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How the Ball Bounced 
After a rollercoaster season, and another Ivy crown,  

whither men’s basketball?

on a Saturday evening in early 
March 2011, Harvard men’s bas-
ketball coach Tommy Amaker 
stood in the team’s locker room 

preparing to give one of the most impor-
tant speeches of his Crimson career. In just 
a few minutes, Harvard would take the floor 
against Princeton, with a chance to capture 
at least a share of its first Ivy League cham-
pionship, and Amaker wanted to impress 
upon his players, seated before him, the 
magnitude of the opportunity. To do so, he 
referenced the white board behind him—
where earlier in the week he had asked each 
team member to sign his name and pledge 
his maximum effort. Now he narrowed their 
focus: they had worked hard to get here, but 
they needed to direct their entire focus to 
this one crucial moment.

When the current Harvard team con-
vened for practice last fall, the signatures 

on that wall had long since been erased. 
But the sentiment they represented—that 
the players had an extraordinary opportu-
nity to leave their mark on Harvard bas-
ketball—has endured. As Wesley Saun-
ders ’15 told The Boston Globe earlier this 
year, the senior class in particular talked 
about the importance of solidifying their 
“legacy.”

Mission accomplished. After initially 
grappling with offensive inconsistency, 
this year’s team—particularly its seven se-
niors—came together to lead the Crimson 
to its fifth straight conference champion-
ship and fourth consecutive NCAA tour-
nament berth. But given the graduation 
of so much talent, a season in which the 
rest of the league demonstrated newfound 
strength, and lingering uncertainty about 
Amaker’s trajectory and Harvard’s time-
line for constructing a new arena, can the 

men’s program sustain—and ultimately 
build on—this success?

Early-Season Highs—and Lows
After a narrow loss to Michigan State in 
the round of 32 in the 2014 NCAA tourna-
ment, many thought this year’s squad would 
be the first in program history to reach the 
second weekend of March Madness. The 
Crimson returned Saunders, the reign-
ing Ivy League Player of the Year; All-Ivy 
point guard Siyani Chambers ’16; and a host 
of front court talent. As a result, Harvard 
was a unanimous pick to win the league in 
the pre-season media poll, and the squad 
cracked the Associated Press’s pre-season 
top-25, the first such recognition for an Ivy 
squad since 1974.

It took just two games to deflate the 
hype. After defeating MIT, a Division III 
opponent, the Crimson fell 58-57 to Holy 
Cross, a middling program that would 
finish the season two games below .500. 
The loss immediately knocked Harvard 
from the national rankings—and raised 
real concerns. Other than Saunders, who 
scored 24 points, no Crimson player tallied 
more than nine; in the past, the Crimson 
had won with a balanced attack, but this 
team seemed frighteningly one-dimen-
sional. More disturbing, as Saunders said, 
was that Holy Cross exhibited greater 
“intensity”—a comment hinting at a lead-
ership void. If the Crimson could not mus-
ter the desire to defend its top-25 ranking 
against a middling foe, how would the 
team compete in Ivy League play, let alone 
the NCAA tournament?

A six-game win streak temporarily al-
layed these concerns, but the buoyant 
feeling evaporated during the holidays 
when the University of Virginia, then 
ranked fifth in the country, annihilated 
the Crimson 76-27, and Harvard suffered 
closer losses to Arizona State and Boston 
College. For the first time since the 2006-
2007 season, the team had failed to defeat a 
high-major opponent (a representative of a 
leading NCAA league such as the Atlantic 
Coast Conference [ACC]).

Meanwhile, the rest of the league was 
nationally competitive. Brown knocked 
off Providence, an NCAA tournament 
team. Columbia led top-ranked Kentucky 
in the second half. Most remarkably, Yale 
defeated the University of Connecticut, 
the defending national champion, on a 
buzzer-beater in Storrs.
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The Ivies
As conference competition began, these 
colliding forces yielded an excruciating 
loss. On a chilly January day, the Crimson 
hosted Dartmouth, a team it had beaten by 
double digits in Hanover two weeks ear-
lier. But after Harvard pulled ahead by 14 
points to start the second half, the Big Green 
unleashed a 26-2 run and won 70-61. The 
unnerving loss dropped the Crimson to 1-1 
in the league—a significant consideration 
because Ivy teams, lacking a championship 
tournament, have an extremely narrow mar-
gin of error to be selected for the NCAA or 
other postseason opportunities.

