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Arizona State guard Harden no longer a
secret

By DICK JERARDI
Philadelphia Daily News

jerardd@phillynews.com

JAMES HARDEN showed up unannounced at Artesia High. He would leave as a McDonald's All-
American. This does not happen in Los Angeles, which has open enrollment and wide-open
recruiting of players who just became teenagers.

Why?

"He wasn't good enough to be ranked or for other programs to be recruiting him," said Scott Pera,
Harden's high-school coach and now an assistant at Arizona State, where Harden is a first- team
All-America.

How Harden, a sophomore from Southern California, and Pera, from Hershey, ended up in Tempe
is a classic basketball story. Pera, a 1989 Penn State Harrisburg grad who coached Elizabethtown
College baseball while an undergrad, migrated west to be with his girlfriend-now-wife, Penn grad
Alyssa Deaven. Before he went to LA, Pera coached Ann-ville-Cleona High to the 1999
Pennsylvania Class AA basketball championship.

Pera got himself involved in the LA hoop scene. A friend suggested he apply for the job at
powerhouse Artesia after the school had been beset by a recruiting scandal. The young man from
Hershey, now living with his new wife in Marina Del Rey, applied. And got the job at the perennial
power.

A few years later, Harden walked into the gym.

"I had a lot of kids coming to Artesia," Pera said Monday night from Tempe. "His name never came
up. He was nobody special. When he came, I said great. Tryouts are in September."
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A few months later, Pera realized Harden was somebody special.

"He had instincts and basketball IQ that I had [rarely] seen before," Pera said.

Harden was a late bloomer, far from a finished product. But he grew. And he worked. By his junior
year, Artesia, with senior point guard Derek Glasser, now the junior point guard at ASU, was the
state champ.

Harden was no longer a secret. New ASU coach Herb Sendek offered Pera the director of
basketball operations job. He liked Pera; loved Harden.

"The itch was there [to coach in college]," Pera said. "My problem was I didn't want to leave that
team or leave him. I just went to him and said, 'I have an opportunity. If I do it, how would you feel?'
He said, 'Coach, if you go to a major school, I'll come with you.' "

Pera was upfront with Sendek.

"Even when Herb hired me, I told Herb, 'I'm not holding a gun to his head on that statement.' I said,
'If you're taking me thinking you're getting him, you probably are, but I am not promising you and
I'm not delivering him because I'm not going to hold a gun to a 16-year-old kid's head.' [Harden]
gave me the ultimate compliment when he said that to me."

Artesia won another state title the next year under Pera's assistant. Harden went to ASU.

ASU was a Pacific-10 wasteland when Sendek left North Carolina State 3 years ago. The Sun
Devils were 8-22 in his first season, but Sendek already had made the move that would get ASU
back to the NCAA. He hired Pera, who brought Harden.

Harden is one of America's most versatile players. The 6-5 lefty, with the heavy beard, is a classic
big guard with a power game. He averages 20.8 points, 5.5 rebounds, 4.2 assists and shoots 50.2
percent from the floor. He does not have to score to be effective. He understands the game.

"He was somebody who clearly stood out and distinguished himself every time you watched him
play in high school," Sendek said Monday night from Tempe.

Nothing has changed in college. Harden, just 19, sort of got lost in last year's Pac-10 freshman
hype for UCLA's Kevin Love and USC's O.J. Mayo. Harden was every bit as effective for a team
that just missed the 2008 NCAAs.

ASU was always going to be in this tournament. Friday afternoon in Miami, the Sun Devils play
Temple.

The Pennsylvania guys, Pera and Sendek (from Pittsburgh), will be coaching against the
Pennsylvania school with a tradition that goes back decades. And they will bring the young star
from California with them.

"He's so easy to like and get along with," Sendek said. "He has a great sense of humor. He's easy
to smile and quick to laugh, treats everybody with dignity and respect."
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And he lives in Tempe.

"It's really nice out here today," Harden said yesterday afternoon. "And all the ladies are out."

And there is some NCAA Tournament basketball to be played.

"That's an experience that not everyone gets to have," Harden said. "That was the most important
thing, just to be part of it. This is the stage that gets you ready for the next level. With all the
attention that the NCAA Tournament gets, with all the TV time and all the great players in the
tournament, it's great to be a part of it."

This could be a small window for this team and its star. The NBA beckons.

"That's my overall goal, to play in the NBA," Harden said. "If I have the talent, I'll definitely take the
jump. That's the overall goal right now - just to play basketball, which I've been doing for a long
time and is something I love."

Why not, Harden figures, "get paid for it?"

Pera will be right there for that decision.

"Right now, we are going to let him finish the year," Pera said. "We'll sit down and lay out all his
options to him . . . Let's face it. If everybody tells me he's a top-eight pick, you know the answer."

Whether Harden stays or goes, Sendek understands what he means now and could mean in the
future.

"We're not where we are without him," Sendek said. "He's helped establish some credibility. He
has, in many ways, made it OK for really good players to come to Arizona State."

Sendek is one of America's most innovative coaches. He fits what he does to the personnel he
has. He used many of the Princeton concepts at NC State, concepts he needed to compete in the
ACC.

"We're not running the same offense, we're not playing the same defense," Sendek said. "I very
much have tailored a great deal of what we do to James."

