Bird at the Buzzer

Conn. Notre Dame, and a Women's Baskethall Classic

e N JEFF GOLDBERG
'YL
- > -




Bird at the Buzzer

Jeff Gold*

3)“ \ ~H

orew _ﬁ nnr§
% 17

nu[ke

4]




© 2011 by Jeff Goldberg

Foreword © 2011 by the Board of
Regents of the University of Nebraska
All rights reserved. Manufactured in
the United States of America

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-
Publication Data

Goldberg, Jeft.

Bird at the buzzer: Uconn, Notre
Dame, and a women's basketball
classic / Jeff Goldberg; foreword by
Doris Burke.

p. cm.

1SBN 78-0-8032-2411-7 (cloth: alk.
paper)

1. University of Connecticut—Basket-
ball. 2. Connecticut Huskies (Bas-
ketball team). 3. University of Notre
Dame—Basketball. 4. Notre Dame
Fighting Irish (Basketball team)

5. Basketball for women—United
States. 6. College sports—United
States. 7. National Collegiate Athletic
Association. 1. Title.
GVv885.43.U44Gb5 2011
796.328'630973—dc22

[B]

2010035061

Set in ITC New Baskerville.



Bird at the Buzzer



For Susan, who always believed in me,
especially when I didn’t.



Contents

Foreword . . ix
Acknowledgments . . xi
Introduction . . xv

1. Tip-Off . .1
2. First Half . . 101
3. Second Half . . 169
4. Overtime . . 247

Epilogue . . 279



Foreword

Watching the game of women’s basketball continue to
grow and gain respect in the American sports landscape
has been one of the most enjoyable parts of my job as a
color analyst, calling games for EspN. Along the way, in-
evitably, certain moments in time have stood out, not
only because of the quality of a particular game, but be-
cause they have been defining moments in the sport’s
history.

There have been many cases over the years where a
women’s basketball matchup has garnered its fair share
of the media spotlight prior to the game. In that spot-
light, the sport has not always lived up to its potential.
But in the pages that follow, Jeff Goldberg, longtime
UConn women’s beat writer for the Hartford Courant,
captures a night that delivered in a big way. With the
exception of the members of the UConn program, no
one had a better seat or was more familiar with the team
than Goldberg, who not only understands the nuances
of this particular season and this particular edition of
the team, but also has a thorough knowledge of the pro-
gram as a whole.

The electricity inside Gampel Pavilion that night was
palpable. Even almost three hours before tip time, peo-
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ple sensed that it was going to be a special night. The me-
dia was milling about. Everyone seemed to be wonder-
ing, could the Irish, who had already beaten the mighty
Huskies in a matchup in South Bend earlier in the year,
deliver the ultimate insult and beat UConn on its home
floor?

Certainly, on paper, UConn was the more talented
team. But, before the night was over, they would endure
the heartbreaking loss of Shea Ralph, a player whose
heart and guts could drive a team.

But just as the UConn program has marched on steadily
since the arrival of Coach Geno Auriemma, so, too, the
Huskies marched on that night. The game ended as it
should, with a game-winner at the buzzer. I will leave the
explanation of how things got to that point in the very
capable hands of Mr. Goldberg. On this night, Sue Bird
and women’s basketball delivered.

Doris Burke
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introduction

Storrs, Connecticut, January 16, 2010

The giant red bus sat parked across the street from Gam-
pel Pavilion, the ten-thousand-seat domed stadium and
home of the University of Connecticut Huskies basket-
ball teams. Sporting the larger-than-life-sized faces of stu-
dio hosts on its side, the EspPN GameDay bus stood sentry
for the historic show taking place inside the concrete
edifice on this chilly Saturday night.

Although classes at UConn were not yet back in ses-
sion, the student section of the arena was filled to capac-
ity, the students chanting and bouncing up and down in
unison, nonstop, as the game went on in front of them,
exhorting their Huskies to victory.

At center court, flanked on both ends by a vast media
contingent—carefully crafting words of description for
this extraordinary night of basketball—were ESPN’s top
broadcast crew of Dan Shulman, Doris Burke, and the
iconic college hoops carnival barker Dick Vitale.

