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Kelvin Sampson among nation’s elite coaches

Houston Cougars head coach Kelvin Sampson answers questions from the media during
a press conference on Thursday, March 29. 2019 at the Sprint Center in Kansas City, MO.
Elizabeth Conley/Staff photographer/Houston Chronicle

By John Harris Jr.
VILLAGER Sports

Columnist

(VILLAGER) - Uni-
versity of Houston men’s
basketball coach Kelvin
Sampson hails from a
generation when proud
Black men such as John
Thompson, John Chaney
and Nolan Richardson
ruled the college basket-
ball landscape, collec-
tively winning a total of
1,845 games, making six
Final Four appearances
and capturing two na-
tional championships.

These were legend-
ary coaches who not
only won at the highest
level of the sport, they
also carried their Black
pride on their sleeves.

They don’t make
men like that anymore.

Sampson and
Florida State coach
Leonard Hamilton are
the lone survivors from
that generation of Black
college basketball
coaches and Black pride.

Sampson, 67, is a
legend in his own right
with more than 720 ca-
reer wins and a nearly
.700 winning percentage
who currently has the
top-ranked team in the
nation for the third time

this season. Given that
he was then Pac-10 (now
Pac-12) coach of the
year at Washington
State in 1992, national
coach of the year in his
first year at Oklahoma in
1995 - taking the Soon-
ers to the Final Four in
2002 - and with a Final
Four appearance at
Houston two years ago,
Sampson also deserves
to be placed among the
Mount Rushmore of
Black and college basket-
ball coaches of color.

Two years ago, dur-
ing the NCAA Tourna-
ment, Sampson, a
Lumbee Indian, dis-
cussed his father as well
as the son’s racist expe-

riences growing up in
North Carolina.

Sampson’s father
was a high school bas-
ketball coach and ath-
letic director who was
also known for running
the Ku Klux Klan out of
Maxton, North Carolina
in 1958. John “Ned”
Sampson was among
several hundred mem-
bers of the Lumbee Tribe
who prevented a KKK
rally from taking place in
the area.

“I’m very proud of
Lumbee Nation. I’m very
proud of my father,” said
Sampson, who was 3
years old when the inci-
dent, known as “Battle
of Hayes Pond,” oc-

curred. “Even to this day,
if you go back to Pem-
broke, North Carolina,
he was a rock and a
foundation piece for
that community. We’re a
non-federally recog-
nized native American
tribe that’s felt prejudice
and racism our entire
lives. When I was raised
in Pembroke, that was a
big source of pride - that
we stayed with each
other. The KKK was huge
in that area. That’s a
vivid, clear image with
me.”

As a quality college
basketball coach,
Sampson is the best-
kept secret since soldiers
hid inside the belly of

the Trojan Horse.
He has literally

transformed Houston’s
basketball program from
irrelevance to among
the national’s elite. Not
since the Phi Slama Jama
teams of Clyde Drexler
and Hakeem Olajuwon
advanced to three con-
secutive Final Fours
from 1992 to 1994 have
the Cougars had it so
good.

“We’ve developed
a really good program
here,” Sampson said this
week. “But the empha-
sis is ̀ we have.’ One per-
son doesn’t do it. I’m
proud of our program.
I’m proud of everyone in
it.”

  “He never
changes,” said junior
Jamal Shead, who
starred at Manor High
School and has devel-
oped into one of
America’s top point
guards under Sampson.
“He’s the same guy day
in and day out and I think
that’s the most impor-
tant part for our team. I
think that’s my favorite
part for sure. He’s always
going to be the same
guy, same energy, and
who just keeps our team
level-headed at all
times.”

Sampson didn’t sell
Shead on Houston be-
coming the new Phi
Slama Jama. Heck,
Shead wasn’t even born
when Phil Slama Jama
played.

“Every kid that we
recruit was born in the
2000s. Most of these
kids have no idea,”
Sampson said. “The
players don’t relate to it
anymore ... When I think
of Phi Slama Jama, I
think of success. But as
far as recruiting, you
never talk about it or
never mention it be-
cause it’s not relative to
these kids today, but it is
relative to the program.
I think you should honor
the past, but don’t live in
it. Live in the future. Live
for today.”

Well said, Coach.
Contact Villager

sports columnist John
Harris Jr. at
jdharrisjr@yahoo.com.

Saturday, February 25, 2023 - 11:00 AM to 3:00 PM
Black History Month Kid's Day!

Join us for Black History Month Kids' Day featuring CDF Freedom Schools
Austin, Ballet Afrique, and more with crafts and activities focused on the 2023
BHM theme "Black Resistance."

Black History Month Kids' Day is a cultural event for children and families
that celebrates the contributions of African American trailblazers. Through
educational programs, crafts, and music people of all ages better understand
the contributions of Black Americans.


