships and twenty-four national titles, he was a hands-off manager who expected problems to be settled by his staff before they ever reached his office. Ironically, it was the autonomy with which Smith had steered his own ship that had spurred such an attitude at UNC. Because the successful basketball coach wanted to preside over his program with little or no interference from the athletic director, most of the other Tar Heel head coaches had tried to do the same.

However, the fiefdom Smith had built over thirty-six years was run by the man still considered to be the most influential in the entire university. Thus, the joke around campus was that the fight over the new AD would prove who really called the shots at Carolina, the chancellor or the head basketball coach.

Dealing from his position as coach of the nation’s best collegiate program over the past four decades, Smith favored Dick Baddour, a UNC graduate who had worked for the school for thirty-one years and, for the last eleven, had been the right-hand man to Swofford. While Swofford had been off serving on NCAA committees and building his name nationally, Baddour had directed day-to-day operations. When summoned down the hall to the sumptuous basketball suite in the Smith Center, Baddour had loyally helped Smith and his staff – just as he had other Carolina coaches – find ways within the NCAA rules that continued to give Tar Heel teams an edge over their competition.

Smith liked the short, gray-haired, bespectacled Baddour, whom he believed could maintain Swofford’s success, and wanted to repay his loyalty by helping him secure the top job, even if it meant using the full extent of his power. A couple other more self-serving reasons may have also had him pushing the handsome, 53-year-old Baddour. In the first place, Smith abhorred any change that required his precious time, and he had not a single minute to waste getting to know a new athletic director. Also, as he neared retirement, Smith expected to have tremendous influence in naming his successor . . . unless, that is, another athletic director, appointed by a new chancellor, preempted him.

In only two years on the job, chancellor Michael Hooker had already established himself as something of a maverick, a man who saw much fat in the university bureaucracy and immediately began slicing away the layers. In his very first summer in Chapel Hill, Hooker had called Arch Allen back from a beach vacation to fire him as head of the school’s development office. Hooker then elevated 38-year-old Matt Kupec, a former Tar Heel football quarterback and Hooker’s own fair-haired boy, to be the top fund-raiser at the university.

Kupec, who had returned to UNC in 1992 after ten years as associate vice chancellor at Hofstra University in New York, was putting the finishing touches on the school’s widely publicized Bicentennial Campaign, begun by Hooker’s predecessor, Paul Hardin. The original goal of $400 million had been surpassed months before the deadline, and Kupec received most of the credit. Because his office had also raised about $100 million every year since, he was considered Carolina’s “billion-dollar boy.” Not really the prototype of the “slick” fund-raiser, Kupec had a Yankee-cum-good ol’ boy mix that allowed him to hit up the high rollers from Wall Street and, with equal success, the hog farmers “down east” in Carolina. That he could talk football with them – particularly the “perfect” touchdown pass he threw to win the 1979 Gator Bowl – didn’t hurt. Now, Kupec was at the center of Hooker’s long-range plans for UNC in more ways than one.

Hooker, boyishly handsome, often brilliant, and a UNC alumnus, was especially popular with students, mainly because he and his attractive wife Carmen – a former Massachusetts state senator who had raised some eyebrows by going to work in the private health care industry – were so visible at Tar Heel sports events, from football to field hockey. Not only a vocal presence at games, the fiftyish and youthful Hookers almost always presented awards – both academic and athletic – together in public. Many people on campus jokingly referred to her as “Mrs. Chancellor.”

Basketball was their unabashed favorite, and Hooker made no effort to hide his affection for Smith. “I have admired Dean Smith since I was a freshman here in 1965,” Hooker was to say at Smith’s retirement press conference a few months later. “I remember very well in 1965 in Carmichael (Auditorium) seeing Dean standing with, I believe it was, Rusty Clark and Bill Bunting, and they were having a conversation in the hall, and I just stood and watched for probably ten minutes. Dean has been my hero since then, and I have always held him up to coaches I have worked with through the years as a paragon of integrity, the kind of coach I wanted each of them to be.”

His first year back at UNC, Hooker had sat with Carmen in the chancellor’s traditional seats on the second row, midcourt at the Smith Center – surrounded by the “buck-some” boosters who had coughed up most of the dough to build the on-campus arena that was the second-largest in the country (after BYU). But when criticism mounted of the passive, “wine-and-cheese” crowds at the Deandome, the Hookers donned light blue T-shirts and moved into the student section behind the basket near the Tar Heel bench. There, they led the rhythmic cheers and sang with the band, and at least once each season Hooker allowed himself to be held up and “passed” from the first row up to the last.

After every home game, Hooker and his wife attended Smith’s press conference in the basement of the building and often waited for players outside the locker room to congratulate or console them. To some observers, this was more than just ardent support for the basketball and athletic program; it bordered on hero worship. So there had been no great surprise in May of 1997, when Hooker phoned several prominent members of the UNC board of trustees and Rams Club to tell them he had his top choices for the new athletic director. Insiders had expected that Hooker would be knee deep in that appointment from the moment speculation began about Swofford’s departure almost a year before, and they were correct.

There was, however, surprise that the names Hooker first mentioned did not include Baddour, already well known as the basketball coach’s favorite candidate. Hooker inquired quietly about Bob Marcum, who had been the athletic director at the University of Massachusetts when Hooker served as president of the UMass system before moving to UNC. Told the board of trustees would never approve a “non-Carolina man” when so many options existed among Tar Heel grads, Hooker then said he wanted Kupec.

