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Tim Noble paced through the empty band room, preparing 
for his performance. Even just warming up, his massive voice fi lled the 
spaces in the small room occupied by an old drum set, empty instrument 
cases and a hanger of vests.

Noble, a large man with a laugh as piercing and hearty as his baritone 
voice, has performed all over the world. Getting his current opportunity, 
he said, meant more to him than performing at the Metropolitan Opera 
in New York, one of the world’s most renowned opera houses in which he 
has performed nearly 100 times.

As a result of this gig, Indiana natives recognize him in restaurants. For 
this performance, he doesn’t play a character, and he sings the lyrics not 
of Verdi or Puccini, but those of Francis Scott Key.

“Oh, say, can you see, by—“
He paused, dissatisfi ed with the last note. 
“BY,” he bellowed, then mumbling, “there we go.”
Noble, clad in a red-and-white checkered collared shirt, a brown vest 

and black slacks (he refuses to wear jeans when he sings), needs just four 
minutes to prepare. 

Twenty-six minutes before the IU basketball team was set to take on 
the Evansville Purple Aces on Nov. 26, Noble strutted his way onto Branch 
McCracken Court at Assembly Hall, which was soon to be his stage. 

Though Assembly Hall has not always been Noble’s stage, it 
has been a constant in his life. Growing up in Peru, Ind., he would watch 
games on television, and like any Indiana-raised child, he played basket-
ball whenever he could. 

When he wasn’t dreaming of playing basketball as a child, he would 
think about the men singing the National Anthem before the games. In 
the late 1950s and early 1960s, longtime Jacobs School of Music profes-
sor Ralph Appelman sang the anthem, and a young Noble imagined 
himself in Appelman’s shoes.

“I saw that,” Noble said, “and I thought, ‘Boy, I’d really love to be able to 
do that someday.’”

Nearly half a century later, after living out of a suitcase and playing 
characters for decades, Noble fi nally found his chance to perform as 
himself in a dream role.

By the late 1990s, Noble had reached a point in his life where he was 
looking to settle down, and was fortunate enough to be off ered a posi-
tion teaching at IU. During the past 15 years, Noble has worked primarily 
one-on-one with graduate opera students looking to fi nd success similar 
to his. Noble has performed in more than 50 leading roles in opera 
houses from San Francisco to Venice, including four world premiers. Prior 
to the Big Red Basketball Band backing him up, he sang with the London 
Philharmonic, the Chicago Symphony Orchestra and others.

At the Metropolitan Opera alone, Noble performed at least 99 times 
between 1988 and 1997, singing in “La Bohème,” “Don Giovanni,” “Rigolet-
to” and other legendary operas, according to the Metropolitan’s archives.

After he returned to IU, Noble received the opportunity to take over 
as the anthem singer. Noble started in 2001 and has sung the majority of 
Big Ten games since then as well as numerous nonconference games.

His one small disappointment about taking the role of singing the 
anthem was that it was after his acquaintance Bob Knight was no longer 
the head coach of the team.

N   

oble met Knight not at Assembly Hall or even on 
IU’s campus but at the Third Base Lounge on South Walnut Street in 
Bloomington. Knight often went to lunch there with his coaching 
staff , and one afternoon Noble was seated nearby.

As Knight spoke loudly to his staff , Noble realized that he and 
Knight had more in common than he expected. Knight, a military 
history enthusiast, was telling his staff  about the Battle of Little Big-
horn, and Noble is also a student of military and Native American 
history. 

Noble noticed that a few of Knight’s facts were wrong about the 
1876 battle, so he made his way to Knight’s table and got Knight’s 
attention. He fi rmly told Knight that his facts about the tactics and 
details of the battle were wrong.

Knight retorted asking Noble to tell him of the inaccuracies. 
Noble invited him over to his table, and after a few minutes, Knight 
acquiesced, agreeing that he was mistaken on some points. The 
conversation spawned a casual friendship that resulted in Noble — 
or “Caruso,” as Knight called him — being invited to some practices 
and lunch with the coach. It also led to the two of them playing 
golf a handful of times.

On one such occasion, Knight and Noble were out at the IU 
Golf Course, and Noble again tried to off er advice to Knight. Many 
of Knight’s shots were slicing, and Noble was convinced it was 
because Knight was leaning too far back, opening up the club 
face and spinning the ball away from him. Noble pointed it out to 
Knight, and Knight again was quick to retort.

