
Top 10 Players
Regardless of position
1. Tyler Hansbrough

6-9, Jr., F, North Carolina 
2. Eric Gordon

6-4, Fr., G, Indiana 
3. Chris Lofton

6-2, Sr., G, Tennessee
4. Michael Beasley

6-10, Fr., F, Kansas St. 
5. Drew Neitzel

6-0, Sr., G, Michigan
State 
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Indiana guard Eric Gordon will display his vertical
abilities in college — at least for this season. 

Most Intriguing Story Lines

1. City of Angels — and Stars 
Forget New York City. Los Angeles
can make a case as the college
basketball capital this season. The
Bruins are a national title
contender once again, and
Southern California will showcase
O.J. Mayo, this season’s most
celebrated high school recruit, for
one season.
2. One-Man Gang 
Memphis will attempt to become
the first school outside a power
conference to win the national
title since UNLV in 1990. Coach
John Calipari’s team should not be
challenged in Conference USA,
which looks like a one-bid league,
so he has assembled an arduous
nonconference schedule.
3. Oden and Durant: The
Sequel 
Don’t bet on it. There are a
half-dozen superb freshmen in the
country, including some who likely
will be NBA draft lottery picks in
June. None will have a
transcendent Kevin Durant-esque
season. None is a
once-a-generation player like Greg
Oden.
4. New Sheriff at Kentucky 
Kentucky hired the right man for a
tough job. Coach Billy Gillispie is a
workaholic who exceeded
expectations at both Texas-El Paso
and Texas A&M. Billy the Kid is the
only man in history to coach the
nation’s most improved team in
consecutive seasons. Just meeting
expectations will be hard enough
in Lexington.
5. Square One in Gainesville 
No team lost as much as the
two-time defending national
champions. Florida lost its top six
players, including three NBA
lottery picks in Joakim Noah, Al
Horford and Corey Brewer. At least
the Gators kept their coach, but
even that was not easy. Billy
Donovan accepted the Orlando
Magic job before deciding to stay
at Florida. 

One and Done?
Catch a glimpse of these
celebrated freshmen while you
can.
1. Eric Gordon, 6-4, G, Indiana:
Dwyane Wade-like guard put on
epic show in Las Vegas AAU
tourney. 
2. Derrick Rose, 6-3, G,
Memphis: Gordon’s former AAU
teammate is ideal fit for Memphis
at point. 
2. O.J. Mayo, 6-5, G, Southern
Cal: Blessed with silky outside
shot, Mayo reached a plateau in
high school. 
3. Michael Beasley, 6-10, F,
Kansas State: When this D.C.
product wants to play hard, there
is no better player around. 
4. Kevin Love, 6-10, F, UCLA:
Fundamentally sound big man who
can throw outlet passes like former
Bruin Bill Walton. 
5. Kyle Singler, 6-8, F, Duke:
Versatile sharp-shooting Oregon
native should contribute early and
often. 
6. DeAndre Jordan, 7-0, C,
Texas A&M: Needs to refine
offensive game before a leap to the
pros.

Most Underrated
1. Atlantic 10: This is a
multi-bid league that returns a
large number of standouts from
last season. Xavier remains the
class of the A-10, but schools
such as Saint Joseph’s, Rhode
Island and Fordham will challenge
for the title. Add first-year Saint
Louis coach Rick Majerus to the
mix as well.
2. Nonconference schedules:
Syracuse Coach Jim Boeheim
believed his Orange belonged in
the NCAA tournament last
season. The selection committee
disagreed. The message is clear:
Play a difficult game before New
Year’s Day. Play a road game
before New Year’s Day.
3. West Coast basketball: The
spotlight usually shines on the
state of North Carolina, but the
most competitive basketball will
be played in the Pacific-10, the
nation’s strongest conference.
Also watch out for Gonzaga,
which has standout Josh Heytvelt
back after last season’s arrest.

Most Overrated
1. The ACC’s depth: ACC
coaches have repeatedly talked
about parity this month. Don’t
buy it. The ACC has one national
power — North Carolina — and a
handful of teams that will be
scraping for tournament berths.
The bottom features two teams
— Virginia Tech and Wake Forest
— in clear rebuilding modes.
2. Bench decorum crackdown:
Don’t expect coaches to
dramatically alter their behavior
after the NCAA made bench
decorum a point of emphasis.
Cursing could result in a quick
technical foul, but Maryland’s
Gary Williams said the game is
played in a basketball arena, “not
a church.” He questions why the
crackdown is warranted.
3. Missouri Valley
Conference: Two years ago, the
MVC used the Ratings Percentage
Index to its advantage and earned
as many tournament berths (four)
as the ACC. The shine is off the
Valley this season. The league
returns only 24 of last season’s
50 starters. The Valley is
rebuilding.