Kupec, he reasoned, had already proven himself as a champion fund-raiser, and Hooker cited the need to make sure UNC’s annual $27 million athletic budget kept growing, and could be balanced, each year. Hooker also believed, with Swofford having spent so much time away from the office, that Baddour and the other half-dozen assistant athletic directors were already running the department and could continue doing so no matter who became their new boss. What Hooker did not know, however, was that Baddour was either going to be named athletic director or retire with full benefits from the university and state. As he approached thirty years of service to UNC, and long before Swofford became the favorite as ACC commissioner, Baddour had mentioned his plans to several friends. Clearly, it was not a ploy to help him get the AD job.

Typical of his “just do it” style, Hooker wanted to name the new athletic director as “an emergency hire” – believing there was no need to spend the time and money convening a search committee and interviewing a bunch of candidates who wouldn’t have a chance. He had his man and was ready to move on it. But Hooker did not enjoy such complete autonomy; he had to answer to the people who, two years before, had helped him get his job, such as the powerful Charlotte real estate developer Johnny Harris, chairman of the committee to select the new chancellor. When Hooker was told that simply selecting Kupec was impossible because, as a state university, UNC had to post the position for a minimum period and interview whomever a committee deemed viable candidates under the guidelines it would establish, he had no choice but to listen.

Since most channels at Carolina led back to the basketball office, Smith had quickly learned that Hooker wanted someone other than Baddour, and in the ensuing weeks he swung into action, using the power he had carefully cultivated but rarely abused.

Having worked closely with Swofford, Baddour had a head start on the job. Swofford had made no secret of his plans to go after the ACC’s top position when Gene Corrigan retired, and, as early as the late fall of 1996, he had told Baddour that he thought his chances of succeeding Corrigan were pretty good. By the first of the year, after the ACC had begun interviewing candidates with neither Swofford’s experience nor love of the league, Baddour figured his boss was a goner. So it was then that he first asked Smith to speak on his behalf . . . if Smith felt it appropriate. At the same time, Baddour was careful not to make Smith choose between him and the other widely rumored candidate, Charles Waddell, a one-time UNC three-sport athlete who had embarked upon a different course that he hoped would lead him back to his alma mater.

After playing four seasons as a tight end in the NFL, Waddell returned to UNC to get his MBA and remained visible around the athletic department. From there, he went to work trading government securities for NCNB (later NationsBank) in Charlotte. As a result, renowned bank president and UNC alum Hugh McColl became the first key name on Waddell’s resume. The second was Jim Delany, a former Tar Heel basketball player who had risen quickly in college athletics to be commissioner of the Big Ten Conference. In 1990, Delany had plucked Waddell as his assistant and, knowing Waddell’s ultimate goal, had given him valuable experience working with the league schools in compliance matters and on marketing and television contracts. Next, the strapping and handsome Southern Pines, North Carolina, native accepted an offer to become vice president for marketing with the new Carolina Panthers and thus was able to add the name of entrepreneurial NFL owner Jerry Richardson to his impressive list of references – all the while eyeing a return to Chapel Hill.

Waddell, ever the visible and active alumnus, had actually jockeyed for the job three years earlier when Swofford had flirted with – and almost won – the athletic directorship at the University of Michigan. Before last-minute negotiations between Swofford and Michigan broke down, the NationsBank jet was warmed up and ready to take off from Douglass Airport in Charlotte. Awaiting the announcement that Swofford had accepted the Michigan post, McColl and Harris were prepared to fly to Chicago to pick up Waddell, who was still at the Big Ten, and “present” him to then-chancellor Hardin as UNC’s new athletic director. Deeming it time for Carolina to have the ACC’s first black AD, Harris and McColl knew Waddell was ready, willing and able to do the job. They had wanted the deal done virtually overnight, and their influence at UNC could have gotten around any regulations that, ironically, would stop Hooker from trying the same thing three years later.

Even though Waddell had been a two-year reserve on the basketball team (he also ran track at UNC) before playing in the NFL, it was Smith whom he had consulted before each professional move, beginning with an even earlier decision about a coaching career. Pointing out the scarcity of black head coaches in the college and pro ranks, Smith had steered Waddell toward business and eventually athletic administration. Waddell believed that, several times since then, he had made it clear to Smith that his ultimate goal was to run Carolina athletics. Consequently, he was taken aback by the question Smith asked him in February of 1997. Waddell had dropped by the basketball office the afternoon of Carolina’s home game with Wake Forest – the Tar Heels’ sixth of sixteen straight wins on the way to the Final Four in what would be Smith’s last season coaching. Raising the probability that Swofford would be the next ACC Commissioner, Smith asked Waddell if he wanted to “come up here and work for Dick next year.”

Waddell watched Carolina crush Wake that night preoccupied by his afternoon conversation with Smith. “I told him I had prepared to be the athletic director, not an assistant,” Waddell recalled months later, “that I had gone away to work for three successful, different-type leaders, I had thought, with his (Smith’s) blessing. So I knew something was up.”

