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Business of Game Quells Thrill
By WILLIAM C. RHODEN

Published: March 21, 2010

Buffalo

College basketball is still buzzing after

Northern Iowa’s dramatic victory over

top-ranked Kansas. But Syracuse was

having none of it. No upsets here.

Jim Boeheim’s Orange crushed

Vermont on Friday, revenge for an

embarrassing tournament loss in

2005. On Sunday, Syracuse routed

Gonzaga, the nation’s perennial

sentimental favorite, 87-65.

Although the first week of the N.C.A.A. tournament will be

remembered for the upsets, two comments provide

sobering insights into the business of basketball.

Before Syracuse took on Gonzaga, Boeheim reflected on

the firing of Coach Norm Roberts last week after six

seasons at St. John’s. Roberts, regarded as one of the gentlemen of the Big East, was hired

to pull the Red Storm from the ashes after the Mike Jarvis era.

“I know he’s a great guy; he’s as good a guy as anybody I’ve known in the league,”

Boeheim said. “I have tremendous respect for him. The reality is in this business, wherever

you coach, if you don’t go to the N.C.A.A. tournament, you are not going to keep your job.

Period.”

Roberts never did.

Boeheim simply reminded us of the realities of the game. A more troubling assessment

was offered by Russell Smith, the coach of the New York Gauchos, one of the major

arteries in New York’s Amateur Athletic Union scene.

Smith essentially criticized Roberts for being too laid-back, for not playing the game. “You

got to hustle, bend some rules or do something,” Smith said.

Most programs in this N.C.A.A. tournament, from Gonzaga and St. Mary’s to Syracuse

and Kentucky, rely on A.A.U. affiliations for a supply of talent.

At some programs, there is an accepted give and take, ranging from A.A.U. coaches

getting employment within the university to an illicit exchange of money.

Recruiting through the A.A.U. has become a fact of life, although some coaches, like
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Gonzaga’s Mark Few, try to limit their reliance. “I just chose to stay out of it,” he said.

For a coach with integrity, bending the rules is problematic. Can you win without

operating in a gray area?

You have to talk to A.A.U. coaches, Boeheim said. “That doesn’t mean you have to go in a

gray area — I don’t even know what that means,” he said. “Bend the rules, I don’t know

what that is. You can’t bend the rules; you either break it or you don’t. There is not

bending to me. You either do or don’t.”

There is a story told of the time this season that Roberts met with a McDonald’s all-

American from New York about attending St. John’s. Roberts told the recruit that he

would play behind the incumbent, and the recruit’s mother, who was in the meeting, hit

the ceiling.

Kenny Charles, a major figure in the New York City youth basketball scene, said Roberts

should have told the recruit that in all likelihood he would be starting. “You could say

that’s bending the rules because typically a coach won’t say, ‘You’re going to start,’ ”

Charles said. “That’s a kid you can bend the rules for without breaking the rules: Look,

you come here and you’re starting. That might be bending the rules you normally use, but

in that case, that’s what you needed to do.”

The A.A.U. circuit does not encourage the sense of discipline or obligation that players

presumably receive during their high school seasons.

“You don’t have to even go to high school,” Rob Murphy, a Syracuse assistant and a

former A.A.U. coach, said. “You can play A.A.U. ball, you don’t need a 2.0, you don’t have

to get up and go to class. On game day, you don’t have to make sure you attend every

class or you can’t play in that game at 4 o’clock or 7 p.m. You just kind of practice and

travel.”

In this respect, the A.A.U. system, which began as a sort of trust to protect the interests of

young players and their communities, has become part of the problem.

“It’s a different mind-set that you put into the kids early, and if you don’t have a person

around them that keeps them grounded, it hurts their mind-set going forward,” Murphy

said.

Little wonder.

You have one A.A.U. coach advocating bending the rules in exchange for winning talent.

And Charles bluntly spells out the rules of the road in New York for Roberts’s successor.

“For good or for bad, we are who we are,” he said. “If you’re the faint of heart, you should

not apply.”

The early name surfacing for the job is Paul Hewitt, Georgia Tech’s coach. Charles said

Hewitt was a favorite of the A.A.U. community, but who calls the tune? The N.C.A.A. has

an ocean of rules already, but it has to take on the unwieldy, largely unregulated world of

A.A.U. basketball. Especially the coaches.

“There are a lot of great ones,” Murphy said of A.A.U. coaches, “but there’s a lot of them

who won’t deal with you unless it’s going to benefit them. Sad to say, it’s the nature of the

business. That’s just how it is. I tell people the game of basketball is crazy.”

The bracket part of March Madness is exciting; the business of college basketball continues

to be beyond belief.
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