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 COVERS AND THIS PAGE ATIBA JEFFERSON

ROSTER

32  I CAN’T COMPLAIN 

Less than two years after winning the 
MVP award, Kevin Durant is an...
afterthought? As long as he keeps 
scoring and the Thunder have a 
chance to win the West, we don’t 
think he minds.  

36  THE ROCK 

With a super-modern game we’ve 
rarely seen before but an old-school 
persona that’s proven popular in San 
Antonio, Kawhi Leonard (far right) 
keeps delivering for the Spurs. 

42  THE RISE 

Most players picked at No. 30 are 
lucky to stick in the League with a 
small role. Jimmy Butler (near right) 
isn’t most No. 30 picks. 

48  THE LIFE OF MELO 

More than a decade deep in the 
League, New York superstar Carmelo 

Anthony knows where he stands. 

52  BLESSINGS 

If Michigan State wins a National Title 
this year, truly local product Denzel 

Valentine will be a big reason why. 

54  DARKEST BEFORE... 

Former college and pro star  
Dawn Staley is hoping to make 
an even bigger mark while coaching 
the also-ran-turned-title-contender 
South Carolina Gamecocks. 

58  GAVE ’EM HOPE 

Jahlil Okafor has already proven that 
he’s good enough to lead the rebuild 
in Philadelphia. 

62  REAL FRIENDS 

LeBron James’ high-school 

teammates strove for greatness  
just like he did.

66  TOTAL FRAT MOVE 

The University of Houston’s Phi 

Slama Jama teams may be the 
coolest in college basketball history. 
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FRONT 
COURT

12  TRASH TALK

From kids to prisoners to former 
SLAM Art Directors, this issue’s 
“letters section” features a little bit 
of everything.

15  HYPE

Covering many different March 
Madness plots, Lisa Ann gives up a 
lot and a book rec for Russell 
Westbrook—why not? Plus a look at 
Evan Fournier’s long journey to the 
League and some extra-cold All-Star 
Weekend NOYZ (get it?).

28  SLAMADAMONTHS

In the wake of an unprecedented 
Dunk Contest that featured extra 
rounds and more 50s than a bank, 
we had to make an unprecedented 
move and do two Slamadamonths.

  

BACK 
COURT

70  THE FAN 

March badness.

72  KICKS ON COURT

All-Star begets spring.

74  KICKS OFF COURT

Totally awesome.

75  KICKS EXTRA

Things we love: socks and Chucks.

76  PUNKS

Edrice Adebayo (left), Jarrett Allen, 
Jonah Matthews, Charlie Moore  
and Jocelyn Willoughby go Bam!  

80  FROZEN MOMENT 

Later, Gator.



Actually, little dude learned it from you. 

And if you smoke cigarettes, your little 

brother may learn how to do that 

from you too.  
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ALEX WONG Our man Alex, more famously known via his great 

Twitter feed @steven_lebron, was born in Hong Kong, raised in Toronto 

(where most of us met him for the first time over All-Star Weekend)  

and trying to make it work in New York. His earliest basketball memory 

was in the driveway, wearing a Shaquille O’Neal Orlando Magic jersey, 

asking his dad to lower the rim so he would throw down numerous  

dunks and pretend he was an unstoppable force. When Alex isn’t writing 

about basketball (and other sports) for the likes of us, GQ, Sporting 

News, SportsonEarth and VICE, he stays busy looking for a Michael 

Dickerson Vancouver Grizzlies jersey. We have just the guy for you, Alex. 

*Texts Mr. Throwback*

OFF THE BENCH

I
n my many years 
attending All-Star 
Weekend for SLAM, 
I’ve seen and been a 

part of many memorable 
moments. Executing a 
cover shoot smack dab 
in the middle of it had 
never been one of them, 
though. And the shoots 
we did in Toronto were 
no run-of-the-mill cover 
shoots, either. It was two 
guys, from two different 
conferences. One of ’em 
injured, the other one 
about as into media obli-
gations as his legendarily 
laconic teammate, Tim 
Duncan. 

And yet, we got it done. 
Mixed-up schedules? 
Sub-zero temperatures 
outside? Barely warmer temps inside (we shot inches above the ice in the “old” Maple Leaf 
Gardens)? Well, when you’ve got Atiba Jefferson running point on the camera side of things and 
the Jordan Brand and Taylor Strategy crew running point on the talent side of things, we can make 
magic happen. Obviously the cooperation of two very gracious All-Stars, Jimmy Butler and Kawhi 
Leonard (pictured with Atiba above), was essential, too. The result is two great-looking covers, and 
two great-reading stories, featuring two young, improving players who excel at both ends of the floor 
and hold the keys to success for their respective (and iconic) franchises.

 All-Star for us is usually about meetings, interviews, parties, slam dunks, slammed drunks and 
more taxi rides than we take in an entire year in Manhattan. This year we threw a cover shoot into the 
middle of everything and crossed our fingers everything would work out. And did it ever.

Major, right?

Peace,

Ben Osborne



FOLLOW US @DICKSNATIONALS  
 LIKE US ON FACEBOOK.COM/DICKSNATIONALS



Gorgeous cover! I love everything...
the photo, the fonts...Kudos, SLAM! 
Oh, I love Russell Westbrook too, so 
kudos for getting him as the cover!
Maxine Comeau, via Facebook

Unlike reader Mark Mathis, I’m not 
disheartened at all that Dave Zirin 
brings a look at the real world into 
“Louder Than a Bomb.” It’s the first 
item I look for each issue. So thank 
you, SLAM, for allowing Dave to 
give us just a slight glance at the 
real world before we indulge in the 
wonderful world of hoops.
Michael Wright, Daly City, CA

Thanks for reading!—Ed.

First, I just want to say thank you to 
the man you featured in Jon Abrams’ 

excerpt in Issue 196. Being born in 
the ’90s after the Magic era, it was 
all about Jordan. My grandfather was 
a Laker fan so I never had a choice. 
But when we traded for this kid 
from Philly, Jerry West had a vision 
that resulted in: 7 Finals, 5 titles, 
11-time First-Team All-NBA, MVP, 
two-time Finals MVP, third-leading 
scorer in NBA history and a 17-time 
All-Star. The impact he’s had on my 
life and game is unmatched. I feel 
like family. We’ve been through so 
much. From the 3-peat with Shaq 
through the Smush Parker era to the 
return of Phil Jackson when we won 
two more. I just want you to know 
my loyalty is forever. I’ll always bleed 
purple and gold. I’ll never forget 
when you dropped 81 against the 

Raptors or how you dropped 62 on 
Dallas and sat out the fourth. Or how 
you willed the Lakers to a Game 7 
win over Boston shooting 6-24 with 
15 rebounds and a torn ligament 
to capture your fifth title. There 
will never be another. To the Black 
Mamba: I love you. 
Tay Da Gr8, Bunker Hill, IN 

I’m a fan from the UK and have been 
collecting SLAM since 2009. Rather 
ironically, my first issue was a Kobe 
one (featured in the picture, second 
from top). I’ve never been a big Kobe 
fan, and since I support Miami, it is 
obvious that I look toward LeBron 
rather than Kobe. However, when 
you see him play, there’s something 
great about him. I think it’s sad 
to see the past fading in terms of 
basketball; we’ve had so many top 
players retire lately and quite a few 
legends pass away; I can’t help 
but think there’s only Garnett that 
remains (I could be wrong!). But 
seeing all the recent posts about 
Kobe playing his last game in differ-
ent cities makes you appreciate the 
greatness that was and always will 
be. It’s such a shame to see Kobe 
retire. That letter he wrote to Lakers 
fans put all of my hate toward him to 
one side and made me realize what 
a great player he was. Things like 
that show me how the sport goes 
beyond the court. We are united by 
something we love and appreciate 

the game. That letter really put things 
into perspective. Another thing that 
made me appreciate our sport was 
the letter to Kobe from a Celtics fan; 
it goes to show we all appreciate 
greatness. And by the way, I’m lov-
ing the covers and redesign. I read 
you’ve got a new designer and they 
are doing a great job. I hope this gets 
published because I wanted to show 
my appreciation toward Kobe.
Rob Glew, UK

Thanks Rob! Pic at right.—Ed.