Others began to know it, too. As Smith’s choice became clear, the power brokers climbed on board. Of Charlotte bigwigs McColl and Harris, Waddell would later say, “They weren’t nearly as enthusiastic about me as they had been before.” And when word spread in the summer of 1997 that Hooker was pushing Kupec, Smith unwaveringly reaffirmed his support of Baddour and began taking steps to ensure he would get the job. He wrote a letter to every other coach of a varsity sport at Carolina, asking rhetorically, “If the athletic department is making money – which it is – why do we need a fund-raiser in charge?” In turn, those coaches recommended Baddour.

“I’ll go to my grave remembering what that man did for me,” Baddour, who quickly heard about Smith’s letter, was to say often from that point on.

Over the next few weeks, Smith spoke with key members of the board of trustees, plus prominent people in the UNC Alumni Association and Educational Foundation, emphasizing the success and solvency of the athletic department on the fields and courts. He continued to pose the same question he had asked in his letter to the coaches, while mentioning his concern over the speculation that Hooker might allow Kupec to keep his old position and do both jobs. Smith also took the opportunity to praise Baddour for being a loyal, trustworthy, and highly competent candidate to succeed Swofford. Eventually, even Governor Jim Hunt spoke up for Baddour, who had known the governor for years and whose lawyer brother, Phil Baddour, had worked on Hunt’s reelection campaign and twice been elected to the North Carolina General Assembly.

Neither was Smith a stranger to Kupec, who had begun taking psychological ownership of the athletic directorship because of Hooker’s backing. Smith had served on the Bicentennial Campaign’s steering committee, and Smith was also a regular, if very private, contributor to the campaign. Though legendary for his paternal attitude toward his players and his compassion for causes outside of basketball, Smith could also wield a sharp and surly tongue. He surprised Kupec in an early summer conversation by claiming Kupec had no experience in athletic administration and, thus, little chance to succeed as AD at UNC. Understandably nonplussed by this not very veiled threat from Smith – a man whom he, too, had admired since his student days – Kupec nevertheless continued preparing for his eventual interview with the athletic director’s search committee.

Despite years of turning down many requests to serve the university outside of basketball, Smith asked to be on the fourteen-member search committee. Also appointed were head football coach Mack Brown, women’s field hockey coach Karen Shelton and Senior Associate Athletic Director Beth Miller, plus representatives from the faculty and staff, board of trustees, alumni association, Rams Club, and one student-athlete.

Brown’s place on the committee had much to do with Smith’s. While he liked Baddour, Brown had long been critical of what he considered Swofford’s passive style of leadership. Publicly, he supported Baddour but privately did not oppose Kupec or Waddell, both of whom Brown believed might be more proactive toward football. So, as long as Smith stayed on the committee, Brown was going to be there, too.

Elson Floyd, executive vice chancellor and Hooker’s right-hand man, served as chair, setting an aggressive timetable of six weeks to submit three names Hooker would choose from to recommend to the full board of trustees. Smith and Brown made it to about half of the early meetings, when more than forty applicants were paired down to the short list who would be interviewed by the entire committee.

By this time, the press had gotten wind of the battlelines, and the one-time campus joke had become a statewide question: Would Smith or Hooker get his man?

“I like who the basketball coach likes,” one radio talk show host said repeatedly, and it’s a fair assumption that many of his listeners felt likewise.

Over Memorial Day weekend, Baddour left town with his wife, Lynda, to plan for his interview. He wanted to come up with a concrete philosophy for the athletic department over the next ten years and filled nearly an entire legal pad doing just that. Though he was a close friend and staunch supporter of Swofford, Baddour knew changes needed to be made, and he planned to emphasize that to the committee. For example, after having reviewed years of complaints about UNC baseball coach Mike Roberts and golf coach Devon Brouse, Hooker had instructed Swofford to terminate them. The chancellor was furious to find out that Swofford had decided to leave those firings to his successor, and Baddour knew what his first two moves would be if he were to get the job. (He was to give both men their “last-season” notice within months.)

Baddour’s interview went smoothly, since he had met with long-time associates and supporters who also knew how Smith felt. “I wanted to cover all the issues, to show that I had prepared most of my adult life for this job,” Baddour said afterward. “There were a few things I could have said better, but for the most part I was pleased.” Still, he could only sit and wait while the other candidates had their turns. “It’s a horse race,” he said nervously in early June, “and right now I’m not in the lead.”
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So now came Kupec’s turn. Smith originally had a conflict but rearranged his schedule so he could be in the Rams Club conference room with the rest of the committee. As the members took their seats on the light-blue, leather-cushioned chairs for the two o’clock meeting, the arched Carolina-blue ceiling with its few white, puffy clouds belied the tension in the room.

Smith owned a well-protected reputation as Carolina basketball’s benevolent dictator, but those who worked with or ran afoul of him had occasionally seen his stormy side. A notorious ref-intimidator during games and hard-balling negotiator with pro agents, he could be stubborn to the point of belligerence. However, even those on the committee, with more than a hundred years of aggregate experience at UNC, had never witnessed the Smith they were about to see. When it came to getting something he wanted, something he believed was best for the university he loved, he could become the mean Dean.

Floyd, a handsome black man who had earned Hooker’s trust when many members of Hardin’s old staff had been jettisoned, went over the agenda, which included a review of the six-week timetable followed by the interview with Kupec. Smith, his reading glasses perched on the end of the well-known nose that dominated his craggy face, remained silent while continuing to jaw the Nicorette.