Friday afternoon, anybody with a TV in Philadelphia and anybody with a computer anywhere will
get to see James Harden's game on display against the Owls. It will be well worth the time. *

 
 

 
 

Find this article at: 

http://www.philly.com/dailynews/sports/20090318_Arizona_State_guard_Harden_no_longer_a_secret.html

 
 SAVE THIS | EMAIL THIS | Close 

 Check the box to include the list of links referenced in the article.



68 www.thesundevils.com

ARIZONA STATE UNIVERSITY



www.thesundevils.com 69www.thesundevils.com

2009 NCAA Tournament guide



www.thesundevils.com 75www.thesundevils.com

2009 NCAA Tournament guide



80 www.thesundevils.com

ARIZONA STATE UNIVERSITY



www.thesundevils.com 81www.thesundevils.com

2009 NCAA Tournament guide



82 www.thesundevils.com

ARIZONA STATE UNIVERSITY



www.thesundevils.com 83www.thesundevils.com

2009 NCAA Tournament guide



4/14/09 4:45 PMGreg Hansen : Harden will be a big task for Cats | www.azstarnet.com ®

Page 1 of 2http://www.azstarnet.com/sn/printDS/276830

Published: 01.21.2009

Greg Hansen : Harden will be a big task for Cats
Opinion by Greg Hansen

ARIZONA DAILY STAR

Arizona's Mysterious Mr. X, publicity-shy strategist Mike Dunlap, will draw the obligatory X's and O's on a grease
board today and explain how the X's are to stop the O's.

The Wildcats will be the X's; there will be many of them. They will trap, harass, surround and out-number the
single O on the board. That will be Arizona State's James Harden.

In the Pac-10, James Harden is the Big O.

As diagrammed by Mr. X, the scheme will appear to be a work of genius. It will sound good. It will look good. All of
those X's against one O. Brilliant.

But it will not work.

Whenever James Harden needs to get from Point A to Point B tonight, he will get there. The X's will scatter and the
O will find daylight — and probably draw a foul in the process.

It does not matter that Jim Livengood is paying the Mysterious Mr. X $375,000 to do nothing more than draw X's
and O's. It does not matter that tonight's game is a career challenge for Dunlap; the opportunity to create a hybrid
defense to stop James Harden, even though UCLA's defensive master, Ben Howland, and a slew of Final Four-tested
players could not do so.

In 30 seasons of Pac-10 basketball, James Harden is one of the three most difficult defensive matchups to step on
the McKale Center court.

There was UCLA'S 6-foot-10-inch shooting machine, Don MacLean, who could not be guarded effectively by anyone
in an Arizona uniform, not even by those Wildcats who wound up NBA multimillionaires.

There was Oregon State's 6-11 human layup, Steve Johnson, who waited patiently near the basket as two of Ralph
Miller's Pac-10 champion screening machines worked backdoor cuts and put on passing clinics so well that Johnson
shot .746 percent from the field in 1981-82.

Now comes Harden, who is a bull of a young man, 6-5 and maybe 225 pounds, a mixture of Khalid Reeves' full-
speed-ahead strength and Chris Mills' size, versatility and go-to-the-hole instincts. The only thing Harden lacks is
Sean Elliott's breakaway first step.

"Harden actually seems to seek contact; he plays better that way," says Tucson attorney Mike Redhair, a Sun
Devils starting point guard from 1986 to 1990. "He's got a mean streak, a tough streak. He'll jump into you, leading
with a shoulder or an elbow. Sometimes, he's unstoppable."

The four Sun Devils who start opposite Harden are willing role players, rooks and pawns to Harden's king. One of
them, senior center Jeff Pendergraph, possibly has a future playing overseas pro basketball. The others are Joe the
Plumber.

"He reminds me a lot of (ex-Sun Devil and NBA star) Lionel Hollins," says Tucson real estate executive Joe Nehls,
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an Arizona All-Pac-10 guard in 1980. "They're both big shooting guards, lefties, aggressive guys who go to the
basket."

Over the last 25 years, ASU has just three NCAA tournament teams. All of those, and several others, had superior
personnel to this Sun Devils team. Yet because Harden is so dynamic, and coach Herb Sendek is so effective at
getting the most out of limited resources, this ASU team has the look of one that could play on to the Sweet 16.

Much of that can be seen in Harden's 149 free throws. That's 54 more than Arizona's Jordan Hill, who seems to get
fouled every time he touches the ball. That's a lot of easy points.

It's possible that Harden will shoot more than 300 free throws this year. Only one man in Pac-10 history, ex-Sun
Devil center Ike Diogu (311), has done so. Stanford's marvelous Adam Keefe, who seemed to be shooting free
throws all night, never topped 267 in a season.

Harden isn't infallible. He scored a mere four points against USC's Daniel Hackett a week ago. It wasn't unlike
Arizona's Jerryd Bayless, who was limited to eight points by Hackett a year ago.

Alas, Arizona doesn't have a Daniel Hackett to guard Harden tonight.

"Harden presents a real predicament for Arizona's coaches," says Nehls. "If you put a big guy on him, he'll go
around him. If you put a smaller guy out there, he'll post him up. Arizona doesn't have anyone to match up with
him."

A year ago in Tempe, Harden scored 22 points in the second half, including an overtime-forcing drive to the bucket
when everyone in the gym knew he was going to get the ball and drive to the basket.

The O's beat all the X's that night 64-59.

Now it's Arizona's move again.

Contact columnist Greg Hansen at ghansen@azstarnet.com or 573-4362.
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