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Why do college basketball players shoot free throws so badly? During Coach Riley Wallace’s 14 years at the University of Hawaii, his teams averaged about 65%.  For example, during the 2005-2006 season, the team averaged 64% (337 out of 531) which was 311th in the country and 8th in the WAC. This is terrible! The national average for college is around 73% and around 76% for the Pros in the NBA which are not too great either. I can shoot better than that left-handed with my eyes closed. A few years ago, I got so frustrated watching the UH players throwing up “bricks” that I wrote up and sent to Coach Wallace my method for shooting free throws and offered to become his free throw shooting coach and work for free. I told him that if I couldn’t make 9 out of 10 free throws, he could fire me at any time (I was 65 years old at the time).  Coach Wallace never responded to my offer to help.  Coach Bob Nash took over the UH program for the 2007-2008 season and his players are shooting close to the national average.
This year, I’m celebrating 60 years of playing basketball. I can’t remember for sure when I started but I’m pretty sure it was around age 8 or 9.  At our house in Pleasant Grove, Utah where I grew up we had two places to shoot the basketball.  We had one back board and rim attached to the side of the grainery.  The other back board and rim was attached to the tree by the old outhouse and barn.  I liked this place to play basketball the best because you could run under the tree and the dirt playing area was fairly level.  I would be out there shooting the basketball by myself for hours.  I used to have a little game I played by shooting 5 free throws under handed, 5 free throws using two hands, 5 free throws using my left hand, and 5 free throws using my right hand.  The method where I made the most shots was the winner.  Most of the time the winner would be shooting with my right hand and shooting under handed usually came in second.  I got pretty good at shooting all four ways.  When I wasn’t shooting free throws, I developed a left-handed and a right-handed hook shot along with a deadly jump shot.

My first competitive basketball was on the Pleasant Grove High School Junior Varsity Team in the 9th and 10th grades.  I must not have been too good since I can’t remember doing anything too great.  By the 11th grade, I was the tallest kid in the school at 6 foot 3 inches and yes it was a small school - I grew another inch by my senior year.  I was playing center on the varsity team and all of a sudden I was one of the best players in the state.  We had a good team (Allen Fugal, Kay Giles, Glen Hales, Paul Gillam and me coached by Don Crump) that lost only one game and won the Consolation Championship at the State Basketball Tournament.  I was the high scorer for the tournament with 72 points.  I also made All-State and was recruited by four colleges – Snow Junior College, Carbon Junior College, Mesa Junior College and the University of Utah.  Well, I thought I was really good so I picked the University of Utah.  I screwed up!  I should have gone to a Junior College.
	[image: image3.jpg]2




	[image: image4.jpg]



	[image: image5.jpg]





	


Back in the old days, when I went to college, freshman could not play on the varsity team.  They had another screwy rule back when I played.  It was the “no dunking” rule!  The only time in my life where I could jump high enough to dunk and they outlawed it.  The freshman team coach was Ladell Anderson who was the best coach I ever had.  He went on to coach at Utah State, the Utah Jazz, and BYU.  I was a starter on this team and had the best year in my college career.  Four players (including me) were chosen to move up to the varsity team.  Jack Gardner was the coach at Utah and he was the biggest jerk I ever met.  He must have been a good coach however because he won a lot of games but I didn’t know anybody that liked him.  Sorry, I take that back.  Billy “The Hill” McGill, our All-American center, liked him because he give him money and let him drive his new caddy.  Bill McGill was the dumbest person I ever met in my life.  He majored in Sculpture and eventually flunked out.  He knew only one play and that was, “throw me the damn ball and I will put it in the basket”.  He could do this and was the leading scorer in the nation his junior year.  He was drafted by the Denver Nuggets but only lasted a couple of years in the NBA.  Last I heard he was running an elevator in LA.  Ohio State won the National Championship in the 1960 and their only lose was to Utah in Salt Lake City.  It was a great game with John Havilcek and Jerry Lucas playing for Ohio State.  Bobby Knight also played on that team.  Utah went to the Final Four in my junior year (1961) but by then Coach Gardner had me at the end of the bench and I did not play much.  Cincinnati won the championship that year but Utah played in one of the longest and most exciting games in final four history.  It was a four overtime game won by St. Joseph 127 to 120.  After that, I ended up dropping out of school and joining the Navy.  Vietnam was heating up and I didn’t want to be drafted into the Army and sent over there to run around in the jungle.  That could be dangerous to my health!
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	Some of my trophies in my old bedroom in Pleasant Grove


