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To find its way in the present, out of a five-game losing streak, the Oregon basketball team has

spent time this week looking to the past.

The Ducks have gathered in the middle of Mac Court at 10 p.m. for 10-minute meetings, to

hear coach Ernie Kent talk about tradition and traditions, and the days of the Kamikaze Kids,

when the Oregon students camped out overnight for tickets, and when the coach, Dick Harter,

had the Ducks climb a rope for strength, and play defense holding bricks and dive on the floor

for the loose balls those Ducks always seemed to get. The lessons, in this last Pac-10 season in

McArthur Court, have been about what the old building has meant, and what being a Duck has

meant, and about the passion and effort that defined that uniform more than 30 years ago.

“Tradition,” Kent said. “We talk about what’s made Mac Court Mac Court.”

And so Saturday, when one of the Ducks of that era, Greg Ballard, came back to be honored

before the game and have his No. 42 retired, these young Oregon players knew who he was.

And when, in the locker room, Ballard took a couple of bricks, green and yellow, and got into a

defensive stance, the Ducks knew what the story meant.

In short, those were not unrelated events Saturday — Oregon’s 67-57 men’s basketball win

over Southern California and the ceremony before the game in which Ballard held his framed

jersey aloft.

Past, present, future; Kent is making sure the Ducks understand that they are connected to the

past — and that years in the future, this present will be their past.

“I brought him in the locker room, and I talked not so much about how great he was as a

basketball player, because his numbers speak for themselves,” Kent said of Ballard, “but after

35-something years, here are two men that were brought together in this community, one from

Illinois and one from Pomona, Calif., and I would still do anything for that guy that he needed for

me to do in his life.
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“That’s the connection we have with so many of our past players. I hope this team can say that

about their teammates 30-something years from now, and I needed to get that message across

to them.”

With Ballard, the numbers almost speak for themselves, but only almost. At Oregon, he was a

6-foot-7 forward, the complement to Ronnie Lee’s aggressive guard play. He ranks fourth all-

time at Oregon with 1,829 points, ranks first with 1,114 rebounds, 9.7 per game, and his era

remains the defining era in Oregon basketball history.

And you could argue that Ballard, a No. 4 draft pick, became Oregon’s best-ever NBA player.

No former Duck can match Jim Loscutoff’s seven NBA titles as a member of the great Boston

Celtics teams, but Ballard’s career extended into 11 seasons; he played more games (802) in

the NBA than any other former Duck, and only Terrell Brandon surpassed his 9,953 points

(barely, with 9,994) and nobody comes close to his 4,858 career rebounds.

Now 55, Ballard coached with the Dallas Mavericks, Minnesota Timberwolves and the Atlanta

Hawks, for whom he is now an advance scout. Saturday, he said he was honored to have his

number retired and admitted to decidedly mixed emotions that McArthur Court will be a

memory by the end of the year.

“Because Mac Court represents for me something that was very classic,” Ballard said, in a

recollection that might as well be the arena’s epitaph. “You’d never seen an arena like this, ever.

The class that it had, with the ivy coming down — you no longer have the ivy coming down —

across from the cemetery. It was classic. And also, the students, how close they are to the

court, and the rafters, how they went up — they didn’t go out, they went up.

“And also the swaying of the scoreboard when you get 10,000, 11,000 screaming fans and the

sound that they make with the stomping and the yelling and the screaming, the stands and the

roar and the scoreboard like that, you think it’s going to come down, but it doesn’t. Those

memories that I have are very, very fond memories about McArthur Court. And it’s about

history, and it’s about tradition. To play in that is something that I will always remember. And I

know that the guys who play here will have a lot of fond memories.”

He remembered being in the basement locker room, before games.

“Right before you come out to take the floor, you hear all this pounding, banging, yelling and

screaming, and that’s the students and the fans worked up before the game,” he said. “And then

when you come out on the court it’s a crescendo, yelling, screaming, applause. Those are some

things you never forget.”

And those are the things Kent’s trying to teach these Ducks, because they have no memory of

them.

Finally, a postscript: Ballard said that his No. 42 “represents a lot of things. It represented all the

hard work and effort that I put in, and the success that not only the team had, but I had.”

In the locker room, he met the Duck wearing it now, sophomore forward Josh Crittle, who said

he’d heard about Ballard, from Kent, ever since coming to Oregon and picking that number.
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“I was joking around, I asked him, could I finish off the year in it, and he said that’s fine,” Crittle

said. “I can’t do nothing but respect it.”

Crittle said he’s not sure if he’ll pick another number next season. For now, he said, “I’m proud

to wear it. I know the history behind it. I got to go to work, I guess.”

History, hard work, pride in the uniform … that’s been the lesson for all the Ducks this week.
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