PROP MASTERS

It’s crazy because I was always into 
Sports Illustrated until I saw SLAM. 
The joint is dope—players, fashion, 
kicks! I’m definitely going to sub-
scribe. I’ve got to get every issue. I’m 
a Chicago and Tar Heel fan. One.
Nellz, Chesapeake, VA

Props to your magazine. I’ve been a 
reader and subscriber since I was a 
kid. I’m not going to mention the lack 
of covering my Pacers :). I would, 
however, like to see love thrown 
toward the city of Dayton. It happens 
to be where I live and teach. I spent 
some time coaching and currently 
have two players playing DI. (Shout 
out to Demetrius Henry at La Salle 
and Deontae Hawkins at ISU.) The 
history is rich here, and it has defi-
nitely carried over. From the first four 
and our Dayton Flyers’ rise, to Norris 
Cole and the state powerhouse that 

NSTAGRAM OF THE MONTH

GO WEST

Thank you for putting my man Westbrook  

on the cover! He got All-Star Game MVP the 

second year in a row. Now when is he going 

to get the NBA MVP? It’s long overdue. The 

articles on Andre Drummond and Taj Gibson 

were on point as well. And I appreciate the 

Kobe pre-Lakers article. Peace to the Black 

Mamba! I can’t wait for Issue 200! I know 

it’s going to be Slamtastic!

Fredric Cooper, Rancho Cucamonga, CA

@MONEY.MIZ

Waiting on Jordans Vol. 3 from  

@slamonline like    . In the 

meantime, I’m doing my homework... 

#SlamKicks #SlamMagazine 

#Slam #JordansVol1 

#JordansVol2 #ButIGotThem-

JsTho #Jordans #Kicks 

#SneakerHeadProblems

TAG YOUR PICS #MySlam 
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need to go to the monitor; as soon 
as they blow the whistle, the review 
from NBA Central is in progress.  
We need some action from the NBA!
HG, via email

Amen, dude. And great to hear  
from you!—Ed.

MO BOOGIE...MO COWBELL!! 
Cruising Route 50 just outside of 
Sacramento inspecting the silhouette 
of skyscrapers as miles upon miles 
of rural landscape and cattle ranches 
fly by with Issue 195 by my side. As 
I stare at the realest cover since AI 
on No. 150, I match it up against 
the strange and lonely vibe of this 
city and think of DeMarcus Cousins’ 
existence here. Like CWebb before 
him, searching for one decent soul-
food restaurant, Boogie reincarnates 
a similar vibe, starving for wins, build-
ing positive energy. Similar to those 
early 2000s squads, Cousins and 
crew mirror the same attitude and 
excitement as momentum and energy 
build, hopefully equaling playoff 
wins! In an era dominated by the fo-
cus on social media and Flagrant 1s 
and 2s, Boogie Cousins KEEPS IT 
REAL despite the GPS coordinates, 
proving the GAME is not a location, 
it’s A STATE OF MIND!!!  
Mike Verderber, Berkeley, CA

You’re nuts.—Ed.

I’m reppin’ the 305 right now on 
lockdown status, blessed tho. First 
of all, I give SLAM two thumbs up! I 
love your magazines (RAW!) and Ima 
tell you like this: So many people love 
you, somebody gotta hate you. Lol. 
Real talk tho, because if someone 
don’t like your magazines, they 
most likely aren’t livin right. Today is 
1/18/16 and the Warriors are DE-
STROYING the Cavs. Hands down, 
I ride or die with Miami whether 
we got LeBron or not, whether we 

having a good season or not, but I 
believe LeBron made a poor decision 
leaving. He looks at that scoreboard 
and deep down in his heart he wants 
to call Wade and Bosh to pick him 
up right now!! I like LeBron, I ain’t 
mad at him, but if it’s not the Heat, 
then I’m ridin’ with the Warriors. 
Numbers don’t lie, check the score-
board. No phone or access to the 
world for over a year (only radio). In a 
cell the size of a shoebox, I’m only 21 
but the show don’t stop, SLAM got 
my back! I don’t even know where to 
start but I love everything about your 
magazine. Every story, every pic. Ima 

sneaker head, you keep me in the 
game! I’m chasing dreams, Ima make 
it there to the top or die trying. And 
when I do…best believe this won’t 
be the last time I show love to SLAM!
Pikachu, via email

Hasn’t Jimmy Butler taken off?!? 
The guy had his averages go up ev-
ery season. Was a No. 30 pick, now 
he’s the Bulls’ best player, All-Star, 
MIP, potential MVP. The guy has 
gone through so much and deserves 
the cover of SLAM. 
Jason Kehoe, via email

Thank me later.—Ed.

TWEET OF THE MONTH

is Dayton Dunbar, ball continues to 
pave the way for the young men and 
women of our community. Check us 
out during March Madness.   
Tyler Gilcher, via email

You guys haven’t done a poster of 
Kevin Durant in a while. I know you 
want to do someone everybody 
likes, but you done so many LeBron 
posters, he covers an entire one of 
my walls. KD is shining this season 
and he’s done a lot of beautiful 
dunks so far. Can you do me a favor 
and put him doing one of his beauti-
ful dunks on one side of the poster? 
Eric Girard, Winnipeg

Will you settle for a long feature  
(pg 32)?—Ed. 

Former SLAM Art Director Herb 
George checking in! Since I left, I’ve 
become a die-hard NBA fan! I’ve 
been a Clippers season-ticket holder 
for years and a Clippers fan since the 
D-Miles/Q-Rich/Elton days. It’s been 
a long, hard road! I’ve been wanting 
to get this out for a while and feel so 
passionate about it that I decided 
to write: WHAT IS UP WITH THE 
REFS??? As a fan, I just want 
consistency and the right call made. 
Is that too much to ask? Apparently! 
Too many times a foul is called, then 
we see the replay and the call is just 
wrong. It’s painful to watch. Then the 
next morning the NBA will release 
news that the wrong call was made? 
After the game? And the call clearly 
affected the outcome? And this is 
after they reviewed the call at the 
game, and they still got it wrong? 
How is that acceptable? The Hack-
a-Shaq (DJ) rule is horrible, and if 
the NBA is about providing any kind 
of entertainment and keeping fans 
happy, they should consider making 
it illegal the whole game. I took my 
dad to our first NBA game together: 
Clips v Blazers. DJ went to the line 
34 times. My dad had no idea what 
was going on. Ghost fouls? I see 
them all the time. A team is up 15-20, 
then all of a sudden gets called for 
five defensive fouls and sends the 
other team to the line? Is this the refs 
trying to control the score and even 
it up? Why would a team up 15-20 
commit five fouls? It doesn’t make 
sense. As for replay and when it’s 
allowed, we have technology now 
where NBA Central can commu-
nicate live with the refs. They don’t 
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  SLAMONLINE

SEND LETTERS TO:  

TRASH TALK, C/O SLAM 261 MADISON AVENUE,  

6TH FLOOR, NY, NY, 10016 

MESSAGE US ON FACEBOOK OR EMAIL US AT:  

TRASHTALK@ENTHUSIASTNETWORK.COM  

(WE MAY EDIT LETTERS TO FIT.)



H A L  P A S T N E R  P R E S E N T S 

BGFOOTHOOPSCOM                                                     (713) 524 3036

THE HEAT IS ON.
A NEW CLASS C BEG NS JULY 6 10, 2016 



W
e all have heroes 
when we’re young, 
before cynicism 
and heartbreak and 
the glaring lights of 
reality make those 

mythical people a bit too much like 
the rest of us. They don’t disappear, 
those glorious stars, they just get 
clobbered by humanity and become 
less than we thought they were. 
Most of the time it isn’t their fault, it’s 
ours. Call it growing up.