I was in the Navy for four years and four months and played basketball in five seasons.  My first season at New Iberia Naval Air Station (Louisiana) was cut short when I got my arm broken.  I was going up for a layup when somebody ran under me and I come down on my left elbow resulting in a compound fracture.  In the next three years, I played the best basketball of my life.  This was two years at Lakehurst, NJ and the first year at Rota, Spain.  The last year at Rota was cut short because I got out of the Navy in February 1966. In both years at Lakehurst, I played on two teams – the Weather School and the Base Team.  I averaged about 30 points a game on the Weather School team and about 20 points a game on the base team.  One night I scored 60 points for the Weather Team – believe it or not!  We won the championship on both teams and the base team went to the All-Navy Tournament.  I won many trophies and got my name in the paper a lot.  Yes, I was famous at Lakehurst especially since I was the only sailor there with no job except to play basketball.  At Rota, I only played on the base team and that was my job during the basketball season.  The rest of the time, I worked at the Fleet Weather Center. The great thing about playing at Rota was the  chance to see other countries such as Italy, France, Germany, and England.  We also got a trip to Providence, RI for the All-Navy Tournament in 1965.  We never did win All-Navy but it was fun trying.
After getting out of the Navy, I got a job at Tooele Army Depot in Tooele, Utah. While working there, I played two seasons in the Salt Lake Industrial League.  This was the best way I could think of to stay in shape.  I can’t remember anything too exciting happening during this period except for the three times we went out to the Utah State Prison to play against the inmates.  That was quite an adventure!
In 1969, while on extended TDY at Letterkenny Army Depot in Chambersburg, PA, I tried out for the Chambersburg Cardinals, a semi-pro team that played in the Continental East Coast League.  I made the team and played one season.  At that time, this league was only one step down from the NBA.  I played okay but I was not the star of the team and my future in competitive basketball was on the downhill slide.
After moving to Hawaii in 1970, I retired from competitive basketball at the age of 30.  I still went to the gym 2 or 3 times a week to shoot around and play in pickup games.  My son Mike and I used to go play at the outdoor court at the Park by our house in Mililani.  I used to win most of the time until Mike got bigger than me and was able to work me over pretty good.  At this writing, I still play one on one with my friend and co-worker Rick Firchau at the Fort Shafter Gym on most Fridays. If I have nobody to play with, I will shoot 100 free throws just to see how many I can make.  I actually started doing this way back in high school.  I average about 90 out of 100 and twice in my life I made all 100.
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	Since November 2000, I have played basketball three times in the Hawaii Senior Olympics.  I played on a team from Kauai the first year and on a team from Fort Shafter the last two times.  The competition was held at the Halawa Recreation Center and they played three on three with two 10 minute halves.  We won the silver medal all three times.  I have also won the gold, silver, and bronze medals in the shooting contest where you shoot 20 free throws and 15 three point shots from various spots.  I enjoyed myself and will play again if my health holds up.


You now know my basketball history.  Do you think there is any chance that I might have the experience and qualifications necessary to be a free throw coach at the University of Hawaii?  
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	Here are some basketball and free throw line facts:

The ball is 29.5 to 30 inches around or 9.4 inches in diameter and weighs 20-22 ounces.

The ball is made from either leather (traditional), rubber, or a synthetic composite.