Harvard’s play was even more alarm-
ing. The offense was again anemic. Even 
Saunders, who along with Chambers led 
Harvard with 13 points, struggled to find 
a rhythm—in part a byproduct of sound 
defense: Dartmouth packed the paint, es-
sentially daring Harvard to make outside 
shots; they didn’t. But the Crimson’s lapses 
also suggested that Dartmouth, as Saun-
ders acknowledged, had played “harder.”

In light of that admission, Harvard’s 
metamorphosis during the next four 
weeks was remarkable: the Crimson won 
eight consecutive games—the first four 
of them on the road. The highlight was a 
52-50 victory over Yale in New Haven. The 
Bulldogs had been undefeated in confer-
ence play and had an opportunity to take 
a two-game Ivy lead over the Crimson. But 
Harvard locked in on defense and did just 
enough on offense, preserving the team’s 
chance for another conference title.

Across the board, the team was playing 
better. The offense became more balanced. 
At Princeton, Corbin Miller ’15 (’17) nailed 
five three-pointers to lead Harvard in scor-
ing. Against Columbia, Saunders led the 
Crimson with 18 points, but three team-
mates also scored in double figures.

After a series of players-only meetings, 
the Crimson brought greater urgency to 
the court. As Jonah Travis ’15 observed, the 
team realized that it was suffering from 
an embarrassment of riches: with seven 
seniors, it had many players who were 
capable of leading, but no one was assert-
ing control. The seniors, Travis explained, 
needed to meld their skills.

But after the Crimson’s win streak ended 
with a 57-49 loss at Cornell, none of that 
guaranteed the Ivy championship. The 
stumble dropped Harvard into a tie with 
Yale atop the conference with two games 

to go. Fittingly, the Crimson (20-6, 10-2 
Ivy) hosted the Bulldogs (21-8, 10-2 Ivy) in 
the penultimate game of the season in a de 
facto championship game on March 6.

With ESPN broadcasting live from 
campus, and a raucous, sold-out Friday-
night crowd at Lavietes Pavilion, it was 
the most hyped and significant Har-
vard basketball game since the Crimson 
hosted Princeton in 2011. But in contrast 
to that cathartic victory, Harvard lost to 
Yale, 62-52. Most Harvard fans assumed 
the team’s title hopes had vanished. 
Among them was Tom Stemberg ’71, 
M.B.A. ’73, a longtime Harvard basketball 
supporter, who lamented that this squad 
lacked the firepower of last year’s team. 
“If you lose a Laurent Rivard and you 
lose a Brandyn Curry, that hurts,” said 
Stemberg. “And last night it showed. We 
couldn’t score.”

But Amaker (who became the Stem-
berg Family head coach after an endow-
ment gift, announced 
at halftime during the 
Princeton game on Feb-
ruary 21) did not give 
up. Instead, preparing 
for Saturday’s game, he 
shared with his team an 
adage that he attributed 
to John F. Kennedy ’40, 
LL.D. ’56: “Never settle 
for second place when 
first place is still avail-
able.” The advice proved 
apt. After the Crimson 
overcame a second-half 
deficit to defeat Brown 
that evening, the Bull-
dogs squandered a five-point lead with 
less than 30 seconds remaining and fell to 
Dartmouth. That gave the Crimson a share 
of its fifth-straight conference title—and 
set up a one-game playoff at the University 
of Pennsylvania a week later to determine 
whether Harvard or Yale would play in the 
NCAA tournament.

The rematch came down to the final 
basket. With less than 30 seconds remain-
ing, and the score knotted at 51, Saunders 
received the ball on a dribble handoff, 
drove, and drew the defense, just as he 
had at the end of the team’s loss to Holy 
Cross, when his shot rimmed out. This 
time, Saunders passed to co-captain Steve 
Moundou-Missi ’15, who sank the game-
winner. Harvard was dancing again.

The Tar Heel Test
When the NCAA field was announced, 
the Crimson paid a price for its inconsis-
tency. After receiving a 12-seed last year, 
Harvard received a 13-seed and an opening-
round matchup with perennial power North 
Carolina. Toppling the Tar Heels—a team 
that had just beaten Virginia in the superb 
ACC tournament—would be an exception-
ally tall task.

Too tall, as it turns out, but by an im-
pressively narrow margin: the Crimson 
overcame a 16-point second-half deficit 
to take a two-point lead with just over 
a minute remaining. Then the Tar Heels 
pulled ahead, and Harvard’s magic ran 
out. Once again, the Crimson delivered the 
ball to Saunders on a dribble handoff. The 
senior—who had been the best player on 
the floor with 26 points and five assists—
first looked to pass to Miller. But with the 
Crimson’s sharpshooter guarded, Saun-
ders hoisted a three-pointer. His class’s 

last shot at history clanged off the rim, and 
Harvard fell 67-65.