But we’ll forget all that for a mo-
ment, and return to the realm of young 
Rick’s magic kingdom in his early 
sports years. His first hero was Chet 
Walker, the silky smooth forward for 
Bradley University, right there in little 
Rick’s hometown of Peoria, IL. When 
the kid got a rare chance to watch 
“Chet the Jet” live at Robertson  
Memorial Fieldhouse, (because an 
extra ticket somehow became avail-
able and his dad, who went to many 
Bradley games with mom, said, “OK, 
it’s your turn.”), he about died.

He was a grade-schooler back 
then, and when Chet went off to the 
NBA in 1962, there was a need for 
somebody else in the college game 
to fill his little hoops heart. Bingo! Bill 
Bradley arrived. The guy was perfect, 
almost literally.

He was an Eagle Scout, he 
turned down a zillion scholarships 
to go to Princeton for free because 

of its academic standards, he 
became a three-time All-American, 
the youngest player on the USA’s 
Gold medal-winning 1964 Olympic 
basketball team, a Rhodes Scholar, 
and, in time, a US senator. 

He set about every offensive 
record there was at Princeton, and—
here’s the good part—he proved to 
the world (and me) that he was legit 
and big-time and not a puffed-up, 
6-5, slow-footed white boy when he 
led Princeton to its only Final Four 
appearance in 1964 and scored 
major points on almost everybody the 
Tigers played that season. When he 
dropped 58 points on Wichita State 
in the consolation game and was 
named Final Four MVP, even though 
Princeton finished third in the Tour-
ney, the hero thing was set in stone.

Time went by, of course, and the 
teenager became a man, and then a 
sportswriter, who would go into the 
Knicks locker room years later and 
try to talk to Bradley himself. That the 
conversation went badly. The former 
hero, who would play 10 years and 
win two NBA Championships with 
the Knicks, would prove to be rather 
gruff and non-communicative, and 
helped to propel the sportswriter’s 
transition to full adulthood.

But that’s life. And once upon a 
time, years ago, at Tourney time, Bill 
Bradley shined with epic grace. And 
I thank him.

 

SL AMONLINE COM   15  

P
r
in

c
e

to
n

 A
th

e
ti

c
s

THE  
 OPENING  
TIP
always by  

 Rick Telander



G
e

n
e
 S

w
e

e
n

e
y 

Jr
/G

e
tt

y 
Im

a
g

e
s

O
nce Utah’s 2014-15 season 

ended, freshman center 

Jakob Poeltl had a decision 

to make: should he stay in 

college or make the jump to the 

NBA? On one hand, leaving was 

a no-brainer. Poeltl was one of the 

NCAA Tournament’s breakout stars, 

as the native of Austria went for 

13.7 points, 5.7 blocks and 3 re-

bounds per game in three contests 

for the Utes.

More importantly, he showed off 

an unusually polished game as a 

freshman. Poeltl is a 7-footer with 

the uncanny ability to run the floor, 

score in the low post and hit a few 

jumpers if he needs to. Additionally, 

he’s a great rebounder and a solid 

shot blocker, so defense wasn’t a 

big concern, either. He mixed a high 

ceiling with good production, so 

why wouldn’t he go get paid?

On the other hand, Poeltl didn’t 

know if he wanted to go yet. He 

didn’t grow up obsessing over 

the best basketball league in the 

world—he admits that games were 

oftentimes on too late for him to 

watch back home.

It was a risk, obviously. He was 

a true freshman whose draft stock 

was high, but for Poeltl, it was a risk 

worth taking. After talking with a 

number of people in his life, Poeltl 

decided that he could still learn a 

lot by staying and that he mentally 

wasn’t quite ready to go pro.

“At the end of the day, it was a 

gut decision,” Poeltl says. “I just 

didn’t feel comfortable yet.”

So far, his decision has paid 

off. As we go to press, Utah is a 

21-7 force in the Pac-12 and Poeltl 

has been outstanding, going for 

18.1 points, 9 rebounds and 1.4 

blocks per game while shooting 67 

percent from the field. ESPN and 

DraftExpress have him down as the 

No. 7 player in the 2016 Draft and 

the top center prospect. Assum-

ing everything shakes out, Poeltl 

will become the first Austrian-born 

player in the NBA.

Needless to say, it seems  

like he made the right decision.  

−Bill DiFilippo

The first half of this NOYZ is gonna be All-Star 

HEAVY. Which, as the old heads may recall, used 

to be how all post-ASW issues did things in NOYZ…

There was WAY too much talk about “clients” 

in Toronto. Everyone you talk to is NOT a cli-

ent—even if you wish they were…SLAM is like 

the original Player’s Tribune—and not nearly as 

expensive…Rudy Gay been on the trade block his 

whole career…Do you, Kanye…Dew better, please…

The SLAM Facebook takeover is coming…”Father 

Stretch My Hands, Pt. 1” >>> “Damn, Daniel!”

JAKOB  
POELTL
Utah, 7-0, C

IN YOUR FACE

AT THE END OF 
THE DAY, NOT 
GOING PRO WAS 
A GUT DECISION. 
I JUST DIDN’T 
FEEL COMFORT-
ABLE YET.”

“ 
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I just got back...
from my first All-Star Weekend, 

and it was amazing. It’s hard to 

pick one thing that stands out; 

Just being there, with my fellow 

rooks, with the All-Stars, seeing 

all the events in person was 

special. I would say I learned 

a lot from the experience, but 

that would be understating it. I 

mean, I learned a lot. Other than 

that, it was fun. It was cold, too, 

and I’m not just saying that as 

an L.A. man!

Being chosen...
to play in the Rookie-Sopho-

more Game was pretty cool. 

What made it extra was getting 

to team up with my guy Jordan 

Clarkson. I feel like we did our 

thing and represented for the 

Lakers. It was good to spend 

time with Devin, Karl and the 

guys I spent time with in the 

summer but haven’t seen much 

since. It made me realize how 

far all of us have come. 

Now it’s timing...
for the stretch run. I know we’re 

not necessarily playing for a 

spot in the Playoffs, but I’m still 

doing my best to treat every 

game like it’s a big one. I want 

to win them all, trust me. That 

said, I want to learn as much as 

I can about playing point guard 

in the NBA. That’s my goal for 

the last few months. 

Outside of hooping...
I’ve been keeping it low-key. 

I celebrated my birthday—20 

came quick!—but otherwise I’ve 

been hibernating in the gym 

and my crib. The season is long, 

and I’ve seen that conserving 

energy when you can is impor-

tant. I always got time for the 

SLAM Diary, though!

 D’ANGELO
RUSSELL

LYRICS OF THE MONTH “If Hov J, then every Jordan 

need a Rodman,” “Feedback”; “I’m about to drive 90 miles 

like Matt Barnes just to whoop a nigga ass,” “30 Hours”; 

The Life Of Pablo. That’s 8 for 8. Jay needed more than 

Rodman after 6. Em went through hell after 4. NaS had it 

rough early. Pac and Big, well, you know. True heads will 

argue Black Thought all day, but still. Stop now and it’s an 

unassailable catalog. Drake is on his heels though, trying 

to maintain his own impeccable discography this spring 

with Views From The 6.

KANYE-ESQUE RANT OF THE MONTH Can they 

go 12 for 13 like Anthony Davis in the All-Star Game, 

though? CHRIS PAUL AND ANTHONY DAVIS BASI-

CALLY HAVE 4 FIRST NAMES and destined to collab 

on ’oops…just like SHAQ AND KOBE, BUT KOBE 

AIN’T WANT IT! Can all these tributes please include 

the following: REMEMBER THE TIME KOBE GAVE UP 

A CHANCE FOR 3-4 MORE CHIPS? Word to Jordan 

damn near dragging Washington teams to the Playoffs.

stat line causes fits of mass drooling. 

This is the time for you to read a 

mind-expanding work on the theme of 

personal freedom, the tragic drama  

A Doll’s House by Henrik Ibsen. 