The rim is 18 inches in diameter and is exactly 10 feet high.

The free throw line is 15 feet from the backboard and about 13 feet from the front of the rim.


It is now time for your free throw shooting lesson:
HOW TO SHOOT FREE THROWS

Note:  These instructions are for a right-handed person.

Stand as close to the free throw line as possible. Your right foot should be straight and point directly to the center of the rim. Your left foot should be spread about one foot apart, about two inches back from the line and slightly pointed to the left.  Try to find a comfortable position.

Knees should be flexed but not bent too much. Don’t be stiff or tense.  Relax – shooting free throws is easy. Most players bend their knees too much and it throws off the shot.

Hold ball in your right hand with the basketball seams horizontal to the basket.  Spread your thumb and fingers to a comfortable position. The ball should sit in your thumb and fingertips without touching your palm. Use the left hand to balance the ball.
Comment:  This is the primary reason Shaq cannot shoot free throws.  He holds the ball in his palm and throws it up there like a shot put.  He has no feel or control.

Hold the ball at eye level and look at your elbow.  Where is it pointing?  It should be pointing down directly in front of your right foot. Most people’s elbow will point out to the right (like a chicken wing) and this is the primary reason they cannot shoot the ball straight.

Okay.  You should be about ready to shoot the ball now.  But, not quite – You need to develop a little routine to get yourself ready every time you shoot a free throw.  Get in position and flex your knees a couple of times.  Bounce the ball 2 or 3 times. Visualize the flight of the ball going through the rim without touching it.  Focus on the basket and take a deep breath. Bring the ball up into position just above eye level, pause for just a moment and then shoot it in one smooth motion.  Just before releasing the ball, bend your wrist back and use just enough arm action to get ball to the rim.  When you release the ball, your fingertips will put a “gentle” backspin on the ball. Mostly, use your wrist action to shoot the ball. Your follow-through will bring you up on your toes a little bit but never cross the line.  Hold the follow-through (with fingers pointed at the rim) until the ball goes in.

Tip:  Shooting a basketball is mostly done with your wrist and fingers.

The arch of the ball should not be too flat and it should not be too high.
You want the ball to go up there as softly as possible.  This way, even if you are a little off, the ball will still go in. 
Comment:  This is Shaq’s other problem.  He throws it up there too fast and the ball hits the rim or backboard like a brick.

That’s it!!  The free throw is the easiest shot in basketball because there is nobody guarding you. 

One final thought.  All good shooters have 3 things in common:

            -  They have good shooting techniques 

            -  They practice a lot

            -  They are confident  
Is Shaquille O’Neal the worst free throw shooter ever?  Even though I picked on Shaq in my write up above, he is not the worst free throw shooter in the history of the NBA – Ben Wallace takes that honor!

	Best NBA Free Throw Shooters

Mark Price (91%)

Rick Barry (90%)

Steve Nash (90%)

Calvin Murphy (90%)

Scott Skiles (90%)
Reggie Miller (89%)
	Worst NBA Free Throw Shooters

Ben Wallace (42%)

Chris Dudley (48%)

Shaquille O’Neal (50%)

Wilt Chamberlain (50%)

Dennis Rodman (52%)


I like to watch college basketball more than the NBA. The college players try harder and the games are much more exciting.  In addition to the bad free throw shooting, there is one more thing I hate about both college and pro basketball today – It is whose long baggy shorts hanging down below the player’s knees!  I think they look stupid.  Now, take a look at the pictures of Larry Bird, Bill Russell, Wilt Chamberlain, and those two players from Miami below and tell me which shorts you like best. You can also checkout my basketball picture on page 2.  Well, maybe a happy medium would be okay.
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Basketball is my favorite sport and has provided more exercise, pleasure, and adventures than any other single activity I have done during my lifetime.
SPECIAL NOTE: This is my 100th My Drift column since I started writing it in June 2006.  Some of my most recent columns and a list of all columns can be found on my website – see address below.
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