A win would have been thrilling, but 
it is unfair to malign the Crimson for fail-
ing to live up to unrealistic expectations. 
In retrospect, the graduation of Curry ’13 
(’14), Rivard ’14, and Kyle Casey ’13 (’14) 
left a leadership and offensive void that 
was unlikely to be readily filled: that pre-
season top-25 ranking was unwarranted. 
What’s more, the Crimson’s performance 
during the past four seasons and down the 

at left: after an extraordinary collegiate 
career, Wesley saunders ’15 is seeking to 
join Jeremy lin ’10 in the nBa. above: 
next year’s harvard team, meanwhile, will 
be in the hands of his backcourt mate, 
all-Ivy point guard siyani Chambers ’16.
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TO BOOK YOUR NEXT TRIP,  
CALL US AT 800-422-1636.
FOR MORE TRIP OPTIONS, VISIT
ALUMNI.HARVARD.EDU/TRAVELS.

FEATURED TRIPS

Travel the world with fellow 
alumni and Harvard study 
leaders. Choose from more 
than 60 trips annually.

OCTOBER 1–14, 2015

A MOSAIC OF SIX BALKAN NATIONS

OCTOBER 17–NOVEMBER 8, 2015

EXPLORING AUSTRALIA & NEW ZEALAND
STUDY LEADER: JOCK PHILLIPS

OCTOBER 22–NOVEMBER 3, 2015

A SOUTHERN SOJOURN TO CHARLESTON 
& SAVANNAH

stretch this year has been extraor-
dinary. As Amaker said less than a 
week after the NCAA tournament, 
the loss to North Carolina “still 
hurts,” but he is nonetheless proud 
of how his team played and believes 
the squad should feel good about 
what it accomplished.

In Prospect
So where does the program go from 
here? This spring, Harvard graduates 
one of the most talented classes in 
program history—and apart from 
Chambers, the dynamo point guard 
who earned All-Ivy honors for the 
third straight year, it does not return 
any stars.

Meanwhile, the rest of the league 
continues to improve. To cite two ex-
amples, Penn just hired as its coach Steve 
Donahue, who led Cornell to the Sweet 16 
in 2010; and Columbia, which nearly upset 
the Crimson in 2014, may have the stron-
gest core of returning talent. As Kathy Or-
ton, a Washington Post reporter and the au-
thor of Outside the Limelight, a book about the 
2005-2006 Ivy League basketball season, 
recently observed, Harvard’s increased 
commitment to basketball has helped 
spur a similar commitment throughout the 
league and “now you have…more parity 
than I recall in the league ever.”

How can Harvard remain the team to 
beat? For one thing, it needs to maintain 
its defensive prowess: the Crimson was 
the only Ivy team to give up fewer than 60 
points per game. Its underclassmen also 
need to improve. When superstar Jeremy 
Lin ’10 graduated, Keith Wright ’12 became 
the focal point of the Harvard offense, en 
route to becoming Ivy League Player of 
the Year. The departure of Saunders leaves 
another big hole, but it also means that 
underclassmen like Zena Edosomwan ’17 
have an opportunity to take on a much 
larger role.

Whether Harvard becomes a true na-
tional power in men’s basketball hinges 
on whether Amaker stays—a perennial 
source of anxiety for athletics administra-
tors and fans alike. During the past eight 
years, the coach has repeatedly attracted 
to Cambridge some of the most talented 
academic and athletic recruits in the coun-
try, and then done an admirable job of en-
suring that his players cohere and helping 
them manage the on- and off-campus chal-

lenge of playing basketball at Harvard.
After the 2014 season, there was public 

speculation about whether he would move 
to Boston College—a transfer across town 
that would bring him into the ACC, in 
competition with his alma mater (Duke), 
and surely elevate him into the ranks of 
much more highly paid basketball head 
coaches. Amaker has emphasized how 
much he and his wife, Dr. Stephanie Pin-
der-Amaker, a clinical psychologist who 
directs the College Mental Health Pro-
gram at McLean Hospital and is an in-
structor in psychology at Harvard Medical 
School, love being a part of the Harvard 
community.

But he is young, with a strong record 
in directing a competitive program at an 
academically demanding university, and 
according to a longtime observer of Har-
vard athletics, retaining him has required 
a “whole lot of talk with him” on topics 

Harvard  
Hardwood
Read David Tannenwald’s 
complete coverage of the 
basketball season   
harvardmag.com/
basketball-15.

Tommy amaker, shown here celebrating 
harvard’s playoff victory over Yale, has led 
the Crimson to unprecedented heights. 
now fans are wondering how much higher 
his teams can go.
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