A Doll’s House is a story that chal-

lenges established notions of family, 

particularly the role of a husband and 

wife. Some people make point guards 

seem like traditional housewives, who 

take care of the kids and make sure 

everyone gets fed and the place is 

clean. The woman couldn’t have her 

independence. It’s like forcing a point 

guard to be responsible for everyone 

else’s scoring, calling the plays, set-

ting up the defense, making sure the 

ball boys are tipped and all of those 

Xs and Os that lead to other people’s 

glory. Russ, you are freedom. You 

have been challenging conventions 

of what the point is allowed to do. 

Sure, others have paved the way as 

score-first point guards, you have 

peers like Steph Curry who do more 

than just think and pass, but you are 

the true embodiment of freedom with 

all of your recklessness. To put it 

simply, you’re different, and so is Nora 

Helmer from the drama, a housewife 

treated like an innocent plaything, 

never taken seriously as a world 

shaper. It’s not just Nora, there’s a 

cast of memorable characters such as 

Dr. Rank, Krogstad and Kristine Linde 

who face similar desperate choices.

With back-to-back All-Star MVPs, 

you’ve proven that you’re a special 

athlete, one who can’t be shackled by 

chains of convention. You don’t even 

know the depths of your own power, 

which is what Nora learns over the 

course of the drama. For years, Nora 

took care of her family by borrowing 

money to support her husband in 

times of illness, even though it meant 

she had to scheme. Much is made of 

Kevin Durant’s importance, but maybe 

you’re the one who’s been the reason 

for OKC’s rise all along? There’s a be-

lief that James Harden destroyed your 

“family” and its Championship dream, 

but look at how far his star has risen? 

What do you really owe to those who 

put you in a box and refuse to recog-

nize all you can be? You like having 

non-NBA outlets on the side, and so 

reading Ibsen is the perfect time-filler 

this season, and perhaps you will 

follow Nora’s lead and embrace your 

potential. −Sam Rubenstein

RUSSELL WESTBROOK,  
THE BOOK FOR YOU IS…  

 A DOLL’S HOUSE

VAGUELY LITERARY

L NE OF THE MONTH  by Shannon Booher

Russell Westbrook, 

you’ve made it 

clear to anyone 

paying attention 

that you have 

interests beyond 

bouncing a ball, running fast and 

jumping high. You just happen to be a 

revolutionary force on the court. Your 

fashion choices are at the forefront 

of NBA coverage, and your nightly 
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AOL > Hotmail...Speaking of aging web compa-

nies, what if The Vertical was the only vertical 

left at Yahoo?...Sly as a fox is definitely just a 

saying…Carat does not really shine…Shout out to 

Tzvi and Stance for the sick party…P-A-T-H should 

really be called M-A-Z-E…Imagine doing a Kawhi 

cover without being able to photograph or interview 

him. Worldwide Leader lol…So there are websites 

out there doing entire posts about old issues 

of SLAM—and getting paid for it. We don’t know 

whether to laugh or cry…

T
he 1988-89 UNLV 
Runnin’ Rebels went 
29-8 and advanced 
to the Elite Eight. 
Then they added the 
sought-after Larry 

Johnson, a bruising 6-7 forward who 
had averaged 26 ppg in two years 
at Odessa JC. Big things were 
expected—and they were delivered. 

“Larry put a good team over the 
top,” the late coach Jerry Tarkanian 
told SLAM in 2004. “You knew he 
was going to be special the first 
time you ever saw him play. He 
had that body and great hands 
to go with tremendous basketball 
intelligence, but the biggest thing 
about Larry was his attitude. He is 
probably the best person I’ve ever 
coached or been around. 

“All he cared about was the team. 
I can honestly say there was never 
a time when Larry knew how many 
points he had after a game, and that 

rubs off. He did more to unify a team 
than anyone I’ve ever coached. He 
must have led the country in hugs 
during his two years here.”

LJ’s game was all that, but his im-
age was far from the good-natured, 
teddy bear his coach recalled. Tark 
was the Blackbeard of the NCAA 
and the ’89-90 team that brought 
him his only title was his personi-
fication, a swashbuckling band of 
brothers. With their gold teeth, love 
of the hard dunk and (relatively) 
baggy shorts, they were the hip-hop 
nation’s first hoops team. 

“We were some renegades and 
we had that swagger,” says Johnson. 
“We played with our shirttails out. 
We played with our shorts down on 
our knees.”

Johnson’s style may have flashed, 
but his actual game was precise, 
relying on hard work, strength, re-
petitive motions and a great shooting 
touch. He was fundamentally sound; 

while his strength and athleticism 
allowed him to run the floor, explode 
to the hoop and dunk with intimidat-
ing power, he also had a strong post 
and mid-range game. And he played 
with supreme control.

“LJ did whatever he wanted to 
do because he was a man amongst 
boys at UNLV,” says Mark Aguirre, a 
high-scoring forward at DePaul a de-
cade earlier who watched Johnson’s 
college career from his perch in the 
NBA. “Larry’s game was different; he 
was very precise and very effective.”

In addition to LJ, the Runnin’ 
Rebels included future first-round 
picks Greg Anthony and Stacy  
Augmon as well as the excellent 
Anderson Hunt. The squad was 
deep, but no one questioned who 
was boss. Johnson led them with 
20.6 ppg on 62 percent shooting 
and 11.4 rpg as the team rolled to 
a 30-5 record. Their finals matchup 
with Duke was blown up as an epic 

clash with the dark side, with each 
person’s own perspective determin-
ing which team filled which role.

“We had the mentality of us 
against the world,” says Johnson. 
“We never got good press—when 
we played Duke, it was good vs evil. 
We were the bad guys of college 
basketball. And honestly, we loved it 
at the time.” 

UNLV dismantled Duke 103-73, 
the largest margin of victory ever in 
an NCAA Championship game. Tra-
ditionalists didn’t know what had hit 
them. And while Duke would return 
to defeat the Rebels in the semis in 
’91 and to win the next two titles, the 
1990 season really was a turning 
point. There’s a reason the team is so 
well-remembered 26 years later and 
a reason that Larry Johnson was on 
the cover of the first issue of SLAM 
in 1994. It has much less to do with 
the Charlotte Hornets jersey he was 
wearing. −Alan Paul

ROWDY 
REBELS

LARRY JOHNSON  
and the late-’80s/ 
early-’90s UNLV 
squads will forever  
be known for their 
badass, us-against- 
the-world mentality.

THROWBACK
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1
LIFE IS NOT  

AN ACCIDENT  

by Jay Williams

Jay Williams had it all: A penthouse, 

jumpoffs across the country, a mas-

sive line of credit. Before that, he had 

consecutive POY honors and a title at 

Duke. Then the Bulls took him No. 2 

in 2002. And following his rookie 

season, he bought a motorcycle. One 

night, J-Will top-gunned one stunt too 

many and lost control, crashing.

In Life Is Not An Accident: A 

Memoir of Reinvention, the ESPN 

college basketball analyst describes 

the life-altering event in gruesome 

detail that makes obvious the crash 

was no accident. Williams admits he 

ignored the warnings because he 

was an only child made insecure by 

his parent’s contentious relationship. 

He grew up down the street from the 

hood but they agreed to send him 

to private school miles away. On the 

surface, Jay thrived, being named a 

McDonald’s All-American before go-

ing to Durham. He chose Duke after 

his beloved Tar Heels reneged on an 

offer made after his metamorphosis at 

Nike’s basketball camp. He got his re-

venge by getting paid, but it made him 

overconfident, eventually emboldening 

him to ride without a helmet, ending in 

his near-death experience. 

After reading Life Is Not An 

Accident, you may think it unreal Jay 

survived, let alone walks. But the 

description of his rehab, month by 

month, year by year, shows just how 

real it was. −Sherman Johnson

to think and remembers balling in the 

backyard with his brother when he 

was 8. He sustained his first major 

knee injury at the ripe young age of 

14 when he was cut down mid-flight 

at the Helix High gym in La Mesa. 