The talkative Brown, wearing slacks and a Carolina-blue golf shirt, tried to keep the atmosphere light, interjecting into the discussion of expectations of the new athletic director the fact that one national magazine had already picked his football team to oust Florida State as ACC champion and win the national title by beating Florida in the Orange Bowl.

“I hope they know who’s going to replace Leon,” Brown cracked of departed tailback and New York Jets rookie Leon Johnson, “because no one has told me.”

After about forty-five minutes, the committee took a short break and returned for an executive session, which typically included discussions about or interviews with specific candidates and was always closed to the media. Reporters allowed in for the business portion of the meeting were now asked to leave.

Kupec entered the conference room through the back door, carrying a folder of documents, and went around the table to personally greet each member, a tradition that had struck Smith as funny early in the process. “I’ve never interviewed for anything in my life,” he said. “Where does all this hand-shaking come from?”

Although Kupec hadn’t given much thought to being an athletic director until six months before, he had obviously done some thinking since. He passed out to each committee member a thirty-page booklet, neatly bound, that outlined a “twenty-point plan” for the future of the UNC athletic department. The protocol Floyd had developed was for the candidate to make an opening statement and then have each committee member ask a question. Predictably, these initial questions generally reflected the committee members’ own interests. For example, Miller asked each candidate about his view on the importance of gender equity and women’s athletics.

The first time Floyd went around the table during Kupec’s interview, Smith passed. Smith did, however, jump in when Kupec was asked by someone else about his management style. Referring to his twenty-point plan, Kupec began harmlessly: “I would want the people who work for me . . . .”

“WORK FOR YOU?” Smith interrupted, raising his nasal voice, “I wouldn’t work FOR YOU. I might work WITH YOU, but I don’t work FOR anyone.”

Smith’s stance was well known to most people in the athletic department. “I’ve told all the athletic directors who’ve been here since I was coaching to stay down the hall, and I’ll call them if I need them,” he had said over the years.

“Mack and I are the only ones who make money for this department, anyway, and we support all the other sports,” Smith continued. “So all we need from an athletic director is more money for football and basketball, then leave us alone and we’ll make enough so all of you will be happy.”

Floyd went around the table one more time for final questions. When he got to Smith, the coach said, “Well, since you called on me,” with a thin smile.

“Do you think experience is important as an athletic director?” Smith asked. Kupec nodded his head and was about to speak, but Smith cut him off again: “Then why do you think you can be a good athletic director without experience?”

“I understand this university,” Kupec countered. “I’ve been an athlete here, I’ve played the game. I’ve known a lot of coaches.”

As his line of questioning made clear, that wasn’t good enough for Smith. Kupec, who had heard from several committee members that Smith had not asked many questions in previous interviews, later confided to friends that he thought the veteran basketball coach had treated him viciously and that he had not handled Smith’s inquisition particularly well.

As it happened, the six-foot-three, two-hundred-pound Kupec grew red-faced, his neck bulging over the white collar of his dress shirt. Brown was to say later, “Matt’s an athlete, still very competitive. For a minute, I thought he was going to jump over the table and beat the shit out of Dean. The whole thing was pretty embarrassing.”

After regaining his composure, Kupec concluded his interview with some strong points about his overall leadership skills and athletic experiences. But the damage had been done. He never got to the twenty-point plan and, after thanking each member of the committee, left the room abruptly. He avoided eye contact with Smith. With some committee members visibly shaken by what had occurred, Floyd adjourned the meeting.

Several members walked out through the back door, hoping to avoid reporters who waited outside of the conference room. And though he was never called on it, Smith’s approach left some people upset for days. Trustee Bill Jordan vented to a friend, “You just don’t treat any candidate for anything that way.” On the other hand, Karen Shelton, in the midst of building her own field hockey dynasty, was unperturbed by Smith’s line of questioning. She deemed it “appropriate because Matt was the only candidate interviewed who did not have athletic director’s experience.”

The day after his interview, Kupec withdrew his name and announced he would remain in his fund-raising position. Floyd said Hooker was not surprised that Kupec had thrown in the towel. “It took an emotional toll on everyone,” Floyd said months later.

So that left Baddour and Waddell as two of the candidates the committee eventually presented to Hooker. Aware that Hooker had wanted three names from the committee, Smith asked Kansas Athletic Director and old buddy Bob Frederick to fly in for what was a perfunctory interview. Later, Villanova’s Gene DeFilippo (now at Boston College) also met with the committee and actually was the third person recommended to Hooker. But it was clearly a two-horse race – and not a very close one at that.

Hooker would have loved to see Waddell in the job – someone he could hire without the appearance of being beaten by his basketball coach – and he sought, and got, a strong recommendation for Waddell from Big Ten Commissioner Delany. But, in the end, the internal and external support for Baddour was just too strong. Ten days after Smith - as he later told a friend – “got Kupec out of it,” Baddour was vacationing with his family at the beach when Hooker called to inform him that he had been selected as the new AD. Baddour had been staying close to the beach house, hoping the phone would ring. After it did, he walked to the top of a sand dune, waved to family members on the beach below and gave them the “thumbs up” sign.

Baddour might have gotten the job had Smith not intervened, but the coach’s backing pretty much sealed it for him. Hooker, who would eventually refuse to give Baddour more than a series of one-year contracts, undoubtedly knew that Smith had said on several occasions, “I’ve picked the last three athletic directors,” implying he was going to pick this one, too. And, when all was said and done, he did.

