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By Kip Carlson
Almost two decades ago, Oregon State’s 
men’s basketball was the “Orange  
Express.”

In the spring of 1990, the Beavers 
came off a Pac-10 co-championship as 
long-time assistant coach Jimmy Ander-
son succeeded legendary Ralph Miller in 
the top job. OSU senior guard Gary Pay-
ton was the player of the year in college 
basketball. OSU had won five conference 
titles in 11 years, had been nationally 
ranked in the top 10 in five of those sea-
sons — including eight frenzied weeks 
as No. 1 in 1981 — and had been to the 
NCAA tourney eight times in 11 years. 
Before the Orange Express had come de-
cades of success under coaches like Slats 
Gill, Bob Hager and Paul Valenti.

This spring Oregon State made a dif-
ferent kind of history. The Beavers were 
the first team to go 0-18 in Pac-10 games. 
OSU finished 6-25 overall for the team’s 
16th losing season in 18 years, and lost to 
Arizona for the third time in the season 
on day one of the Pac-10 tournament.

Coach Jay John was released mid-
season and replaced by interim coach-
Kevin Mouton. Among Oregon State’s 
losses was one to the Nanooks of Alas-
ka-Fairbanks. Home fans saw the Bea-
vers beaten by Tennessee Tech and Mon-
tana State. OSU fell by at least 20 points 
eight times and by at least 30 points four 
times.

Nationally, the Beavers were a sym-
bol of basketball futility. In March, when 
the University of Arizona Wildcats re-

ceived an NCAA tournament invitation 
but Virginia Commonwealth University 
did not, noted sportswriter and author 
John Feinstein complained on washing-
tonpost.com that VCU was “at least as 
deserving as Arizona, which played a 
very tough schedule but went 9-11 in its 
own conference, 6-11 if you take out three 
wins over an Oregon State team that was 
0-19 in Pac-10 play and may have been 
worse than its record indicated.”

“There haven’t been very many 
teams that have gone from being ranked 
No. 1 in the country to where you guys 
are right now,” said Rod Commons, who 
watched Coach Gill’s Beaver teams as an 
OSU student before graduating in 1965, 
then spent three decades in sports pub-
lic relations before recently retiring as 

Is a great basketball tradition
ready for revival?

sports
Opposite page: Gill Coliseum was a quiet, lonely place early in this 
season’s home game against the University of Arizona Wildcats. Photo 
by Dennis Wolverton
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sports information director at Washing-
ton State.

Not surprisingly, attendance at Gill 
Coliseum sunk to historic lows, with 
an average of 4,579 per game, lowest 
since the 1951-52 season, when OSU had 
about 5,000 students and Corvallis had 
about 16,000 residents. Today’s enroll-
ment approaches 
20,000 and Corval-
lis’ population is 
above 50,000.

“We had big-
ger crowds at our 
freshman games 
when I was a fresh-
man in 1970-71,” 
said Doug Oxsen, 
a former OSU starter and now regional 
director for the Beaver Athletic Student 
Fund. “People would come in at half-
time of our game (when the doors were 
opened for the upcoming varsity game) 

and the place would be packed, energy 
would be going wild. ... Over the last 
several months, there weren’t many 
times that the energy level was up there 
like we saw all the way through the 
1980s and early 1990s.”

What derailed the Orange Express? 
What must be done to get it back on 
track?

How did it happen?

To amplify how good Oregon State 
men’s basketball had been, and for 
how long, it’s worth noting that at the 
end of the 1989-90 season, the Beavers 
were the fifth-winningest NCAA Divi-
sion I program in history, trailing only 
North Carolina, Kentucky, Kansas and 
St. John’s. Of OSU’s 88 seasons to that 
point, only 20 had ended with losing re-
cords; meanwhile the Beavers had won 
21 conference titles.

At first the transition from the iconic 

Miller to Anderson — a former Oregon 
State player who helped build the Or-
ange Express — appeared seamless after 
that share of the 1990 Pac-10 title. But 
Mike Sandago — who came to OSU in 
the summer of 1984 to begin 22 seasons 
as trainer for the men’s basketball team 

— remembers well and sadly what may 
have been the beginning of the end.