The surgery didn’t help but Wooden 

still recruited him despite being the 

slowest learner he’d ever seen. As 

a pro, Walton overcame a speech 

impediment to win his first ring as a 

Trail Blazer and named his third son 

Luke in honor of teammate Maurice 

Lucas after he was chewed up and 

spit out of PDX in 1978. Walton 

played with Moses and Bird, and 

against Kareem, Ewing and MJ.  

The Clippers pressured him into 

playing through an endless string of 

stress fractures until he collapsed. 

Thirty-seven surgeries were  

required so he could walk again.

Walton not only comes back  

from the dead, he climbs Mount 

Everest, winning his second title 

with the Celtics in ’86 before  

re-injuring himself and retiring to 

become a color commentator as 

renowned for his Grateful Dead 

memories as his hoops. −SJ

3
CATCH A STAR  

by Tamika Catchings

Tamika Catchings takes umbrage 

at people who tell her she’s “so 

talented.” She appreciates the intent 

but not the implication that her suc-

cess came easy. In Catch a Star, the 

10-time WNBA All-Star and five-time 

DPOY writes about how she was 

born practically deaf but had more 

determination to succeed at basket-

ball than anyone she knew.

Tamika’s father Harvey played 

with Dr. J and the 76ers as well as in 

2
BACK FROM THE DEAD  

by Bill Walton

The incomparable John Wooden 

once declared that greatness is un-

obtainable without sacrifice. Nothing 

illustrates this truth better than the 

life of Bill Walton who, like Kareem 

Abdul-Jabbar before him, was the 

backbone of Wooden Championship 

teams at UCLA. A three-time college 

POY, Walton was like a giant red-

wood between the blocks and went 

on to an illustrious career as a two-

time All-Star and NBA Champion 

despite spending more than half his 

pro career on the injured list. 

What’s painful to some is 

merely fatigue for Walton. In his latest 

biography, Back From the Dead, 

Walton scrutinizes root causes of 

the paralyzing spinal collapse he 

suffered in 2007, culminating in three 

years stretched out on his living room 

floor, eating there and crawling to the 

bathroom. Walton had a lot of time 

Raise your hand if you thought SLAM would ever have 

cornrows on the cover again…The cover shoot(s) was 

fast but fun as hell. Shouts to Jordan Brand for the 

help, and for low key having such an ill roster…And 

the 306 YONGE space they built was off the hook…

Melo still finds time/love for Twnty Two hats, 

which our man Datwon helped start. #slamisfam…

Best thing about the weekend, from a media perspec-

tive, was the electronic delivery of stats, quotes, etc. 

About time the NBA actually did something green...

Besides, you know, let its players smoke it… 

BOOKS

UNDER REVIEW

1

2

3

4
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1997 is a tear-jerker. Coach K was 
with him when he passed, and also 
by Valvano’s side until the end.

The Legends Club is must-read for 
any college fan, illustrating the bond 
these three greats had. −SJ

6
RISE AND FIRE  

by Shawn Fury

The jump shot, when done correctly, 
is a thing of beauty. But figuring out 
who gets credit for it isn’t so pretty. 
Author Shawn Fury takes a shot with 
Rise and Fire: The Origin, Science 

and Evolution of the Jump Shot and 

How It Changed Basketball Forever. 
The NBA recognizes Glenn Roberts 
of Emory University as the originator 
while the NCAA gives the nod to 
Missouri’s John Cooper, but Hank 
Luisetti’s name also surfaces from 
the 1930s. The Stanford star learned 
to shoot his celebrated one-handed 
runner on the playground against 
older, taller players before WW II 
gave rise to the shot’s prolifera-
tion and Wyoming’s Kenny Sailors 
perfected the picture-perfect pull-up 
we see today. 

Some of the best to ever do it are 
discussed, namely Michael Jordan, 
which is part of what makes Rise 

and Fire a great teacher for any any 
student of the game. −SJ

Italy with Jellybean Bryant. She never 
learned Italian like Kobe or got to play 
ball with her dad, due to his nomadic 
lifestyle. She played with her big 
brother and sister instead. Catchings 
had to wear hearing aids since before 
she could remember and was bullied 
until she started reading lips and body 
language. Still, Catchings became a 
decorated prep baller before leading 
the Tennessee Vols to an undefeated 
season and a National Championship 
as a freshman in 1997. 

Selected third by the Indiana Fever 
in ’01, Catchings sat out the entire 

season recuperating from an ACL 
injury. Her faith in a higher power was 
severely tested, but she persevered 
and carried the team to a title a 
decade later. The three-time Olympian 
will take one more run at Gold this 
summer, then retire a legend. −SJ

4
BOYS AMONG MEN  

by Jonathan Abrams

Listing all of the well-known names in 
Jonathan Abrams’ book would take 
too long, because the great author 
spoke to damn near everyone who 
makes the basketball world spin.

5 Boys Among Men, which we 
excerpted last month, tells the stories 
of the phenoms who made the jump 
from high school (starting with Big 
Mo and ending with Dwight Howard) 
to the L. It also talks of those who 
weren’t as successful. Abrams’ 
world-class reporting and storytelling 
abilities shine straight from the intro, 
with exclusive info about Malone’s 
recruiting process in ’74 and KG’s 
pre-Draft workout in Chicago in ’95. 

The book beautifully chronicles 40 
years of history, seamlessly jumping 
from era to era, adventure to adven-
ture, glory to heartbreak. Abrams 
somehow, someway, found new 
stories to tell about the most covered 
athletes of our time. −Max Resetar

5
THE LEGENDS CLUB  

by John Feinstein

John Feinstein’s latest, The Legends 

Club, examines the bromance that 
blossomed between Dean Smith, 
Mike Krzyzewski and Jim Valvano in 
the midst of a war so intense that 
Coach K once ordered his lieuten-
ants to kill him if he ever started 
acting like Smith—while Coach V 
countered with irrepressible humor. 
It may come as a surprise that Smith 
chain-smoked, but his rapid descent 
into dementia after retirement in 

6

MARK WARKENTIEN 

New York Knicks  

Director of Player Personnel

GAR FORMAN 

Chicago Bulls 

General Manager

DR. LYNN LASHBROOK 

Sports Management 

Worldwide President

ADRIAN WOJNAROWSKI 

NBA Insider for Yahoo 

Sports & Fox Sports 1

DEAN OLIVER 

Legendary 

Basketball Analytics 

Pioneer

JOIN SMWW’S BASKETBALL CAREER CONFERENCE  

Portsmouth Invitational Tournament  

Portsmouth, Virginia  

Friday, April 15th, 2016 

Spend the day at our seminar networking with NBA Executives, NBA Scouts, NBA 

Agents. Enjoy the evening at the oldest amateur basketball tournament showcasing 

64 of the top college seniors for the upcoming NBA Draft. 

Network with Basketball Executives, Agents, and Scouts
• Career guidance from well know sports executives

• Insights on who is doing the hiring and what you need to know to get hired

• Connect with basketball career minded individuals

• Mentors who want to assist you with your career

• Insider information to the industry that put your career on the fast track

• Strategies to catapult your career to the next level

Conference Speakers include:SMWW.com 

503-445-7105

Use the discount code SLAM25  

for $25 off registration fee.
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See Tomorrow’s Stars Today 
SHOWCASING THE BEST IN COLLEGE BASKETBALL
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OK, All-Star NOYZ is over…SHE started it, btw…Who’s 

gonna get the Guy Fieri Dime Drop?...Elite Eight 

picks: Arizona, Duke, Iowa, Kansas, Kentucky, 

Michigan State, North Carolina and Villanova, 

with UNC winning (happy, SPT?)…Pitino is going 

to UNLV?!! *eyeball emoji*...Hasn’t Fred Kerber 

suffered enough?...There’s a “Sneaker News HOF?!” 

