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Can 
Basketball 
Bounce 
Back? 
By DICK WADE 
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When a !Sports-minded University 
of Missouri graduate hears the word-basketball 
-8 chain reaction triggers within him. First., 
his face takes on a look of pain; then, his hands 
fly skyward in a gesture of futility. Finally, 
he asks if you wouldn't rather discuss football. 

This sums up the current thinking concerning 
MU basketball. Tiger fans believe there is 
something wrong, deeply wrong, with basketball 
at the i r school. They don't know the whats or 
whys, they just. sec the result-and they try 
to accept it. with as much grace as possible. 

The dept.h of the basketball dilemma came 
into focus last spring when gentlemanly, schol
arly Bob Vanatta called it quits. 

Vanatta, in the minds of many Missourians, 
was a basketball wonder-worke r. When he came 
to MU in 1963, after Sparky Stalcup decided 
to devote his full time to the administration 
of the athletic department , his name was 
synonymous with success. 

College basketball support is large ly home
town support, and Vanatta was a home-town 
boy. No coach ever went into a job better ac
cepted. 

And when he went out, it was his decision; 
despite bad seasons two years running, there 
was no pressure. He may have alienated a high
ly vocal segment of the student body, but the 
administration and townspeople st ill stood solid
ly behind h im. And students are transients. 

Stepping into this setting, one that may be 
withou t precedent, is Norm Stewart, the 6-foot-
5 ringleader of Stalcup's ask-no-quarter, g ive
no-quarter squads of the mid-50s. 

He is only 32 years old, but he has been 
around the block. He has coached 11 yea rs, 
seven of them as his own boss. He has won 
70 per cent of t he time. And he left what is, 
in his estimation , one of the five best s mall 
college coaching jobs in the nation-at the Uni
ve rsity of Northern Iowa, known to most of 
us as the State College of Iowa. 

He knows what it will take to freshen the 
atmosphere of futility that surrounds a loser. 
But he needs tools and, at this stage of t he 
game, he doesn't know if they are available or 
if they have become too rusted for use. 

He also knows he is being inspected, micro
scopically. Some people openly say, " If Vanatta 

cou ldn't do it, it probably can't be done." With 
the players it's different. Th ey wonder if th ey 
will fit into hi s system. 

Stewart says, " The last thing I want to do 
is knock a nybody. But it's d ifficult to stay away 
from it. Whateve r I say can be translated into 
a knock. But if the previous man had been 
100-0, I would have to change some things; 
I have to do things my way. 

" I know this much: our staff is a selli ng point. 
We're a ll young, but we know how to take care 
of our people. I've been at it almost 12 years; 
Roy Dewitz has been at it 10 and left a head
coach job at Augustana (South Dakota) to come 
here. And Bob Price, who played for Vanatta, 
has coached three yea rs. 

" I can only judge by what I've seen o n mm, 
but I thi nk there is talent on the squad. We're 
not naked. Gene Jones looks like a Big Eight 
player. Tom Johnson may be. 

"But there isn't a big man. And I like a big 
man-because it's so easy for him to score 
20. But it may be that we'll have some overall 
size, especially if Pete Helmbock (who s tands 
6-feet-4) can play outside." 

He stopped, studied his large hand.s a mome nt 
and said, " 1 think all coaches like an even-sized 
squad, one that's quick." The re was another 
pause, then he added, "But I don't know if 
we h ave any quickness-or any shooting ability. 

" Lf you have some of these things, t h e n you 
can get down to what really counts-consistency. 
Basketball reduces to thi s: each side brings 
the ball down court the same number of times. 
The team that gets the most per trip w ins." 

Now, Stewart heard th e questions t hat had 
to be asked: How will you get this t eam on its 
feet, and how long wUl it take? 

"We have to regain our respectability," he 
says natly. "And I don't use the wo rd criticall y . 
We have to establ ish competi t ive respectability 
qu ickly, -and we have to establish a program of 
respectability for the athlete and what h e re[>re
sents." 

