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Bob Wojnowski:

Low-key exit suits Watson
DETROIT -- He started to think it was time when he buried three of his old high school classmates last 

December, and when his body began sending him warnings. He started to think it was time when he 

realized the game had changed, that the focus of young players had shifted and his message didn't 

always get through. 

In many ways, Perry Watson was a coach from a different time, when Detroit high school basketball was among the best, 

when University of Detroit Mercy basketball was all about possibilities. Many -- although not all -- of those possibilities were 

realized as Watson rebuilt the UDM program, posting nine straight winning seasons from 1996-2004. 

On the day he stepped away, he felt no somberness, and no regrets. 

"I'm not sad at all," Watson, 57, said Wednesday as he retired after 15 seasons as Detroit's head coach. "It's a happy day. 

I look forward to retirement, but that doesn't mean I sit in a rocking chair. I just think you get to a certain point in life and 

you say, 'What else can I do? What other type of contribution can I make to young people or to society?' I might have done 

as much as I can as a basketball coach, because people are taking basketball the wrong way." 

That's not a knock on anyone, Watson wanted to be clear. 

It's just his observation, that it got harder to preach teamwork 

and graduation rates as more kids (and parents) grew more 

concerned about playing time and pro possibilities. 

Something to build on

This is the end of an era, although it shouldn't be the end for 

UDM's program, which needs to take the best of what 

Watson did and update it. Associate head coach Kevin 

Mondro did an admirable job keeping the team together after 

Watson took a medical leave on Jan. 7 and didn't return. The 

Titans were partly doomed by injuries and finished 7-23, 

capping an 18-42 two-year stretch. 

After nearly three decades as a Detroit basketball icon, 

Watson exited quietly, strangely, with a simple, glowing 

statement from the school. The low-key departure was fine with Watson, who wasn't much into flash, even when he was 

taking Detroit Southwestern to nine Class A championship games, winning two, while compiling a 302-34 record from 

1978-91. 

Watson followed with a whirlwind and controversial two years with the Fab Five at Michigan, and then 15 mostly successful 

seasons at Detroit, in his beloved hometown. He preached defense and grinding toughness, and for a long time it worked. 

The Titans were 258-185, including back-to-back NCAA Tournament appearances in 1998 and '99, when they beat St. John's 

and UCLA. 

Those were heady times, conjuring memories of the program jump-started in 1973 by Dick Vitale, a program that went 

mostly dormant until Watson's arrival in 1993. But once the misfortune started piling up for the Titans the last four seasons, 

it was hard to stop. 

And Watson knew it was time to go. 

"I'm not bitter, but we got undone by injuries," said Watson, whose team finished this season without its top guards, Jon 

Goode and Woody Payne. "It wasn't a hard decision because I never considered myself a basketball coach as much as an 

Perry Watson led Detroit Mercy to two NCAA 
Tournament appearances, but none since 1999. (Steve 
Perez/The Detroit News)
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educator. My commitment was to young people, and I just happened to use basketball." 

Basketball is a sport that can use people too. As summer AAU leagues became a bigger influence, Watson said he found 

kids more interested in honing their individual games. 

Watson could be stubborn, reluctant to embrace those changes, to pump up his offense. He didn't recruit as well, and the 

best players in Detroit were gobbled up by bigger programs. 

"Dealing with young people now, it's a lot different," Watson said. "I don't know if kids have changed that much or if it's the

parents. In the last few years, when I started talking about education, they changed the subject -- 'Could my kid start? How

many minutes will he play? Will he go to the pros?' "

Watson seemed less willing to play the rugged recruiting game. He also felt it was time to address his own health concerns, 

issues he declined to specify except to say they're precautionary, not major. 

Lives touched

Watson molded many, starting with his days at Southwestern when he coached future NBA players such as Jalen Rose, 

Howard Eisley and Voshon Lenard, many of whom still call or visit. He was always willing to fight for his program and his 

hometown, but Watson admits he grew tired of some elements of the job. 

He said when he watched the retirement of Michigan's Lloyd Carr, he completely understood. You pour as much as you can 

into something, until there's not much left to pour. 

"Next to my father, Coach Watson is the most influential person in my life," said Mondro, a former UDM player who has 

diligently climbed the ranks and would love to be considered for the job. "The guy was so committed to the program, driven 

for so long, he needs time to enjoy life." 

There were other coaching opportunities a decade ago but Watson never wanted to leave Detroit. He has no plans and 

doubts he'll coach again. 

"If I do, it won't be at the Division I level," he said. "I don't know what's next for me. I'll see what excites me. I love 

basketball, but I've never been one to allow others to define what I'm about." 

It's a definition muddled by some, embraced by others. Ultimately, it comes from the young people he influenced more than 

the games he won or lost. That's how teachers are judged, and that suits him just fine. 

You can reach Bob Wojnowski at bob.wojnowski@detnews.com
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