It was a scene normally reserved for the men’s games
at UConn. But after a decade of dominance by Geno
Auriemma and his top-ranked women’s program, ESPN
chose this night, a contest against third-ranked Notre
Dame, on which to make basketball history.
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For the first time ever, ESPN GameDay, the network’s
franchise Saturday college road show, was setting up
shop for awomen’s game, kicking off its 2010 schedule
in Storrs. Vitale, the manic, Hall of Fame voice of the
men’s game, would be calling a women’s contest for the
first time in his thirty-year broadcast career. Even the
regulars in the student section, normally full only for
the men’s games, put on their Saturday best, not only
filling the seats but doing so in white T-shirts adorned
with a caricature of Auriemma on the front.

And UConn, in the midst of shattering its own Divi-
sion I women’s record of seventy consecutive victories, set
between 2001 and 2003, did not disappoint the sellout
crowd, taking the heart out of Notre Dame in the game’s
opening minutes, sprinting to an early 17-2 lead and
never looking back in the course of a 70—46 victory.

As is so often the case in the women’s game—and es-
pecially when one of the combatants is the overdog Hus-
kies—the game itself did notlive up to the hype that pre-
ceded it. But nearly a decade earlier, on a snowy March
nightin 2001, UConn and Notre Dame met inside this
very arena with even more hype and more at stake. And
when Sue Bird ended a thrilling and heart-wrenching
game with a full-court dash and basket at the buzzer—
giving UConn a 78-76 victory and the Big East Tour-
nament title—ESPN made basketball history yet again,
replaying the contest five nights later as the first-ever
women’s “Instant Classic.”

And what a classic it was, a battle between No. 1 and
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No. 2, featuring five future Olympians and eight wNBA
first-round picks, the middle game of a three-round heavy-
weight fight that helped decide the 2001 NcAA women's
national champion.

For Connecticut, the triumph would be backlit by
tragedy. For Notre Dame, the defeat would point the
team toward ultimate victory. For women'’s basketball,
these forty minutes would show the world a sport at its
highest level.

I covered the 2001 Big East women'’s final for the Chi-
cago Tribune, the sister paper of my employer from 1985
to 2008, the Hartford Courant. The game was an intense
roller coaster of emotion and great plays by the best play-
ers on the two best teams in the nation.

Epic games of this magnitude almost never happened
on the women’s side, so much so that I said to my Cou-
rant colleague and friend Matt Eagan in the parking lot
outside Gampel Pavilion, just three hours after the game
had ended, “I think we just witnessed the greatest wom-
en’s game ever played.”

Ten years later, the pronouncement still holds up.

The sport of women’s basketball has continued to
grow and evolve since 2001, with UConn starting a new
decade with the first repeat undefeated seasons in the
sport’s history, going $9-0 in 2010 to capture a second
consecutive title, the seventh in Auriemma’s UConn ca-
reer. By the time the tenth anniversary of the 2001 Big
East Tournament final is played, the Huskies will most
likely have broken the ucrLA men’s eighty-eight-game
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winning streak to claim the greatest run in the history
of college basketball.

But for all the advances that would later come to the
sport, the game played on the night of March 6, 2001,
remains a singular, shining moment. If women'’s bas-
ketball lacks anything in 2010, it is a sense of its own
mythology. So determined are the passionate and loyal
caretakers of the sport to further advance it into the fu-
ture that there has been precious little focus placed on
its glorious past.

While all the other major American sports wax poetic
about their respective Greatest Games—from the 1958
NFL Championship to Game 6 of the 1975 World Series
to the 1992 Duke-Kentucky men’s regional final—wom-
en’s basketball has not yet afforded itself the time to re-
flect on the legacies left in its wake as it moves toward
national acceptance.

This book seeks to shed light on the past, to acknowl-
edge and expand on a seminal moment in the game’s
proud progression. The 2001 Big East final was a har-
monic convergence of talent, circumstance, drama, and
interest the likes of which the women’s game had not
seen before and has not discovered since.

Coming four months before a historic Tv contract
renewal with ESPN and a season before the start of the
first UConn dynasty of the decade, the game was a right-
time, right-place moment for women’s basketball. This
is the story of that time and place.
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