Both Kupec and Hooker have declined public comment on the entire matter.

Certainly, the ordeal was more painful to Kupec, but it may have offered a more pointed lesson to Hooker. After all, Kupec had been a Tar Heel athlete and knew of Smith’s wide-ranging influence, while Hooker still had to learn first-hand how powerful Dean Smith was. As one staff member in the athletic department said succinctly, “Hooker might be the chancellor, but he found out who’s really in charge.”




CHAPTER TWO

HE DID IT HIS WAY

The power that Dean Edwards Smith had amassed was never more evident than the following October when the winningest coach in the history of major college basketball decided to step down – after thirty-six seasons, 879 victories, thirteen ACC Championships, two NCAA titles and an Olympic gold medal, after having graduated 97 percent of his players, and after having become a living legend close to home, across the country, and abroad.

The son of a Kansas schoolteacher and coach, Smith rose to prominence during the explosion of college basketball popularity. An unknown assistant coach who had succeeded Frank McGuire, another UNC legend whose 1957 Tar Heels had won the national championship by going undefeated, Smith rebuilt a troubled program and dodged his own early demise after five so-so seasons and twice being hanged in effigy by dissatisfied students.

As his stature grew with his own championship run, beginning in 1967, Smith’s life was altered forever. A regional phenomenon until that point, he burst into the national spotlight by coaching the 1976 U.S. Olympic team to the gold medal in Montreal – a victory this country badly needed after having lost to the Soviet Union in the controversial 1972 gold medal game in Munich. “It’s the only time we took a win-at-all-cost approach,” Smith said. “I even ignored some players who broke rules, because we had to win.”

But even that golden moment was tinged with an ambivalence that has always seemed to mark Smith’s career. He had placed on the Olympic team four members from his own Carolina program and seven in all from the ACC, answering critics that a familiar nucleus would be easier to mold into a cohesive unit in the short preparation time. Privately, he said, “You think I would leave off anyone from our program who deserved it as much as anyone else? How could I face them after that?”

Fortunately, the Americans did bring home the gold medal, and from that point on Smith was a national icon, getting bigger each ensuing year as his Tar Heels appeared more frequently on national television. Before the advent of the shot clock in college basketball, his Four Corners offense triggered a national controversy, as Carolina teams slowed the game down to a crawl to protect, and generally hold, their leads.

After Smith won his long-awaited first NCAA title by beating Georgetown in 1982, on a jumpshot from a skinny freshman named Michael Jordan, Smith earned induction into the Basketball Hall of Fame along with presidential status in his own state and beyond. He was often ushered off the court by police guards or Pinkertons; he rated curbside treatment from airport security that always seemed to know he was coming; he packed banquet rooms and coaching clinics with folks who wanted to hear his often rambling, sometimes fragmented thoughts.

Right through his fifties in the 1980s and his sixties in the 1990s, Smith signed some of the best high school players in the country and produced teams that consistently won. Not even Duke’s back-to-back national championships could force Smith into submission. He wound up winning a second national title and taking four more teams to the Final Four in his last seven years on the bench, as the Duke program faded.

Toward the end, in fact, it was clear that the only aspect of Smith’s career that had declined was his desire to keep doing all the things his job demanded outside of actual coaching. He had helped create the monstrous and mushrooming growth of college basketball, which had become almost totally dictated by television; upheld his unyielding responsibility to his more than two hundred former players, for whom he would always drop anything; and maintained a keen reluctance to relinquish control over whatever he believed would be good for his program or the game itself.

The desk in his plush, richly paneled office stayed stacked with correspondence and other paperwork. By January each year, Smith had already begun moving the piles to the floor behind his desk to make room for the next stack that was coming from administrative secretary Linda Woods, whom he ran ragged until well into the evenings with chores ranging from assigning complimentary tickets to picking up a late-supper sandwich.

When classes started in late August of 1997, Smith still gave every appearance of coaching another season. He did not participate in the afternoon three-man drills that Bill Guthridge, Phil Ford, and Dave Hanners conducted with the players twice a week, but he did drop by to observe what would be another national championship contender for the Tar Heels.

One late September afternoon, he teasingly asked a magazine reporter and photographer, “Who gave you permission to be down on the floor?” When the reporter answered that Guthridge had let them in, Smith chided, “You’re lucky Bill’s so nice; I never would have said yes.” He then walked by All-American forward Antawn Jamison and playfully slapped the ball out of his hands. The following week, he was testier during an interview in his office for another preseason magazine. He challenged the writer’s assumption that Smith was “going small” – referring to a starting lineup that would consist of veteran juniors Jamison, Ademola Okulaja and Vince Carter in the front court. “Sam Perkins wasn’t a true center in 1982,” Smith said. “I don’t know what you’re getting at.”

Smith’s well-documented moodiness could be triggered by speculation over how long he would coach, which had become the hottest sports topic in the state. Yet few expected the bombshell he was about to land. Smith had another great team returning and he had recently been quoted as saying he would “definitely not coach beyond the end of my contract in 2001.” That was widely interpreted to mean he would coach four more years, and only in retrospect did it seem he was saying just the opposite. He had, for years, almost promised he would step down suddenly – before the next season, not after the last one – when
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POSTCRIPT

STILL IN CHARGE

A worn-down Dean Smith left the bench, moved out of his office, and gave up his personal parking space, but he hardly walked away from the notoriety and sovereignty he had achieved. That he still came to work almost every day and did not meddle clearly indicated he had no regrets over his decision. That he continued to be inundated with personal requests meant he had underestimated what his retirement would bring. At least now Smith had an excuse to just say no.

