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Kawakami: 1995 date with destiny still evokes vivid memories
By Tim Kawakami
Mercury News

Get me in there! Do not let me miss this game!

Heaven help me, I still feel it. I still shiver when I think about that long and rainy afternoon, 11 years ago, when UCLA was about to defeat 
Arkansas for the national title, and I almost couldn't get there to see it.

I've been remembering a lot of things since UCLA won the Oakland Regional last weekend, earning the school's first Final Four berth since I 
covered the team in 1995.

I remember the purity of those 1995 performances and the permanence of what I was seeing. These games, I knew, would not be forgotten.

But mostly, I remember that curlicue car trip and my wiser Los Angeles Times brethren Chris Dufresne and Mike Penner chuckling at my 
hysteria each time a traffic cop diverted us farther away from the Kingdome.

No event has ever made me feel that way, before or since, and not just because I was the Times' UCLA beat writer, so it wouldn't have been a 
great career move to miss this game.

The 1995 Bruins run was the summation and high point of so many long journeys, all at once: the careers of Ed O'Bannon and the other proud 
UCLA seniors, the acceptance of Jim Harrick, the drive to honor John Wooden 20 years after the last UCLA title, and my desire to be at the 
center of so much gravitational pull.

I was pulled toward the arena, but the car just kept circling.

Tuesday, I reminisced about the 1995 title with two guys who were on that team -- Cameron Dollar, famous for filling in seamlessly for a hurt 
Tyus Edney in the title game, and Bob Myers, a walk-on.

And we kept drifting back to a strong conclusion: The current UCLA Final Four team feels like the beginning of a new era under Ben Howland; 
while the 1995 achievement was the end of something. A sweet ending. But definitely the end.

None of us knew it then, but it would never be like that again, for any of us. I'd never be so moved by the emotions of anything I covered -- 
not Oscar De La Hoya, not the Shaq-Kobe Lakers, absolutely not Barry Bonds or John York.

``What I remember more than anything,'' said Dollar, now an assistant at Washington under Lorenzo Romar, who was a Harrick assistant in 
'95, ``is it all coming together, just the guys and the personalities all fitting perfectly at that one time. That is something that I do think 
about, all the time.''

O'Bannon was the player of the year, but he loved deferring to Edney in the tournament. Edney saved them all with a length-of-the-court 
drive and buzzer-beater against Missouri in the second round, but he loved seeing Dollar come off the bench roaring against Arkansas.

Harrick was and is a kook -- I can still tell Harrick stories that elicit wild gales of laughter through entire dinners -- but he ran that ship.

``With the momentum we'd built, we kind of had a premonition that we were going to be in Seattle,'' Myers said. ``We'd even driven to the 
Kingdome a few weeks earlier; Coach Harrick brought us there before we played Washington, just to remind us what our goal was.

``And we did have a picture of the Kingdome in our locker room all year. That is a fact. Sometimes things get mythologized, get bigger than 
they were. But we definitely had the Kingdome picture there all year, so we were always thinking about what the possibilities were.''

There is serendipity, no question. This team fit together, but it did not last. Harrick was fired 19 months later for a recruiting violation that 
helped steer the Collins twins away from UCLA and to Stanford. Lovable Steve Lavin took over, turned less lovable, eventually got fired, and 
now he's lovable again as a TV star.

O'Bannon and George Zidek were first-round NBA draft picks, Edney was a second-round pick, and none of them stuck around for long. 1995 
freshmen Toby Bailey and J.R. Henderson stayed at UCLA through four tumultuous years, got NBA looks, but didn't stick around, either.

Myers is a big NBA agent now. Romar's a rising coaching star. Dollar, too. I'm in San Jose. And all I can think about is that car, driving around 
the Kingdome, and the pull of that team.

You can call it destiny; you can call it whatever you want. But the UCLA Bruins were supposed to play in that title game. They knew it, and 
they didn't try to hide that they knew it.

I knew it, too. After 45 minutes in the car, I screamed, jumped out into the street, and scurried a couple of blocks into the Kingdome, just in 
time to see Edney air ball a four-footer in warm-ups.

Destiny was set in motion. I was there. I had to be there. Everything was about to split apart, but for that night 11 years ago, we were all 
there. Heaven help us all, we still feel it.
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