Best Hires
(Former school) 
1. Michigan: 
John Beilein (West Virginia) 
Wolverines signed one of the
best coaches in nation. 
2. West Virginia: 
Bob Huggins (Kansas State) 
Was not hard to pry Huggs away
from Manhattan, Kan.
3. Saint Louis: 
Rick Majerus (none last season) 
The Billikens instantly become
relevant in A-10. 

Best Mid-Majors
(Last season’s record) 
1. Davidson (29-5): The
Wildcats return the same cast,
including star Stephen Curry,
who gave Maryland fits in the
NCAAs. 
2. Southern Illinois (29-7):
The Salukis will reach at least 20
victories for seventh straight
season. 
3. Butler (29-7): Guard A.J.
Graves has memorized the movie
“Hoosiers.” He’ll try to write the
sequel this season.

Now or Never
Those who can’t afford to
squander opportunity 
1. J.R. Giddens, 6-5, Sr., G,
New Mexico: Most thought
Giddens would be in NBA by now.
2. Derrick Caracter, 6-9, So.,
F, Louisville: Conditioning is an
issue for former child prodigy. 
3. Herb Pope, 6-8, Fr., F, New
Mexico State: High-profile
freshman needs to avoid trouble. 

Programs 
on the Rise
(Last season’s record) 
1. Purdue (22-12): Recruiting
will make the Boilermakers a
contender — next season.
2. North Carolina State
(20-16): Rekindling magic of
1983, Sidney Lowe has a chance
for breakout year.
3. Arizona State (8-22):
Signing James Harden was a
coup for Coach Herb Sendek. 

Programs 
on the Decline
(Last season’s record)

1. Air Force (26-9): The Falcons
lost four starters and coach from
last season.
2. Louisiana State (17-15):
Final Four appearance two years
ago is a distant memory. 
3. Nevada (29-5): Nick Fazekas
is absent this time around.

Coaches Under
Pressure
(Last season’s record) 
1. Jay John, Oregon State
(11-21): John is 28-62 in
Pac-10 games. Ouch. 
2. Leonard Hamilton, Florida
State (22-13): Failed to make
NCAAs even with Al Thornton.
3. Barry Hinson, Missouri
State (22-11): Smooth-talking
MVC coach needs to back up
bark. 

BY ED REINKE — ASSOCIATED PRESS

Coach Billy Gillispie takes over at
Kentucky, which has the most
wins in Division I basketball. 
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UNC’s Tyler
Hansbrough

6. Derrick Rose
6-3, Fr., G, Memphis

7. Chase Budinger
6-7, So., F, Arizona 

8. Roy Hibbert
7-2, Sr., C, Georgetown 

9. Brandon Rush
6-6, Jr., G, Kansas 

10. D.J. Augustin
6-0, So., G, Texas
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in the country.
“The odds are stacked against

them forever and a day,” said Jim
Marsh, a former NBA player and
longtime summer league coach in
the Seattle area. “For every reason
they should be a top 10 program,
there are 50 reasons why there is
no way they can be a top 10 pro-
gram. And yet they do it.”

Instead of a long résumé of suc-
cess, Washington State claims
only five NCAA tournament ap-
pearances, including last season’s
trip that ended with a second-
round loss to Vanderbilt. Instead
of a roster dotted with all-Amer-
icans, Washington State relies on
players not recruited by another
power conference school. Instead
of a metropolitan hub, Pullman of-
fers a pastoral climate that lacks
even one shopping mall. Driving
from Oregon to Pullman will pro-
vide a glimpse of a llama ranch,
thousands of acres of wheat fields
and a stretch of buttes and gorges
that seem comparable to the sur-
face of the moon. During his re-
cruiting visit, senior Kyle Weaver
could not help but look around
and say, “There is a school here?”
Tony Bennett joked last week,

“We’re not going to make you go
out and harvest in the wheat fields
or anything.”

The scene contrasts sharply
with the vibe at two other suc-
cessful Pacific-10 Conference
schools, UCLA and Southern Cali-
fornia, which will showcase cele-
brated freshmen Kevin Love and
O.J. Mayo, respectively, this sea-
son against a glitzy Hollywood
backdrop. Despite the lack of no-
toriety, the unheralded Cougars
have four starters back and are ex-
pected to compete for the title in a
conference widely considered the
nation’s strongest.

“The thing that makes their suc-
cess so unbelievable now is I think
the Pac-10 is at an all-time high in
terms of competition,” said Indi-
ana Coach Kelvin Sampson, who
coached at Washington State from
1987 to 1994. “That is why what
Tony has done is so impressive.”