As the last coaching days of Dean Smith moved further away in the rearview mirror, friends and associates remarked at how good he looked. Remaining tanned from after-October 15th golf, a relaxed Smith relished not having to begin the same routine he had endured through the last forty years. He and his wife spent one early November weekend at the beach, and Smith made good on his pledge to see his grandchildren more often. When informed he had been selected Sports Illustrated’s Sportsman of the Year, he even allowed photographers to shoot him and grandson Luke at the home of his daughter, Sandy Combs, in Charlotte.

Returning to Chapel Hill, he heard that Mack Brown had resigned as Carolina’s football coach to take the Texas job. Asked for his advice, but aware that Dick Baddour had already made contact with Georgia’s Jim Donnan, Smith recommended Carl Torbush if Carolina chose to “stay inside.” Donnan ultimately declined the UNC offer and Torbush was introduced late Monday afternoon, December 8, after Smith had been in Baddour’s office that morning. Torbush called the next day to thank Smith and pledged to help Bill Guthridge in the continuing recruitment of football-basketball star Ronald Curry, who would eventually sign with UNC in April.

Trying to maintain a low profile, Smith remained the major force behind Carolina basketball. He gave over his elegant office to Guthridge and moved down the hall into a smaller room once occupied by the restricted-earnings coaches on his staff, and he stopped parking in the space with the “reserved” sign that had been placed there for him ten years earlier. Smith had not asked for the space, but athletic director John Swofford gave it to him after continually seeing Smith’s car parked at the far end of the large Smith Center lot. The old space stayed empty for more than a month following Smith’s retirement – no one dared park there – until the sign was taken down. Somehow believing he no longer rated special privileges, Smith went back to walking across the parking lot.

He attended only a handful of games in person, watching the rest at home on television while “cheering so hard. I’m like a fan. My heart beats faster. I’ve been yelling at them – the players and coaches – through the television set.” He made a surprise halftime appearance during the game with Hampton Institute on December 16 to be honored as SI’s Sportsman of the Year. With no prior announcement that he was coming, the crowd greeted him with a huge roar and stood cheering during the short presentation. The team had remained on the court to watch the ceremony, and cognizant that the Tar Heels had not played well together in the first half, Smith motioned with his hands at several players to pass the ball.

Smith had hoped the Sportsman of the Year honor and first-person interview he agreed to do for the December 22 edition of Sports Illustrated would bring closure to his public career, since he covered a number of issues about the game of basketball and his personal beliefs. But it had the opposite effect, spawning more requests for his comments from the media. The public wasn’t satisfied, either. So many copies of the edition with Smith on the cover and accompanying poster of him were sent in or dropped by the Deandome that the basketball office finally posted a sign on the door that said no more would be accepted for autographs. Smith’s suddenly smaller office remained cluttered with dozens of items seeking his signature.

While he occasionally reviewed game tapes with Guthridge and the other coaches, Smith attended few staff meetings and spoke with the players only in passing. Behind the scenes, however, he remained influential, positioning the team for the highest exposure and the players for the best opportunities once their careers were over. He was still in charge of scheduling, using his considerable clout with CBS, ABC, and ESPN to get Carolina prime television dates. Smith was reticent about accepting the prestigious Arthur Ashe Award for Courage (for his support of integration and other social issues) at the annual ESPYs until Ashe’s widow, Jeannie, called Smith personally and told him how much her late husband had respected him. Up to that point, the ESPN brass had teasingly tried to twist Smith’s arm with some “back-scratching” banter about all of the cable network telecasts the Tar Heels enjoyed every season.

Usually an off-the-cuff speaker, Smith had prepared some eloquent remarks for the black-tie ESPYs ceremony in New York. But the videotaped testimonial, which included moving words from old friends Reverend Bob Seymour and UNC professor Chuck Stone, as well as Michael Jordan, left Smith choked up as he watched from the audience. Then the surprise appearance of former players Brad Daugherty, Billy Cunningham, Walter Davis, Doug Moe, Charlie Scott, and James Worthy, who presented him with the Ashe Award, caused Smith to lose his train of thought about halfway through his speech. The players had been sequestered backstage by ESPN, and Smith seemed genuinely stunned to see them walk out.

With his old team having lost one game through Valentine’s Day and ranked No. 1 in the country, Smith continued mostly casual conversation with Guthridge about game plans and strategies. He did, however, watch extra tape of archrival Duke, the Tar Heels’ top challenger in the ACC during the 1998 season. He increased his time in the film room after Carolina’s poor performance in a six-point home loss to seventh-place N.C. State, helping Guthridge prepare for the last week of the regular season and rematches with Wake Forest and Duke, followed by the annual ACC Tournament. The irony was not lost on those who knew what was happening. While most programs had volunteer coaches barely out of school, the Tar Heels’ “candy striper” just happened to have the most wins in major-college history. One way or another, Smith had his hand in Carolina’s 13-3 ACC record, two wins over Duke and the conference tournament title.