Earnest Killum, a talented and 
highly recruited guard from Los Ange-
les who spent the 1990-91 season trying 
to gain medical clearance after suffering 
a stroke because of a blood-clotting dis-
order, got doctors’ approval to play early 
in the 1991-92 season. After just seven 
games he collapsed at the team hotel 
on a trip to Los Angeles, and died three 
days later.

“I think we were on the cusp of keep-
ing it going and everything else,” Sanda-
go said. “But when Earnest Killum died, 
that wiped out that freshman class, (and) 

Doug Oxsen

Legendary coach Ralph Miller often had choice words for referees and for players who played sloppy defense. Photo by Mike Shields
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it wiped out the recruiting class we were 
involved with, because Earnest was the 
guy that everybody wanted to play with. 

… There were a number of kids we were 
involved with that wanted to play with 
Earnest. Without Earnest, coming to Cor-
vallis wasn’t enough. I think that’s still 
part of it. You’ve got to have the guy that 
everybody else wants to play with.”

Television’s infatuation with college 
basketball began to take off just as the 
Beavers were becoming a middle-of-the-
Pac-10 team. Partly because the Beavers 
had advanced past the first round of 
the NCAA tournament just once dur-

ing their glory years, they lacked the  
long-term national reputation to ride 
through a slump without a big impact 
on recruiting.

By the mid-1990s, OSU was post-
ing single digits in the win column and 
Anderson retired. Eddie Payne spent 
five years trying to turn the program 
around, Ritchie McKay had two seasons 
before leaving for New Mexico, and John 
worked five-plus seasons at rebuilding.

“That’s just kind of the nature of re-
cruiting kids, that you can lose a program 
very quickly,” said John Akers, editor of 
Basketball Times and a longtime observer 

of college basketball. “The tradition only 
lasts about four years before it can be 
gone, especially if you’re not one of the 
blue bloods, if you’re not one of the top 
six or some of those beyond that have 
kind of made themselves the new rich 
like U-Conn and Arizona and some of 
those programs.”

There were bright spots along the 

way, just enough to tantalize the faithful.
In 1998-99, OSU had home wins over 

sixth-ranked Stanford, eighth-ranked 
UCLA, ninth-ranked Arizona and Or-
egon as the Beavers lost just one Pac-10 
game at home. In 2004-05, Oregon State 
posted its first winning record in 15 years 
and earned a home game in the National 
Invitation Tournament.

Those successes were fleeting par-
tially because of fundamental changes in 
college basketball. Miller and Anderson 
had been able to effectively fill holes by 
recruiting junior colleges; the prime ex-
ample was standout guard Lester Con-
ner in the early 1980s.

“That kind of player really doesn’t 
exist much any more,” Akers said. 

“Where before there was maybe a pool of 
40, 50, 60 JC kids you could go get, now 
I don’t think — and it could be changing 
because of the change in the prep school 
rules — but there’s maybe not more than 
4, 5 — 10 at the most — JC kids that could 
go help a BCS-type school. That’s a pool 
of players that used to be perfect for an 
Oregon State program and it just doesn’t 
exist. Now they go to a prep school, and 

Perennial NBA superstar Gary Payton played fiercely and helped keep OSU in the limelight. 
Copyright 1990, Sports Illustrated

“That’s just  
the nature of  
recruiting kids, 
that you can 
lose a program 
very quickly.”
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the prep school kid is looking for some-
thing more.”

Meanwhile, in-state high school 
stars — a key to Beaver hoop success for 
generations — began to elude Oregon 
State’s grasp. It was big news when su-
perstar Richard Washington from Port-
land’s Benson Tech High left the state 
for UCLA in the 1970s; in 2007 it would 
have been bigger news if Lake Oswego 
High’s Kevin Love or South Medford’s 
Kyle Singler had stayed in Oregon for 
college rather than heading for UCLA 
and Duke, respectively.

“There are no secrets,” Sandago said, 
noting that recruiters from anywhere can 
find local talent these days. He pointed 
to the example of Brian Jackson, a highly 
recruited forward out of little Knappa 
High in the northwest corner of the state 
who eventually did play for OSU from 
2000-03.

“When Brian Jackson came out of 
Knappa, (Arizona head coach) Lute Ol-
son was there, (former Kentucky head 
coach) Tubby Smith was there,” Sanda-
go said. “If you can be found in Knappa, 
Oregon, you can be found anywhere.

