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A f ter  i nju r ies,  c lose 
games and much adversity, 
t h e  S o u t h  C a r o l i n a 
women’s basketball team is 
grateful to � nd themselves 
back in the Final Four for 
the second time in three 
years.

“Just really thankful,” 
said coach Dawn Staley 
as she opened her press 
conference after a win over 
Florida State that put her 
team in the Final Four once 
again. “God has been good 
to our program. He’s been 
good to me personally.”

T h i s  r e l i e f  f r o m 
Sta ley comes af ter her 
Gamecock’s tough road to 
finally get to where they 
are now. This Final Four 
run did not come easy.

Before their first game 
of the NCAA Tournament 
against UNC Ashevil le, 
the Gamecocks were given 
crushing news. Their star 
Alaina Coates would not 
be able to play at all in the 
tournament due to an ankle 
injury.

I n  C o a t e s ,  t h e 
Gamecocks lost one of 
their biggest leaders and a 
player who had averaged 

a double-double on the 
season.

Yet st i l l, they cruised 
past UNC Asheville with 
a 90-40 victory. Then they 
were forced to take on 
Arizona State.

Against the Sun Devils, 
S o u t h  C a r o l i n a  s a w 
another key player go 
down. Originally it was 
believed that Allisha Gray 
had injured her knee, yet 
days before t hei r  nex t 
game, Staley announced 
that Gray would be able to 
play against twelfth-seeded 
Quinnipiac. Crisis averted.

In an October press conference, 
long before th is Cinderel la 
season even began, coach Frank 
Martin sat in front of a group 
of reporters in Williams Brice 
stadium. Admit tedly, he was 
tired, as his team had just � nished 
one of their � rst real practices of 
the season. Yet he fielded all of 
the reporter’s questions on his 
team, offering insight that, when 

looked at now, shows just how 
accurate he was in predicting the 
future of this team.

Prediction 1: “I think Chris 
Silva is gonna take a huge step 
forward.”

W h e n  a s k e d  a b o u t  h i s 
expectations for his front court 
in the coming year, Martin was 
unrestrained on how he saw 
one of his bigs performing this 
season.

A Yankee t ransplanted f rom 
the shores of  Buzzards Bay in 
Massachusetts, I remember driving 
with my dad down Gervais Street 
in a rented Chevy Impala the day 
before my orientation. I had never 
spent a night in Columbia.

It was late in the afternoon and the 
AC wasn’t working, but the monitor 
st ill reminded me that it was 102 
degrees Fahrenheit.

My dad was a Carolinian. I had 
fair warning about the oppressive 
heat.

I  had been forewarned about 
Southern pride too. How couldn’t 
I have been? The Confederate � ag 

had � own high over the Statehouse 
until two days before my arrival.

We heard the protesters before 
we saw them. Then the enormous 
“Stars and Bars” banner came into 
view. It was a little lower than it had 
been from its perch for the previous 
56 years, handled at ground level by 
cross-generational protesters, but 
still felt very much present.

M ingled in  w it h t he masses 
bemoaning the loss of the icon of 
their Southern heritage was another 
group celebrating a victory, or even 
simply just expressing relief.

Tr a f f i c  wa s  bu i ld i ng  up  a s 
motor ist s cou ldn’t  resist  f rom 
rubbernecking. I stopped and took 
a video to send back to my friends at 

school up North.
When I stepped back into my car, 

the monitor graciously ticked back 
to 101 degrees.

My dad suggested that we go 
check out Colonial Life Arena. We 
had already sought out Williams-
Brice Stadium and the then-named 
Carolina Stadium, literally our � rst 
two appoints when getting in town. I 
wasn’t in a rush to see the basketball 
stadium — the SEC was a football 
country, and I was still an ACC snob 
anyway.

I knew about Frank McGuire 
and A lex English. I remembered 
seeing Devan Downey’s wizardry 
on SportsCenter. I was famil iar 
w ith Frank Mar t in, most ly for 

h is my th ica l  s idel ine shout ing 
performances — “The Screamer,” 
my mom once called him.

South Carolina had won fewer 
than 28 percent of its conference 
games in Martin’s three seasons at 
that point. Visiting the CLA could 
wait.

Th is  week ,  “The Screamer” 
addressed the South Carolina media 
a f ter  t he Gamecocks defeated 
Florida in the Elite Eight at Madison 
Square Garden. In his � rst NCAA 
Tournament at South Carol ina, 
Martin matched the previous total 
for tournament wins in program 
history — four.

Coach Frank MartinÕs ability to embrace 
local values propelled tournament run
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“It’s because of people... 
They love their state”

— Frank 

Despite adversity, SC 
returning to Final Four
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MartinÕs preseason 
predictions came true 
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