“Listen, Caruso,” Knight said. “I don’t (expletive) with your singing 
voice, you don’t (expletive) with my golf swing.”

Noble laughed it off , knowing that he would beat Knight and col-
lect the small sum they bet on the round at the end of the day.

The two haven’t stayed in contact much since Knight’s exit from 
the school in 2000, and the fact that Noble was never able to sing 
the anthem during Knight’s time as head coach is a bit of a disap-
pointment.

“I never did it when Knight was here, which is kind of a pity,” 
Noble said, “because I would have loved to have been able to throw 
a chair across the room or something.”

Before arriving at Assembly Hall and before he had 
his moment alone in the empty band room prior to IU’s game 
against Evansville, he was sure to have his pregame diet Coke. 

Before arriving at Assembly Hall and before he had his moment 
alone in the empty band room prior to IU’s game against Evansville, 
he was sure to have his pregame Diet Coke. 

“And when I get back to my seat, I get my popcorn,” he said with 
a smile and a wink just after arriving at Assembly Hall.

He arrived on the court, daughter Callie at his side, about 40 
minutes prior to the 8 p.m. tipoff  to greet Woodley and spend time 
around the team and the court. 

“Ready for another year of this craziness?” he asked an usher.
At 7:30, Noble checked his watch and headed to the next phase 

of his pregame routine, which was his moment alone in the empty 
band room. As the team warmed up with layup drills, Noble did 
what he calls “vocal layups,” prepping his voice for the main event. 
When he came back out, he made his way around the court, greet-
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ing old friends and making new ones. 
As he stood alongside the court, person after person stopped to 

shake his hand. He knew some of them, but many were IU fans who 
recognize him. Two young men with courtside seats turned and 
immediately knew who he was.

“You singing tonight?” one of them, wearing a blue sweater, 
asked.

“What are you talking about?” his friend, sporting a white IU 
shirt and red hat said before Noble had a chance to respond. “He’s 
always singing.”

About 13 minutes before tipoff , Noble said goodbye to Callie 
and walked to a spot under the basket as the band played “Sweet 
Caroline.” Microphone in hand, he awaited his cue to step onto the 
stage.

F ans recognize him both inside and outside Assembly 
Hall, sometimes by name but mostly as simply the guy who 
sings the anthem.

Fans recognize him both inside and outside Assembly Hall, 
sometimes by name but mostly as simply the guy who sings the 
anthem.

At a Wendy’s in Bedford, Ind., he stopped for a Coke and 
heard a woman whisper, “That’s the National Anthem guy.”

At a hole-in-the-wall restaurant in Ireland, Ind., called The 
Chicken Place, his server recognized him as “a younger ver-
sion of the guy on TV that does the National Anthem.” Noble 
laughed, not knowing whether to take it as a compliment or an 
insult.

“It’s funny,” Noble said. “Nobody knows my name, but they 
know I’m the National Anthem guy.”

The moniker fits even better than his server in Ireland or 
the customer in Bedford knows. Noble’s version of the Star-
Spangled Banner is not confined to Assembly Hall. He has sung 
the anthem all over the country at various levels and at various 
sporting events. 

Decades ago, he sang the anthem on national television 
with the University of Alabama band during legendary football 
coach Bear Bryant’s tenure. Just last year, Noble sang at Bankers 
Life Arena before a Pacers game. When his daughter Callie was 

the head volleyball coach at Tulane University, he also sang the 
anthem there.

Noble has sung so many times that he compared it to brush-
ing his teeth, but some performances stand out to him and his 
wife Donna. One of his first appearances came in 2001 after the 
terrorist attacks of Sept. 11, and the intensity of the perfor-
mance and the moment consumed the crowd at Assembly Hall, 
which Donna still remembers clearly.

Each of the past two seasons has produced memorable 
performances of the anthem for Noble. On Dec. 10, 2011, Noble 
arrived at Assembly Hall with Donna and his son to the most 
intense atmosphere that he could remember. Top-ranked Ken-
tucky was visiting, and the building was alive.

“It was electric,” Noble said. “I could have forgotten every word 
and fallen on my face, and they’d have still cheered for me.”

Though he has not forgotten the words to the song after all 
these years, one performance during the 2012-13 season nearly 
fell apart. Prior to IU’s matchup with Coppin State on Dec. 1, 
2012, Noble walked onto Branch McCracken Court as usual. As 
he began singing, however, his microphone went out. 