GTFOH…It’s dope that Florida Gulf Coast might 

make a Cinderella run in women’s hoops….Thank 

God there’s a publicist to tell us about DeAndre Ayton, 

a year after our HUGE feature…#icealwaysknows...

LISA ANN RETIRED from the porn 

industry in 2014 and is now a sports 

radio host, focusing on fantasy foot-

ball. She also famously posted an 

Instagram pic of her reading SLAM 

at an airport and has a unique dy-

namic with NBA players. We caught 

up with her to talk about the game. 

SLAM Do you remember the  

first NBA game you attended?

LA 1983 at The Spectrum. It was 
the Sixers. Moses Malone. Dr. J. Mo 
Cheeks. It was the year they won it 
all. Dr. J was everything. 

Did you play basketball as a kid?

Middle and high school. I was de-
cent. You know, they don’t teach girls 
well. When I look back at the things 
they taught, they taught you to shoot 
a foul shot with both hands, throwing 
it from under our legs. I remember my 
dad saying that’s just unacceptable. 

When did you start transitioning 

from a fan to something more?

When I got into the business, I was 
feature dancing on the road. Athletes 
would come to the strip club all the 
time. While an athlete stands out 
in that environment, most strippers 
didn’t follow the League and wouldn’t 
know who these players were. So 
it was a stroke of the ego if a hot 
girl walks up to a player and says, “I 
know who you are. I’m a fan.” Within 
the first few years, I had enough 
contact info from players I met that 
when I was travelling I’d hit them up 
and they would get me tickets. So 
what I started to do was map out my 
schedule and where I would travel 
based on where teams would be. 

What kind of conversations did 

you have with the players?

I was always asking basketball ques-
tions. I would want to know, What’s 

GAME OVER
Former adult film star LISA ANN  

has retired from the biz and now has 

her own sports radio show. She  

spoke with us about her relationships 

with superstar athletes.

DIME DROP

going on with the coach? Are you 
guys getting along as a team? I asked 
about the depth perception at certain 
arenas, their favorite places to stay, 
what they like to do in certain cities.
 
Were they mostly open with you?

Most of them were because they had 
questions for me, too. They would 
ask if I knew a particular girl and what 
she was like. So we would always 

go question for question. There were 
times where I would help a player 
meet a girl. When players started talk-
ing among themselves and realized I 
was cool and didn’t dime people out, 
guys started coming to me on a refer-
ence basis to make sure they weren’t 
getting ripped off by other girls I 
knew. I had a current player tell me 
that knowing me is a rite of passage. 

Have your relationships changed 

since leaving the industry?

Now we text, or I see them after the 
game or meet and talk to them. A 
player knows if he’s having a good 
game, the first thing he’s getting 
when he gets in the locker room after 
is a meme from me on their phone. 
That’s my pleasure, that they know 
I’m watching. It keeps it exciting. 

How regularly do you communi-

cate with players these days?

At least weekly. There’s not a team 
in the NBA where I don’t have 
someone I’m talking to. My goal right 
now is to be able to speak at the 
rookie symposium and fill the players 
in on the gaps, things that athletes 
should look out for. Nothing good 
happens after midnight. They have to 
understand it’s a sacrifice and you 
just can’t do it, and if you do, pay 
security to go with you. I don’t go out 
at night without security—why should 
they? −Alex Wong
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TREVON BLUIETT, Xavier University

A do-it-all 6-6, 207 pound guard, sophomore Trevon Bluiett is  
leading the top-10 Musketeers to one of the best seasons in school  
history. Averaging 15.0 points, 6.6 rebounds and 2.4 assists per  
game, Bluiett dropped 20 pounds in the offseason and came back to 
Cincy to lead the team in minutes, points per game, field goals made 
and 3-pointers made. The son of two U.S. Marines, Bluiett has  
Xavier primed for a deep Tournament run and, if all goes well, its first 
Final Four appearance in school history. 

SHEREESHA RICHARDS, SUNY Albany

Born in Rae Town, Jamaica, Richards didn’t start playing basketball until 
her freshman year of high school. Since then, the 6-1 forward has lit 
up the women’s ranks and is closing out her career by averaging 22.9 
points (seventh in the nation) and 8.8 rebounds per for the 21-4 Great 
Danes. With Richards in tow, the Danes have gone 100-22 overall and 
57-4 in America East play. The conference’s two-time POY, Richards is 
a shoe-in to repeat for the award and looks to get Albany out of the first 
round of the Tournament for the first time this March. −Peter Walsh

P CTURE ME BALL N’



MIKAYLA COWLING
University of California  
6-2, F

IN YOUR FACE

I’M ALWAYS 
SMILING,  
ALWAYS HAPPY. 
I’M VERY  
EASY-GOING 
WHEN  I PLAY.”

“ I
t doesn’t take long for Mikayla 

Cowling, a 6-2 sophomore wing 

on the Cal women’s basketball 

team, to reveal what she loves 

best about Berkeley. Top Dog! 

That’s a reference to the iconic hot 

dog vendor just a few minutes away 

from Haas Pavilion, where Cowling 

is cementing her status as one of the 

most blistering forces in hoops.

With a dad, mom and an older 

sister proud Cal alums, Cowling 

grew up with Berkeley in her blood. 

The East Bay native committed 

before her sophomore year of high 

school. Here was a chance to carve 

out her own legacy at one of the most 

exciting programs in America.

Cowling can score from any-

where, thanks to a see-ya-later first 

from contending for a national 

title, but the learning curve can be 

daunting. Facing Washington State 

in late January, Cowling committed 8 

turnovers. Then, with the game on the 

line, she coolly stepped into a game-

winning three. That smile surfaced 

before the ball was through the hoop. 

−Matthew Snyder

step and an unblockable jumper, 

but if there is one criticism of her 

game, it’s that she has a habit 

of deferring. Cal coach Lindsay 

Gottlieb has spoken extensively 

with Cowling about this, as well as 

assuming a mantle of leadership for 

a very young team. “And I took that 

challenge,” says Cowling. “I’m still 

learning, and I’m trying to be the 

best leader I can be.”

But Cowling might be best 

defined by her mega-watt smile, 

which she’s never far from flash-

ing. “I’m always smiling, always 

happy,” Cowling says. “If I’m under 

pressure, not having fun, or feeling 

confined, that’s just not me. I’m very 

easy-going when I play.”

Cal is a pencil shaving away 
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Does Mike Francesa wear oversized headphones 

because holy fuck his head is BIG…We get the push 

in attention that elite, basketball-dominated high 

schools get, but when it comes to true passion for 

the game, NYC’s PSAL remains the best…We’re ba-

sically peers with The New Yorker. Just ask JE…Why 

is the Maine Red Claws logo so fire?...We didn’t 

like you that much anyway, Wendy Davis. Should’ve 

gone with us to get the youth vote!...The Degree of 

lameness keeps increasing…“Undesired down river 

consequences?” We’re just trying to sell magazines!…

SLAM Tell us about Saint-Maurice, 

France, your hometown. 

EF It’s right outside Paris, a small 

town. The team was small.

Both of your parents are competi-

tive judo fighters, right? Did you 

want to compete in judo, too?

When both your parents play the 

same sport, of course you’re inter-

ested. All they talked about at home 

was judo, basically. So I played a 

little. But it wasn’t as much fun as 

basketball, so I stopped pretty quick. 

When did you get into ball?

I started playing when I was 8— 

that was in 2000—because  

the soccer team was full, actually. 

Were you good early on?

Actually yeah, I was pretty good  

when I started. I was comfortable 

with a basketball in my hand. 

When you were 13, you were in  

a French basketball ad with Boris 

Diaw. How’d that come about?

Oh yeah...it was an opportunity for  

a kid—me—to meet a great French  

athlete. It was basically like, I wanna 

do the same thing, I wanna be like  

Boris. I was super excited to meet him. 

Now it’s funny when we talk about it.

You played junior ball at INSEP 

Academy. How’d you do?

At first it was hard. I was so young 

playing against grown-ass men, so 

we used to lose every game by 20. 