By then, of course, he had surprised many people by accepting a six-figure offer to join CBS-TV as a studio analyst for “Championship Week” and all six rounds of “March Madness.” A participant in the last twenty-three NCAA Tournaments, Smith spent three straight long weekends in New York as a member of the broadcast media, sitting around the CBS set with Greg Gumbel and Clark Kellogg. Draggan Mihailovich, a CBS producer who grew up in Chapel Hill and was raised on Carolina basketball, saw the man he had idolized for years eating alone in the network cafeteria one afternoon during the first weekend. With a lump in his stomach, Mihailovich immediately instructed his own administrative assistant to make sure she knew where Smith was at all times and that he had anything he wanted or needed – including company. However, Smith quickly bonded with Gumbel and Kellogg, who took their new broadcast partner out to dinner on several occasions after the last nightly show, and the trio grew closer over the course of the month.

Because television is a contrived medium, it proved to be a difficult assignment for Smith. The coach who could speak to his players and fans whenever and for however long he wanted now had to condense his thoughts into short sound bites. Although he improved as the tournament wore on, Smith admittedly was uncomfortable in the role and, in his own words, “not very good” at dropping in ten-second comments while producer Eric Mann talked to him through a small receiver in his ear. Once, while commenting on the Tar Heels, Smith said “we” and grimaced as Mann chirped, “It’s they now, Coach; gotta be objective.” Smith joked later that his finest moment had been a pre-taped blackboard session on the Princeton backdoor offense that did not air because Michigan State upset the Tigers in the second round of the East Regional. “That was my best, but it never got on,” Smith said.

Gumbel, Kellogg, and Mann remembered Smith “really sweating” during Carolina’s narrow wins over UNC Charlotte and Connecticut on the way to the Final Four. “It looked like he was still coaching and we were right there on the bench with him,” said Mann, referring to Smith’s body language. “But when it was time to go on, he pulled it together and did a nice job. He’s a national hero, a coaching legend, but he was part of the team and very down to earth.” Mann added that Smith was understandably in agony on the broadcast platform in San Antonio during Carolina’s fretful first-half performance against Utah. “We’ve got to shoot better and find a way to stop them,” Smith said to no one in particular during UNC’s semifinal loss.
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Smith’s loyalty and dedication to his players was never tested more than after the Final Four, where Makhtar Ndiaye had made an embarrassing (and false) accusation that a Utah player called him a “nigger” during the game. It was the worst in a series of outbursts from Ndiaye, whom Smith had trusted enough to be his first-ever major-college transfer. Upset by his own horrid play and the team’s lackluster loss, Ndiaye somehow got into a dialogue with four sportswriters that resulted in his accusing Utah sophomore Britton Johnsen of making the slur during the game. Meanwhile, in the other locker room, Johnsen said that Ndiaye had spit on him during a battle under the basket.

Remaining in San Antonio for the national championship game between Utah and Kentucky, Smith was not involved in the apology Ndiaye and UNC issued to Johnsen and Utah on Monday. Even so, the media severely criticized Carolina for not allowing Ndiaye and Guthridge to appear at a press conference. A shocked university community outside the basketball office was ready to disavow the controversial Senegalese player who had already been involved in several public controversies. Even chancellor Michael Hooker blasted Ndiaye in the Raleigh News & Observer, although Hooker later said his strong remarks came after a reporter had caught him by surprise. Just when the incident had died down, Ndiaye was charged with misdemeanor assault in yet another bizarre, off-campus case. At his eventual trial, Ndiaye denied that he had ever apologized for the Johnsen remark and said the university had done it without his approval. That was a lie, as Ndiaye had signed off on the statement before it was released.

When Smith returned from the Final Four, he had several long talks with the disconsolate and troubled player, encouraging him to attend anger-management counseling and then pro tryout camps that spring. While some coaches might have regretted taking Ndiaye in the first place, Smith instead saw it as a valuable lesson for someone whom he long ago understood came from a decidedly different culture. Growing up in Africa, Ndiaye had played mostly soccer, which in the Eastern Hemisphere is a far more violent game than in the youth leagues of America. Smith had spoken with other basketball coaches who had had African players on their teams and learned of sometimes uncontrollable aggression on the court. He stayed in regular contact with Ndiaye during the spring. “Hustle and play smart,” Smith told him one day when Ndiaye called in from the Portsmouth, Virginia, tryout camp.

In May, Smith orchestrated the “hardship” decision of Antawn Jamison, National Player of the Year as a junior, to turn pro (“an easy choice for him”), and he went through the motions with Vince Carter, whose mother, Michelle Robinson, had already made the decision that her son was also leaving school. Early in the season, Robinson had been upset with the results of Smith’s first query of pro scouts and general managers that revealed Carter was rated no better than the fifteenth pick in the NBA draft. “We want to get a second opinion,” Robinson told Smith in January. Meanwhile, Carter finished the season on a tear, hitting double figures in sixteen of his last seventeen games, averaging twenty-one points and six rebounds, and playing more aggressively than he had for most of his career. In Smith’s second round of calls to his NBA contacts, Carter had moved up to a top-ten pick. By then, Robinson had gotten similar feedback and decided her son should go pro. When Smith set up his annual “agents day” for the players and their families, Carter and Robinson did not attend because they had already selected Michelle’s friend William “Tank” Black to represent them.