Rather than stop and ask for a new microphone, Noble took 
the microphone away from his mouth and sang louder.

David Woodley, the direc-
tor of the Big Red Basketball 
Band that plays at games and 
provides backing music for 
Noble, immediately reacted. 
He saw Noble put the micro-
phone to his side and turned 
to his band, instructing it to 
play as quietly as possible. 

Noble, usually very 
physically active during his 
performances, emphati-
cally gestured to the crowd 
to sing along. The student 
section needed no such 
encouragement, as the front 
few rows often sing with him 
regardless of the micro-
phone. 

While the situation itself 
was far from typical, the enthusiasm of Noble’s performance is a 
staple. Woodley, who has been at IU the whole time Noble has, 
said he directs the band differently for Noble, as he knows the 
anthem will usually be a bit faster and more energetic.

After being paid to sing his whole life, Noble isn’t too con-
cerned with money when it comes to singing the anthem. He 
has just two requirements whenever and wherever he sings at 
sporting events. 

All he needs is a Diet Coke and a bag of popcorn.
“Give me a Diet Coke, and I’ll show up anywhere,” Noble said 

with a laugh.

E   ven though Noble is singing in front of an audi-
ence in a famed venue, he said singing the anthem is com-
pletely unlike an opera performance. In many ways, it is more 
genuine, he says.

On stage, he often plays villains such as Iago in Verdi’s 

“I’m down there doing it 
and look like I’m having a 
ball and really raising Cain 
with my voice, that’s exactly 
what I’m thinking about.”
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“Otello,” his favorite opera. He always liked playing villains but 
still can’t articulate why exactly. 

He portrays these characters to an audience that sits in the 
dark, one that he can’t even see. At Assembly Hall, he can 
clearly see his audience, and what the audience sees is him, not 
Iago or any other characters.

“I like to pride myself in trying to find the truth in singing and 
music and art,” Noble said. “I think that’s what’s really important, 
and so when I’m down there doing it and look like I’m having 
a ball and really raising Cain with my voice, that’s exactly what 
I’m thinking about.”

W ith his vocal layups finished and his Diet Coke 
long gone, Noble walked out from his spot under the basket 
with microphone in hand, standing just outside the paint near 
the south basket.

The 16,255 at Assembly Hall stood, including Donna from her 
seat about 23 rows back in section K. Silence filled the arena, 
awaiting Noble’s boisterous baritone voice.

Woodley and Noble locked eyes as they have done dozens 
of times. Woodley counted two beats for Noble, and Noble 
launched into the opening line of “The Star-Spangled Banner” 
with exactly nine minutes on the scoreboard’s clock counting 
down to tipoff.

He hit the note accompanying the lyric “by” that he wasn’t 
happy with before the performance and went on to hit the rest 

of them. He took a step back on his right as he sang, “and the 
rockets’…” and thrust himself forward on his left foot, lifting 
himself up on his toes with each of the words “red” and “glare.” 
As he finished the stanza, singing of bombs bursting in air, he 
dramatically straightened his back leg and his back while glanc-
ing quickly to his right as if he were back on stage trying to 
accentuate a pivotal lyric.

These movements, he said afterward, are done mostly uncon-
sciously, as he is focusing not on his body, but on the powerful 
and patriotic lyrics of “The Star-Spangled Banner.” As he has 
always done, Noble tries to make his performances not about 
the singing of Noble but the words of Verdi, Puccini or Key, in 
this case.

Noble did the same shifting of his weight back on his right 
foot as he came to the final stanza, launching himself forward 
and up on his toes again for “of the free.” He rocked back again, 
preparing to finish with fervor. 

Cheers were already starting as he began the final line, and 
he lifted himself one last time on his left leg as he held the last 
word, “brave,” for a full three seconds before he dropped back 
down to end the note. 

The entire performance lasted just 69 seconds, shorter than 
most others make it. Noble smiled as he waved to the crowd 
before giving Woodley a hearty handshake and slap on the back. 

The man with an affinity for playing villains was as amiable 
as could be as he shook hands on the way to his seat next to 
Donna. Ten minutes post-anthem, Noble was off the stage once 
again, watching IU basketball as he had all his life, box of 
popcorn in hand.

Tim Noble has worked at 
Assembly Hall for years, and 
this fall he added a rendition 
of “Back Home Again In Indi-
ana” at Memorial Stadium to 
his repertoire.
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