He explained that mouthful this way: "With 
a break or two, we could get competitive re
spectability in a hurry. In every game, even a 
40-pointe r, there is a moment at which it breaks 
open. When the losers reach that moment, they 
play a scared stick. The winners know that is 
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the time to execute. What we need is a game, 
an early game, in which we reach that point 
and gut it out-execute when it counts, win one 
that way. 

"Then, we need the one that really helps, 
the game in which we draw blood-chase some
body out of town. Whe n you do that, then you 
stop wo rrying about how much talent yOll have; 
you stop worrying about winning and los ing; 
you concentrate on execution." 

He waited to see how this soaked in. Then 
he played his big card: "But this is just the 
quick cure. You a ren't on the road until there 
is respect for the athlete- and responsibility 
by the athlete. 

"An ath lete must be di sciplined. Hemustknow 
he has a responsibility; he is watched; h e is 
recognized. He doesn't have to achieve his rec
ognition by being the best bee r drinker or by 
being the No. I man with Stephens girls. He 
is an athlete. 

" I fhe does n 't want to accept this responsibil ity, 
he shouldn't be an athlete." 

"\Ve tell them we would rather they prove 
their sincerity than for us to force it. Appear
ance is pa rt of it. We want short hair; we don't 
want beards. If they don't see that their hair 
is cut short, we'll take them to the barber shop. 
But we would rather spend the time coaching. 

"We want them at meetings five minutes early, 
just as we want that hair a half-inch shorter 
than they think it should be . We want them in 
the habit of going a littl e farther. When they 
have to do it in a game, it will be second
nature. " 

He got up, st retched and said, " It's tough 
to restore pride once it' s lost. But you have to 
have it before you can win. And I' ll say this: 
Missouri basketball is nothing to be ashamed 
of. There have been only three disastrous years, 
two of them recently." 

Then he thought a moment before saying, 
"But there hasn't been a championship for a 
long time," 

He carefull y chose his next words, "Do you 
know what we need to get all the job done? 
We must earn for the basketball program the 
same respect that surrounds the football pro
gram. 

"Then, and only then, will we get most of 

the best players in the state. You are going 
to lose a few, but you'll land a few outstand
ing ones from out-of-state. 

"And I don't t hink thi s school is hard to 
sell. Its educa tional assets s peak for themselves; 
you name any field, and there are outstanding 
graduates from Missouri in it. 

t! As far as players are concerned, we offer 
them a chance to play- and in a hu rry. \~Ie're 
buuding a program. We'll give them 10 minutes 
to become veterans. 

"A nd the facilities will be among the finest 
in the country. \\'e go first-class; how many 
schools have their own plane?" 

Now, we were coming to it, the factor many 
say shuttles top-notch talent away from M. U. 
the field house, or lack of field house. 

Stewart played in Brewer; it always was full 
t hen. It was a friendly place fo r an M. U. play
er, Siberia to a visitor. It became unfriendly to 
Bob Vanatta last year. He was booed, some
thing no college coach expects a t home. Stewar t 
can't discuss this. 

He thoughtfully says, "We're getting a new 
multipurpose auditorium-and that's great. TIle 
boys who come to us next year wi1l play in it 
for two yea rs. The re will be few plants in the 
country that wUI compare with it, and none 
in the Big Eight. It is bound to help recruiting. 
You can bet we'll mention it. 

"But a building won't restore pride. That 
has to come from our people. And it's not just 
the players; this is the student body's team, 
too. It's t he alumni's team. They have to support 
us, or maybe we have to make them want to 
support us. 

n 1 can remember when we had the best 
crowds in the league, maybe the best anywhere. 
We knew they were with us, and the othe r team 
knew they were against them. We didn't lose 
often with that k ind of support." 

But Norm Stewart isn't a look-back guy- ex
cept maybe to remember that day in 1955 when 
his wife, then Virginia Zimmerly of Kansas City, 
became homecoming queen. Wise husbands don't 
forget things like that. 

His time now is spent looking ahead; he must 
resell a Missouri product to t he Missourians. 
And he can do it only by showing them. 

The ball bounces that way. 0 
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