“There are 800 computers in Knappa, 
I guarantee you, and they all have Inter-
net access and they can all bang out notes, 

‘Jeez, this kid’s good.’ And the same thing 
can happen in John Day, Grants Pass — I 
don’t care where it is.”

Where to start?

How does one even begin rebuilding a 
program from this point?

Four men have tried and failed to 
lift Oregon State back to prominence — 
or at least competitiveness — in today’s 
world of college basketball.

(On April 7, in an announcement made 
after this story was written for the Oregon 
Stater, OSU Athletic Director Bob De Caro-
lis revealed that the fifth coach to try to lead 
the Beavers back to glory would be Brown 
University’s Craig Robinson, brother-in-law 
to presidential candidate Sen. Barack Obama. 
See update at right.)

De Carolis and a search commit-
tee that included former players A. C. 
Green and Lamar Hurd looked for 

someone with a record of success as a  
Division I head coach.

“And how do you measure success?” 
De Carolis said. “You have to look at a 
couple different levels. It’s about wins, 
there’s no doubt about that. But it’s also 
about attracting the right kids to this in-
stitution that want to be good represen-
tatives both on and off the court. And the 
academic component, obviously, is very 
huge — particularly now with the APR 
(NCAA-measured Academic Perfor-
mance Rate) and the penalties that are 
associated with that. Someone who can 
do all those things.

“Obviously, it would be great if you 
had someone that could connect to the 
different constituencies in a public rela-
tions way — that would be a plus. Those 
are some of the things we’d be looking 
for.”

As far as the on-court portion of the 
equation, observers agree that the new 
coach will need a well-defined system 
that can keep the Beavers in games with 
tough defense and disciplined offense, 
and doesn’t require a team full of stars.

“When you look at Ralph’s teams, 
they had one or two really good players 
and … a lot of other players were good 
role players,” Oxsen said. Miller got his 
teams to play in his system, “to do the 
system well, execute properly,” he add-
ed.

“And I think Mike Riley has done 
a really good job in that (to build OSU 
football into a winner). You get good 
kids who are committed to the program 
and committed to working hard. And 
I think you have to get the kid who is 
willing to make that commitment. Then 
you have to have a coach that sells the 
benefits of the program, the benefits of 
being here and not worrying about what 
the facility is like or worrying about this 
or that — focus on your basketball, focus 
on what you need to do, and just work 
extremely hard and execute.”

The Beavers have a good model 
for what they’re trying to do about nine 
hours away by car at Washington State. 
During the past two seasons, if OSU fans 
tweaked the color controls on their tele-

Brown University’s Craig Robinson was 
hired April 7 to replace Jay John as 
head coach of the OSU men’s basketball 
program.

He leaves the head coaching 
position at Brown, in Providence, R.I., 
where he turned around a moribund 
program in two years, leading the Bears 
to a school-record 19 wins against 10 
losses this year. Prior to going to Brown 
in 2006 he was an assistant coach at 
Northwestern for six seasons.

“I’m not scared,” he told a crowd of 
about 300 enthusiastic fans and skeptical 
reporters gathered at Ralph Miller Court 
in Gill Coliseum. “I can’t wait to get back 
to where we were. This will be a team that 
the OSU community will be proud of.”

Robinson, raised in Chicago, turns 
46 on April 21. He is the brother of 
Michelle Obama, wife of presidential 
candidate Sen. Barack Obama, who, 
according to Robinson, is a “huge Craig 
Robinson fan.” 

He has a bachelor’s in sociology 
from Princeton and an MBA from the 
University of Chicago. After starring in the 
Ivy League and playing briefly in European 
pro basketball, he worked on Wall Street 
as a bond trader and, he said, made a lot 
of money before taking a 90 percent pay 
cut to begin working his way up the ranks 
of college coaching.

He promised his team will not be 
outworked, and that will start with 5:30 
a.m. practices. When a reporter asked 
him to identify his top priority, given the 
Beavers’ record, he had a quick answer.

“Given the record?” he said. “It’s 
going to be winning some games.”

Coach Robinson steps in

Photo by Dennis Wolverton
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visions just right and turned crimson and 
gray into orange and black, they could al-
most imagine they were watching one of 
Miller’s workmanlike teams dismantle 
an opponent with frenetic defense and 
precise offense.

WSU’s Commons had a firsthand 
look at how Dick Bennett and his son, 
Tony, revived the Cougars. Dick Ben-
nett came out of retirement after having 
taken Wisconsin to the Final Four, and he 
passed the program along to Tony before 
the 2006-07 season.