However, the most difficult time of Smith’s retirement stemmed, ironically, from something he had done before stepping down. Vasco Evtimov, one of thirty-six McDonald’s All-Americans Smith had signed over the years, took a sabbatical after a disappointing freshman season. A dual citizen of France and his native Bulgaria, Evtimov had to satisfy a military commitment in either country before he turned twenty-five to preserve his citizenship in both. Smith went to work after the 1997 season arranging a “red-shirt” year for Evtimov, who wound up playing for a club team during his ten months in the French army in order to qualify for France’s national team. Smith had read the NCAA rule and thought it was clear that Evtimov could serve his country and follow guidelines for national team tryouts set by the French Basketball Federation, but he did not check it out with the NCAA. Though this was not quite the same, Smith had made numerous foreign arrangements for players over the years.

However, after returning to Chapel Hill in July of 1998 and getting ready to begin his sophomore season under Guthridge, Evtimov was suspended by the NCAA because the club team for which he played had several paid professionals on the roster. Smith got involved in the appeals process and was despondent on December 17 after participating in a conference call that afternoon with the NCAA and the French Basketball Federation. Evtimov’s suspension had not only been upheld, but also extended to eighteen games – through January 13 – or more than half the season.

“Blame me, punish me,” Smith told the NCAA, “I’m the one who told him (Evtimov) he could do this.” For the first time since he retired, Smith felt stung by the criticism of fans who believed he hadn’t done his homework and should have called the NCAA to get specific clearance for Evtimov. But it seemed like more than that, beyond the NCAA’s explanation that it was carefully monitoring the college eligibility of all foreign athletes.

No longer as visible, Smith’s power base in college basketball was slipping. Had he still been coaching, the NCAA might have embraced his arguments more warmly. Carolina was also seeing the difference on the recruiting front, as competition now came from new and different places. Kentucky, which had rarely tried to recruit players from North Carolina when Smith ran the program, was suddenly scouting prospects all over the state. The Wildcats apparently no longer assumed the Tar Heels were going to get any kid they wanted within their own borders. During his first season off the bench, Smith also caught some second-hand blame for the team’s over-enthusiastic, often cocky behavior. The trash-talking, body-banging, and occasional crowd-taunting had begun in Smith’s last few years, and speculation arose that Guthridge did not crack down more on the 1998 team because his old boss was still in the background.

Much to his embarrassment, Smith continued receiving honors and accolades outside and inside UNC. “I get so much credit it gets to be ridiculous,” he said, adding without his usual modesty, “I think we can coach, I will say that.” Smith received the prestigious University Award for “illustrious service to higher education” at a black-tie banquet on November 12 attended by his family, closest friends, and dozens of his former players, including the world’s most famous athlete. “When I came to the University of North Carolina, you saw two people in me, my mother and my father,” Michael Jordan said sweetly from the podium. “Now you don’t just see my mother and my father; you also see Dean Smith.” (Exactly two months later, Smith would hold a press conference for his reaction to Jordan’s own retirement from basketball). While also renewing old acquaintances within the UNC faculty, Smith smoothed out any residue from his clash with the chancellor over the new athletic director. “Dean and I get along better than ever, now that he’s a full-time philosopher,” Hooker said in late autumn. The following January, Smith was among the first to call when Hooker was diagnosed with lymphoma and began chemotherapy treatments.

Meanwhile, Guthridge’s second season proved far more difficult on the court, with two freshman starters and a lack of outside shooting that left the Tar Heels vulnerable to zone defenses. Smith resisted what had to be strong temptation to tell his former staffers what to do, even though they certainly could have used all the wisdom available to work around the team’s obvious shortcomings. Occasionally, when in town, Smith wandered into the video room where assistant coaches were reviewing tapes and debating strategy. Asked for his opinion, Smith’s brilliance at the game often settled the issue in a matter of minutes. But on the way out, he would inevitably say, “Who knows? Maybe I was wrong all those years.”

Among Carolina alumni and fans, at least, the specter of Dean Smith remained large – and never very far from the question of who would be the next Tar Heel coach. How long would Guthridge stay? And was it really a done deal that Roy Williams would succeed him? Members of the Rams Club fueled rumors that Williams was ready to leave Kansas at a moment’s notice and take over the Carolina program. There were unsubstantiated reports that Williams had bought property at the exclusive Governors Club golf community outside of Chapel Hill and planned to build a new home there. “I do know this,” said one prominent member of the booster club. “Roy will accept the job here if it is offered. He has told people that.”

Whenever it happened, such an offer would come from the university chancellor, but merely as the messenger. By his own engineering, Smith had changed roles more than he had entered true retirement – that serene realm where the accomplishments of a Hall of Fame and record-breaking coach could be properly scrutinized and fully appreciated by friend and foe alike. It was not quite time for that. Although he would be the last to say so, Dean still very much presided over his Domain.
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“When I came to the University
of North Carolina, you saw two people
in me, my mother and my father. Now you
don’t see just my mother and my father; you also
see Dean Smith.”
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“The old man looked at me and said,
‘Son, Dean Smith is gonna kick your ass.’”
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“I’ll go to my grave
remembering what that man did for me.”
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UNC Athletic Director


“Dean is a very proud man,
and also a modest man. He combines
modesty and pride in a baffling kind of way.”
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Former UNC Chancellor


“I cannot think of anything else in life
I would rather be than a disciple of Dean Smith.”
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