After watching the toll it took
on his father, coaching was a job
Tony Bennett never wanted. The
sharpshooter figured he would
spend a decade in the NBA, but in-
juries forced him to become play-
er-coach for the Burger King
Kings in New Zealand. Once the
affable Bennett took a position on
his father’s Wisconsin staff for the

1999-2000 season, the year the
Badgers reached the Final Four,
he had fallen for the profession.

Nothing prepared him for the
challenge after Dick Bennett came
out of retirement in 2003 to coach
Washington State. Bennett had re-
built Wisconsin-Stevens Point,
Wisconsin-Green Bay and Wiscon-
sin, but views Washington State
as “by far” his most challenging
reclamation project.

In fact, he told his son to stay at
Wisconsin rather than join him in
obscurity. His son did not listen,
valuing bloodlines over basketball
tradition, but soon learned the
depth of the Pullman challenge.

Before Washington State’s first
exhibition, Tony Bennett pulled
back the curtain that led to the
court and saw 200 people in the
arena. Bennett felt as if “someone
threw a bucket of cold water on
us. It was a depressing site. It was
a morgue in the arena.”

Dick Bennett won’t forget that
moment, adding, “Oh, my word,
we would get that many people at
practice at Wisconsin. Was that a
nightmare? It really was. I just
said, ‘What have I done?’ ”

Even by his third and final sea-
son, following mild stretches of
success, Dick Bennett remained

largely anonymous on campus. He
sat in a local Starbucks once when
an employee asked him if he was
some type of coach. Bennett heard
the question all the time, but what
surprised him was when the em-
ployee told him that, to jump-start
the program, the school should
hire Rick Pitino. “I’ll tell the ath-
letic director,” Bennett replied.

During those early years, Wash-
ington State could not beat out
one school from a power confer-
ence for talent, so the Bennetts
targeted an collection of unsung
players, self-described underdogs.
As he had done before, Dick Ben-
nett aimed to assemble a core
group with strong character that
would endure adversity but even-
tually blossom into a cohesive unit
as upperclassmen.

The biggest coup was point
guard Derrick Low, a Honolulu
native who chose the Cougars
over Utah and Gonzaga. Weaver’s
most significant interest came
from Winona State, a Division II
school in Minnesota. Forward Da-
ven Harmeling mulled over an op-
portunity to walk on at Colorado
State for his first season. Harmel-
ing said a Colorado State coach
pulled up the Washington State
Web site, recited its recent string

of losing seasons and asked, “Do
you really think they can turn it
around and make the NCAA tour-
nament?”

“Yes,” Harmeling replied.
“Don’t you know Dick Bennett?”

Then there was guard Taylor
Rochestie, whose career hit a road
block two years ago when, as a
player at Tulane, he was without a
campus in the aftermath of Hurri-
cane Katrina. After transferring,
Rochestie has decided to give his
scholarship next year to a recruit
to help the program in the future.

“They recruit kids who are so
selfless, and that is foreign in to-
day’s game — foreign,” said Brad
Soderberg, who played for Dick
Bennett and is a longtime friend
and mentor of Tony Bennett. “I
don’t know if they will beat O.J.
Mayo one on one, but they are
good when they are among others
that believe the same thing — so
good that they are doing things
that seem unbelievable.”

Players have no illusions that
they possess a talent surplus. Har-
meling, a redshirt junior, views ev-
ery player he covers in a game as
more talented than he is. Low,
who sports long, flowing hair, said
he is often dismissed because “ap-
parently I don’t pass the visual

test, which is very true.”
“The funniest thing for me is,

when I watch a [former] high
school all-American that used to
be flashy on TV, and I see him hav-
ing to guard Derrick for one game
and get hit with 198 screens,”
Rochestie said. “Then after the
game he can’t breathe because he
is so tired and we’re making the
game look easy because our team
is just flowing.”

After their first winning season
since 1996, Cougars players ac-
knowledge their margin for error
is razor-thin. While other teams
can rely on talent to win games,
Harmeling said, Washington State
must give maximum effort just to
have a chance to win any game.

Even with his team’s top 10
ranking, Tony Bennett plays up
the fighter mentality so much he
has a large picture of Rocky Bal-
boa behind his desk, a visualiza-
tion of the philosophy developed
by his father, the program’s origi-
nal architect. “If you ever stop sell-
ing that at a school like Washing-
ton State, you’d be doomed,” Dick
Bennett said. “You’re not going to
strut around like you’re better
than UCLA. That mentality is nec-
essary and you have to feed on it.
Play it to the hilt.”
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