“I thought the first thing was, we 
really kind of pulled a rabbit out of our 
hat in being able to hire a coach with a 
national reputation,” Commons said. “I 
don’t know — how many times can you 
do that? But we were able to do that, and 
that was important because when young 
basketball players talk to other people, 
here’s a guy who’s done it, he’s been 
in the Final Four, and he’s had success 
wherever he’s been. That was a key com-
ponent.”

Bennett the elder preached strong 
defense and disciplined offense from the 
start.

“And (Dick) and Tony were able to 
recruit a group of kids who bought into 
that, didn’t have big egos, and part of 
that probably goes to the fact that indi-
vidually, they weren’t great athletes,” 
Commons said. “Then once all of a sud-
den he gets the corner turned in their ju-
nior year, then he can go out and get the 
next level of kid …”

Part of selling a rising OSU program 
will be improving the surroundings — 
specifically, Gill Coliseum, which opened 
for the 1949-50 season.

“Gill is scheduled for a paint job, 
which it badly needs,” Oxsen said. “And 
it badly needs doors and it badly needs 
windows and some of those things so 
when you initially look at it … people 
didn’t really notice how bad Gill was 
until Reser (Stadium’s new east grand-
stand) was built, and Reser is gorgeous. 
Then you go over here and you go, ‘Ooo, 
maybe that’s not so good.’ So you get 
that redone, you get the chipped paint 
off, you get it painted, you redo some of 

the landscaping, and then those are the 
things that maybe somebody would look 
at and say, ‘Well, this looks pretty good.’”

Around the nation, several build-
ings of similar vintage have been kept in 
good repair or remodeled; they provide a 
sense of place that newer arenas may lack. 
Cameron Indoor Stadium at Duke, Allen 
Fieldhouse at Kansas, Haas Pavilion (for-
merly Harmon Gym) at California and 
Bank of America Arena (formerly Hec 
Edmunson Pavilion) at Washington offer 
examples of old buildings that haven’t 
hampered their home teams, though ex-
tensive renovations have been done at 

both UW and Cal.
“Gill Coliseum has a soul to it; you 

walk in and it’s got a feeling and a soul, 
you understand what the purpose of that 
building is. In and of itself, that’s an in-
credible thing to have because not every 
place has a soul,” said Sandago, who is 
now trainer at South Carolina-Upstate 
and has seen arenas across the country. 
Said Akers of Basketball Times: “As far as 
the building goes, I think the big thing 
there is to fill it. I think almost any build-
ing has character when it’s rocking.”

As Oxsen said, Gill is scheduled for a 
new exterior look this summer. De Caro-
lis said that project will include “sand-
blast, seal, paint in a new color palette, 
new doors, windows, elevator, hardscape 
landscaping around the whole area.” 

Other possible improvements could 
include remodeling the second floor and 
stairwells to match the remodeled look of 
the first floor, a new scoreboard system 
with video capability, and a new lighting 
system for the arena.

The Sports Performance Center — 
which had been given a working title 
of the “Gill annex” — between Prothro 
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Many alumni remember waiting for hours on the ramps outside Gill Coliseum to witness events 
like this game in 1981, when the Beavers were No. 1 in the nation and took the court against 
No. 4 Arizona State. Photo by Mike Shields

“Gill Coliseum 
has a soul to 
it; you walk in 
and it’s got a 
feeling and a 
soul.”



sports

5 2

S T A T E R

Field and Gill Coliseum, will open this 
spring; it includes a 17,000-square-foot 
weight room and a wrestling room. The 
department plans to build a Student Suc-
cess Center to provide academic help for 
athletes and other students. (See story, 
page 36.) Later would come a practice 
gym for men’s and women’s basketball 
in the Gill annex.

“Why that’s so important,” De Caro-
lis said, “is because with so many teams 
in Gill practicing, it’s sometimes hard to, 
No. 1, shoehorn your practices around 
the academic schedule; but more impor-
tant, if someone wants to work on their 
game individually, you can’t find gym 
time.”

Price tag

The cost of sprucing up Gill and build-
ing the second phase of the Sports Per-
formance Center would total around $10 
million, De Carolis estimated. The athlet-
ic department is considering requiring a 
separate BASF donation — perhaps $100 
to $300 per seat — for basketball seating 
priority beyond what donors currently 
pay for football seating priority.