But it helped me in a lot of ways—

understanding what it takes to play 

against adults, getting used to that 

intensity, two practices a day. 

Did you look up to French players 

or NBA stars?

I never looked at anybody like, “I have 

to play like this guy.” I was just looking 

at them like, “They are good.” Growing 

up, Manu [Ginobili] was about the 

same size. My favorite was Mike Bib-

by. But it was disappointing. I never 

had the opportunity to meet him.

Did you root for the Kings?

The Kings were my team. Aw man, they 

had the Europeans—Hedo Turkoglu, 

Vlade Divac, Peja Stojakovic. 

They kinda played Euro-ball. 

How do young European players 

develop that style of play?

It’s just the way we learn. We just 

do a lot of team drills, passing the 

ball—we don’t do a lot of individual 

workouts. 

What was the biggest on-court ad-

justment from France to the NBA?

Bigger guys, and athletic. You don’t 

have a lot of guys like JaVale McGee 

or Ty Lawson—super fast—in Europe.

What about off the court?

I was super excited, but after a 

couple months—not playing much—I 

was homesick. I didn’t speak the 

language, but I got used to it. Now I 

love it, man. 

How bad was your English?

Terrible. Terrible [laughs]. I could 

say hello, but I could not have a real 

conversation. I was struggling. 

Your nickname is More Cham-

pagne. What’s the deal with that?

A reporter from Denver found it. 

There’s a rapper named 4-tay 

(Forte), and it’s from an old-school 

song, from the ’80s, I think. During 

the video, there’s a girl who asks, 

“Hey, Mr. Forte, would you like more 

champagne?” So, you know, 4-tay, 

Four-nier. I actually like it. 

Who’s the best French player in the 

League today?

You gotta say Tony Parker for every-

thing he has done. Even now. He 

plays for the Spurs, they are all about 

winning, but he can turn up. 

If you dropped the French national 

team into the NBA, how do you 

think it would it do?

Oh, that’s a good question. Tony, 

Boris, Rudy Gobert, Joakim Noah, 

myself, Nicolas Batum…That’s a 

Playoff team for sure.

Even in the West?

The East is actually harder right now… 

That’s true—the East is nice.

You should go take a look at it. 

−Leo Sepkowitz

OFF THE RIP

HOME MADE

French baller EVAN FOURNIER’s  

path to the NBA started early.
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 I 
played volleyball first,” says 

Florida State’s Adut Bulgak. “Had 

I not hurt my shoulder, I might 

have stayed a volleyball player.”  

Seminoles fans are grateful for 

the hands of fate. The senior forward 

is an important part of a team that’s 

looking to make a second run to the 

NCAA Tournament, but she almost 

didn’t make it to Tallahassee. 

The Edmonton, Alberta, native 

had originally committed to play for 

Atlantic Coast Conference rivals 

North Carolina before fate stepped 

in again. Ruled ineligible due to 

issues with her prep transcript, 

Bulgak was a high school senior 

without a place to play.  

“[Not qualifying for UNC was] 

one of the most heartbreaking 

moments of my basketball career,” 

recalls Bulgak. “I thought it was over 

for me.”

Not sure about her future, she 

took the advice of a friend to con-

sider a junior college. She ended up 

at Trinity Valley Community College, 

and then fate kicked in again. She 

would leave the program having won 

National Freshman of the Year and 

National Player of the Year honors—

as well as a championship.   

After her brilliant two years in 

Athens, TX, Bulgak chose FSU and 

has made an impact since arriving 

on campus. She led the ’Noles in 

several categories including points, 

rebounds and blocks on her way 

to being named to the All-ACC 

First-Team and honorable mention 

All-American, helping the team reach 

the Elite Eight. This season Adut is 

all about helping her team get even 

further. “Before I committed [to 

FSU] I had tweeted that my team is 

going to the Final Four,” remembers 

Bulgak, who is averaging 13 points 

and a team-high 8 rebounds and 1 

block per through FSU’s 21-6 start. 

“That’s the goal. I want to be remem-

bered as a person that made an 

impact on the program.” −Ray Bala

For the way they have desecrated the game, the 

Suns should change the u to an i…Why are Knicks 

coaches so damn horny?...Every damn one of you 

should follow @everydamnslam…Our podcast is 

killin’—make sure you’ve subscribed on iTunes!... 

Kenyatta Bynoe rules…World B Free is not a “nick-

name!”...Russ is still the man…Damn, Freudenberg, 

we had everything all set for you….Hate that MKG 

has had all these injury problems...The NBA needs 

to get some Kenny Sailors pics, yesterday…Jibri 

Bryan…Rex Morgan…Ted Rogers…Bobby Wanzer...

ADUT  
BULGAK
Florida State 
6-4, C

IN YOUR FACE

I WANT TO BE 
REMEMBERED 
AS A PERSON 
THAT MADE AN 
IMPACT ON THE 
PROGRAM.”

“ 

“
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ROCK CHALK THE NCAA

Amidst tons of “academic” institutions  

running undeniably amoral athletic programs, 

the UNIVERSITY OF KANSAS appears  

to be doing things right. always by Dave Zirin

I 
made my first trip to Lawrence, 
KS, in February. Traveling to the 
land of Rock Chalk Jayhawk 
was actually less of a “trip” than 

a pilgrimage. It is part of the Mt. Rush-
more of college basketball’s history 
along with North Carolina, Kentucky 
and UCLA (sorry, Duke). Yet for all 
the championships at all the other 
schools, Kansas really does stand 
alone when it comes to its contribu-
tion to the history of hoops. 

The school’s first men’s coach 
was Dr. James Naismith, their current 
coach is Bill Self and they have only 
had six coaches in between, includ-
ing Phog Allen, Larry Brown and Roy 
Williams. (Want a great bar trivia 
question? Of the eight coaches who 
helmed the men’s team over the last 
century, Dr. Naismith is the only one 
with a losing record.) This is also the 
school of Wilt Chamberlain, the most 
dominant pro player to ever live; Lyn-

nette Woodard, whose galactic play 
was under the leadership of legend-
ary coach Marian Washington; and 
Danny Manning, who, for my money, 
ranks behind only Lew Alcindor and 
Bill Walton as the greatest male col-
legians to ever take the court. 

Kansas is at the root of another 
Hall of Fame tree: It was where Dean 
Smith was born, played and then 
worked as an assistant to Allen. 
Hell, the town of Halstead, KS, is the 
birthplace of Adolph Rupp. Given the 
state’s population, what this institu-
tion has given us is almost surreal.

Yet there is something else about 
Kansas—which I witnessed firsthand. 
In touring the facilities and speaking 
at both a class on race and sports 
as well as a sports symposium, I saw 
something I have never seen at other 
big state basketball schools: utter 
engagement of the athletes with the 
academic world and campus life. I am 
cynical about college sports and this 

cynicism is well earned. Amateur ath-
letics in this country is a cesspool of 
exploitation and the NCAA lords over 
this flaming trash heap like an old 
man with a sawed-off shotgun in a 
rocking chair. That man in the rocking 
chair, its $2-million-a-year President 
Mark Emmert, runs this multi-billion 
dollar cartel with no sense of morality 
or higher purpose. Far too many 
schools reflect this absence of a 
sense of moral mission beyond win-
ning games and securing ever more 
lucrative contracts for their coaches. 
I’ve seen and heard too many stories 
of so-called student-athletes on a 
conveyer belt, with no one having any 
kind of interest in their future beyond 
what they can do to put the rock in 
the hole come March Madness.

But then I saw Kansas. The class 
I witnessed had basketball and 
football players fully engaged with 
the rest of the students, their books 
as dog-eared as anyone else’s. The 
evening keynote address was from 
6-8 p.m. Practice ended at 6 p.m. and 
every member of the team was in their 
seats along with 500 other people by 
6:15. Keep in mind, at the time of this 
writing the Jayhawks were the No. 2 
basketball team in the country, getting 
ready for March Madness. Profes-
sors told me stories matter-of-factly 
about the academic work of several 
Jayhawks now in the NBA. I know 
schools where the NBA-caliber play-
ers don’t know their teachers and the 
teachers could not care less about 
the students who they are passing on 
to the next grade. But here, I was able 
to walk through the athletic academic 
center and saw serious engagement 
across the board.

