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Hays, an overachiever, overcomes lack of great physical tools 
By Mason Mitchell 
Sports Editor 

In every athletic field there are 
those born with outstanding natural 
and physical ability and then there 
are those who make up for the lack 
of great physical tools with deter
mination and effort. Head basket
ball coach Eric Hays falls into the 
second category. 

"I was what was classified as an 
overachiever," said Hays of his bas
ketball career. He began fooling 
around with a basketball at age four 
bJt couldn't play competitively 
until the eighth grade due to school 
policy. 

Hays was raised in Junction City, 
Oregon which had a population of 
2000. He attended school there and 
played basketball for his father, 
who was the head coach at the high 
school during his senior year. Hays 
liked playing for Junction City be
cause the short road trips enabled 
his family and friends to come and 
watch the games. 

After graduating from high 
school Hays went to Washington 
State University in hopes of playing 
Pack 10 Basketball. He was a walk 
on his freshman year and made his 
way to a starting position on the 
freshman team, which earned him a 
scholarship for the first year. How
ever, there was a new coaching 
staff his second year at Washington 
State and they cut from 29 players . 
down to 12. Hays was not one of the 
12 and he began looking for other 
schools. 

Jud Heathcote, who is now the 
head coach at Michigan State, was 
coaching at the University of Mon
tana at this time and Hays con
taded him in his search for a new 
school to attend. It just so happens 
that Heathcote was the assistant 
varsity coach at Washington State 
during Hays' freshman year. 

"He yelled at us just like he 
wm.!!d thg yar~itv players," said 
Hays. Heathcote could not offer a 
scholarship to begin with and did 

not offer much encouragement for 
Hays to come to the UM. 

"He and I can sit back and joke 
about it now, he was just glad that I 
didn't take his advice," remarked 
Hays. · 

The highlight of Hays' basketball 
career, not only playing for the 
Montana Grizzlies, but the best in 
his whole life, was a game against 
UCLA during his senior year. 

"Not only was it the greatest 
game of my life, but it was such an 

playing career, no matter what 
level, has a night that is just totally 
awesome." 

However, it was this game that 
almost enabled Hays to become a 
professional basketball player. A 
scout for the Milwaukee Bucks was 
in the audience during the UCLA 
game and felt that Hays at least 
deserved a chance to try out for a 
team, and so he drafted Hays. As a 
result Hays attended a three day 
rookie camp in Milwaukee. 

"If you want to be a professional basketball 
player you have to be in the right place at the 
right time. I was in the right place at the 
wrong time or the wrong place at the right 
time ... " 

important game that it was just 
magnified that much more," said 
Hays. 

For those unfortunate people 
that did not get to see this game, 
Hays scored 32 points, which was 
exactly half of the Grizzlies total 
scoring that night, and nearly 
pushed Montana to a victory over 
the UCLA Bruins. Montana only 
lost by three 'points and neariy 
pulled off one of the potentially 
biggest upsets in college basketball. 

"It bothered me to lose but I did 
feel that everybody on our ball club 
gave it their best effort that night," 
Hays said. 

During this high intensity game a 
referee accidentally knocked Hays 
to the floor with his arm while in 
the action of making a call. Hays 
said "I did not know what hit me at 
first ... but I wonder what Jud 
would have done if I hadn't made 
those freethrows." 

Hays said about the UCLA game, 
"anywhere that I go around here I 
sit down to talk to somebody and 
~·-ey..aiwiifS-Wa.'!i: i~..thai up." 
He was also quick to point out that 
"almost everyone sometime in their 

"If you want to be a professional 
basketball player you have to be in 
the right place at the right time. I 
was in the right place at the wrong 
time or the wrong place at the right 
time. It depends on how you want 
to look at it," said Hays. 

Hays went on to explain that the 
only way that a 6'3" forward could 
hope to play in the NBA was if he 
had a dynamite center ~hind him. 
And at the time that he was drafted 
Kareem Abdual Jabaar was playing 
for Milwaukee. However one week 
before rookie camp they traded Ja
baar away "and when they traded 
him away my chances went with 
him," Hays said. 

Also there were three rookies at 
the camp who had no cut contracts. 
"Most teams keep one rookie, two 
at the most, three is unheard of," 
said Hays. Hays was pleased with 
his performance and noted that he 
was one of the only six to learn 
their offence which means that he 
was at least looked at. 

After Hays graduated from col
!-g.:--t'!e-b-;;ent one yeai at q ~Jgt 
school in Oregon. He was the JV 
basketball coach, the JV football 
coach, and the varsity baseball 
coach. 

t I 

Hays then moved on to become 4 

an assistant coach at Michigan State 
under Jud Heathcote as a graduate 
assistant. He planned to spend two 
years at Michigan to finish his mas
ters degree and to really get a taste 

Coach Eric Hays. driving down court got little encouragement at first by 
former Grizzlie coach Jud Heathcote to come to Missoula. 

Head coach Eric Hays is being knocked down accidentally by a 
referee making a call during the UCLA vs. Montana Grizzlies game in 
Hays' senior year. 

of college coaching. 
During the spring of Hays' first 

year there his present job at Hell
gate opened up. Hays said that it 
was something that he and his wife 
had talked about even before the 
job became available. When he 
went to the University of Montana 
he felt that Hellgate was probably 
the best job in the State of Montana 
due to the good environment. 

"I'm just too much of a home
body to want to be gone," said 
Hays. 

Also at the high school level the 
coach receives the talent and does 
not have to go out and find it. 

In college Hays changed his 
major from business to math educa
tion so that he could coach. Hays 
said "I wouldn't teach if I couldn't 
coach but I don't think that I would 
coach if I couldn't teach either." 

"I love the summer months because they 
give me a chance to be with my family all of 
the time. It's a lot of fun watching my little 
girls grow up." 

"It's in Missoula and I love Mis
soula," Hays said. "These jobs 
don't open up every year. " So he 
applied and got his present job. 

The reason that Hays left the col
lege ranks to coach at a high school 
was because he didn't enjoy all of 
the traveling and recruiting that 
was assigned to an assistant coach. 

"I love to compete and when you 
coach you compete. Also coaching 
is a lot of fun," said Hays about 
why he coaches. "It's not for the 
pay," he added. 

Hays said that one of the frustrat
ing aspects of coaching is having 
plarers grow up and leave. 

"They get to be like one of your 
own" said Hays. 

Hays also pointed out that there 
are rewarding moments in coach
ing. 

"It's a great feeling to be able to 
watch guys perform and compete as 
you would like them to," said Iiays. 

Coaching takes away from Hays' 
family life but they all enjoy ath
letics and try to get involved. "i 

. love the summer months because 
they give me a chance to be with 
my family all of the time. It's a lot 
of fun watching my girls grow up. 

"I really enjoy playing golf com
petitively" said Hays about what he 
enjoys doing. "I don't like to run. 
Running is not one of my speciali
ties," he commented. 

As far as his coaching goals go 
Hays said, "I would like to be able 
to develop a team that's good en
ough to capture the entire stat~:· 

Who knows? After all, he is an 
overachiever. 