Given the past 18 years, might it be 
the wrong time to be asking for money?

 “No, I don’t think it’s a tough time 
at all,” De Carolis said. “Here’s the deal: 
We’ve had a lot of people talk about 
they’d like to go back to the old days. 
Well, that’s great, but it takes money 
to have success. When you look at the 

coaches in this league, I think Tony Ben-
nett is probably the ninth-place coach 
and he’s making $800,000; we were only 
paying Jay $475,000. I think it paid off in 
football by investing in Dennis Erickson, 
Mike Riley, the stadium, and I think it’s 
time to do that in basketball.

“While you don’t like raising ticket 
prices or asking for more money, it’s just 
a fact of life. If we’re going to move the 
needle on this thing, we’re going to have 
to invest in the basketball program.”

Does De Carolis get the sense that 
alumni and other boosters are willing to 
pony up?

“I hope so,” he said. “This program 
has a long history of success and they’re 
very proud of that history. The last 17 
years, with the exception of one, hasn’t 
held up the legacy we had up until that 
point in time. So I still hear the stories 
about how people used to camp out on 
the ramps and how this can be an awe-
some and difficult place to play. Well, it’s 
time to get back to that.

“But you need resources to do that, 
and it’s just not going to happen because 
we want it to happen; you have to help 
make it happen. We’ll see.”

Those being asked to invest in re-
building OSU basketball needn’t look far 
to see what’s possible.

“Look at football, and criminy sakes, 
look at baseball,” said Charlie Sitton, a 
star on the OSU team ranked No. 1 in the 
nation in 1981. “You’ve got 11,000 people 

here in Portland to watch a baseball game 
on a Sunday, and I think it’s just incred-
ible. We all know people will support a 
winner, but they’ll also support a pro-
gram that works hard and the kids come 
out and play hard. Win, lose or draw, if 
you’re playing hard and leaving it all out 
on the floor, there are a lot of boosters in 
this valley that will support that.”

While a wide cross-section of Ore-
gon State fans want to see the men’s bas-
ketball get better, players from the glory 
years may seek it most keenly. Several 
have met with De Carolis to offer sugges-
tions, and part of the talk has been about 
how they might help the new coach.

“I think he needs to be open-minded,” 
Sitton said. “I hope he kind of reaches out 
for some opinions or ideas or thoughts 
from some of these alumni, and I think 
he needs to go as far as the Mel Counts, 
Jim Jarvis (era). Those guys need to be 
heard …

“There are a lot of guys that care, 
there are a lot of alumni that remember 
how it used to be — not only basketball 
players, but there are a lot of alumni out 
there who are just dying for something 
good to happen with that program." q

Kip Carlson, formerly assistant sports 
information director at OSU and now an 
extended learning assistant at Crescent Val-
ley High School in Corvallis, is sports editor 
of the Oregon Stater. During high school 
he worked part-time to buy himself a season 
ticket to watch the Orange Express.

Haruguchi makes OSU history with swimming title
Saori Haruguchi became the first swim-
mer in Oregon State history to win an 
NCAA national title, capturing the 
women’s 200-yard butterfly on March 
22 at Ohio State. Haruguchi’s time of 1  
minute, 52.39 seconds set an NCAA 
Championships meet record.

“I had so much fun swimming the 
200 fly today,” Haruguchi said. “Be-
fore my race all I thought was I can do 
this if I have fun. I had fun and I won. I  
appreciate all of the people who have 

helped me get here. I just want to tell 
them all thank you for everything.” 

Haruguchi also earned All-America 
honors by placing fifth in the 400 indi-
vidual medley and eighth in the 200 
individual medley; she had also earned 
All-America status by placing sixth in 
the 2007 fly in both 2006 and 2007 and 
by swimming on OSU’s 16th-place 800 
freestyle relay team in 2007.

Haruguchi’s victory makes it three 
straight years that OSU has produced a 

team or individual national champion, 
as the Beavers won baseball titles in 2006 
and 2007.

Haruguchi is Oregon State’s first 
individual national champion in any 
sport since Les Gutches won back-to-
back wrestling titles at 177 pounds in  
1995-96.

She is OSU’s first female national 
champion since Amy Durham won the 
floor exercise in women’s gymnastics in 
1993.