I also met several former players, 
like former Big 12 Player of the Year 
and NBA first-round draft pick Wayne 
Simien (left), who have returned to 
Lawrence to live.

Professors with whom I spoke—
even the “burn the NCAA to the 
ground and pay the damn players like 
the employees that they are” profes-
sors—were proud of what their school 
has been able to do: have an ethical 
direction in an amoral landscape. 
They should be proud. But, with all re-
spect, that’s also not enough. As the 
saying goes, with great power comes 
great responsibility, and Kansas 
has a responsibility to not only feel 
content about what they are doing in 
Lawrence but to challenge the NCAA 
to fundamentally reform. They are one 
of only a few places with the history 
and the cultural capital to push the 
needle on that kind of change. In 
the name of James Naismith, Dean 
Smith and Danny Manning, they need 
to lead a rebellion to get so-called 
student-athletes a seat at the table so 
the system can be fixed so everyone 
benefits: not just for the risible cartel 
known as the NCAA. That’s real 
leadership, and other than at Kansas, 
I’d be hard pressed to think of a major 
institution that is fit to lead.
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LOUDER THAN A BOMB
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I
t was a Saturday in August.  

An empty high school gym in 

Minnesota. Empty save for  

the sounds of a power saw.  

A security guard, hearing the  

racket, rushes in. “What’s going  

on here?!?” The man cutting the 

lane from the court looked up, 

clearing sawdust from his goggles 

as the saw wound down. “Hey,  

it’s cool,” he said, “Zach paid for  

it.” He nodded toward the other  

end of the court, where a tall figure 

waited, ball in hand.

“Well, if you say so,” the guard 

said, backing out the door. “I’m still 

going to have to put this down in my 

report.” The man with the saw just 

waved him off, as the saw spooled 

back up, sawdust spraying. He shut 

it down again, pulling the last piece 

of wood out, leaving a 12 x 18-foot 

hole. “Is that cool, Zach?” The figure 

nodded, dribbling once.

The man got up, dusted off his 

hands, and went to the sideline, 

where a large translucent container 

waited. He wheeled it over on to the 

court, water sloshing. Before he un-

did the straps holding the cover on, 

he looked back once more. “There’s 

like six alligators in here, though.” 

“Go ahead,” Zach LaVine said, 

“push the whole thing in. This is how 

I win.” −Russ Bengtson
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I CAN’T  
COMPLAIN 
KEVIN DURANT  

is in the midst of an  

MVP-level season,  

but there’s so much  

noise around the  

League right now  

that you might not  

be noticing. We  

don’t think he minds.

by demarco  
williams
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No one knows what the future 
holds for Kevin Durant or the  
Oklahoma City Thunder, but the 
present is pretty damn clear:  
KD is pissed off. 

He and a dude sitting courtside 
at the Time Warner Cable Arena 
in Charlotte are going back and 
forth about something. We’ve all 
seen little spats between fans 
and athletes before. This time is 
different, though; instead of the 
usual sideline drama lasting a few 
seconds, this odd encounter goes 
on so long that officials stop the 
action and ask the head of security 
to intervene. It’s a crazy moment 
that’s atypical for the usually  
placid Durant. 

After the game, when members 
of the media approach the nine-
year Oklahoma City Thunder 
forward about specifics of the 
incident, a hoodie- and sweats-
covered Durant shrugs his lanky 
shoulders and only offers, “I don’t 
even know. I wish I could tell ya.” 

We don’t want to speculate too 
much here, but we could totally  
envision the guy being a Hornets 
fan who was simply voicing his 
disdain for KD’s unapologetic 
29-point performance against his 
squad. Hell, he might have been  
a drunk wise-ass who was asking  
if Thunderstruck 2 was ever going  
to happen. We don’t know for 
certain, but if KD says it was noth-

ing, we have to take the homie’s 
word for it. 

One thing we know for sure: 
however boisterous the Charlotte 
heckler was for three minutes, it’s 
nothing compared to the noise  
that has surrounded KD the past 
18 months. 

We might see the patented 
fadeaways and freakish contor-
tions in the paint today, but back 
in the fall of 2014, things weren’t 
looking so hot for the kid. Durant 
was down and out with a fracture 
in his right foot. He came back 
a few months later. But he fell 
again, this time with a right ankle 
sprain in December. Some big toe 
discomfort followed that next Janu-
ary. Needless to say, there was no 
tiptoeing around the fact that KD’s 
health was becoming an issue. 

By the time the Thunder 
released a formal press release on 
Durant’s season-ending situation  
on March 27, 2015—the note  
was littered with troubling verbiage  
like “continued inflammation,” 
“cuboid bone” and “signs of 
regression”—those rumbles were 
turning into roars. 

Even though the ’14-15 season 
was the first real injury-plagued 
campaign of KD’s career, you 
couldn’t help but wonder if his 
body had already endured enough 
of the NBA grind. It’s plausible that 
all the jostling down low, incessant 
travel and Russell Westbrook-
sparked fast breaks had taken their 
toll on the young man. Besides,  
the dude was just 240 pounds—
and that was after some serious  
Coney dog-and-onion-rings binging 
at Sonic. 

Kevin didn’t really have time to 
address any of the chatter. If he 
was going to get back out there 
for the start of the ’15-16 tilt, he 
needed to focus and endure a 
summer of hellish rehab from three 
surgeries. But you probably didn’t 
hear about the long sessions on 
the treatment table or see video of 
the countless ball drills, did you? 
Trust us—the OKC medical staff 
and trainers putting in the long 

hours with KD in June and July 
were the real MVPs.  

“It was tough, it was tough,” 
Durant told ESPN during the gruel-
ing stretch. “But it’s all part of the 
journey I’m on, man. I’m just going 
to continue to stay positive and 
keep working hard, and everything 
will work out.”

When late October ’15 came 
around, KD’s hard work had 
paid off and he felt ready to get 
back on the court. We wanted to 
believe him, but at the same time, 
we couldn’t shake the memories 
of Penny Hardaway and Grant 
Hill, either. Still, SLAM collec-
tively selected Durant No. 3 on the 
#SLAMTop50 list for 2015-16, 
right between Anthony Davis and 
Steph Curry. Our logic was that 
the 6-9 match-up nightmare we’ve 
come to admire over the past eight 
years would return bigger and 
stronger than ever. 

After the second game of the 
season, when he and Westbrook 
combined for 91 points against 
Orlando, we figured we had our an-
swer. Well, that was until Durant’s 
damn hamstring started acting up 
in mid-November. Yet more noise. 
Durant faced the music, though. 

“Man, when I look at it in the 
grand scheme of things,” he told 
ESPN, “I’m breathing, my mom 
is alright, my family is good. 
Hamstring strain—as long as I don’t 
have to get surgery again, I don’t 
have to go through that process 
again—it’s just a minor bump in the 
road. Unfortunate for me, but it’s 
nothing to hang my head over.”

And sure enough, No. 35 was 
right back out there on November 
23, giving the Utah Jazz 27 after 
sitting out for six games. Things 
kept rolling along in December 
(24.9 points a night; co-Western 
Conference Player of the Month 
with Westbrook) and January (five 
games over 30 points; another 
Player of the Month honor). 

By the time February came 
around, he was not only torch-
ing the League for 27/8/4 every 
night—in case your Golden State 

Warriors-induced coma has caused 
amnesia, Durant’s MVP season of 
’13-14 produced only a slighter 
better stat line of 32/7/5—but he 
was reppin’ the West for a seventh 
time in the NBA All-Star Game. 

Beyond those brilliant numbers 
at the break, the most impressive 
stat may have been the Thunder’s 
40-14 record. Of course, there’s 
been so much fuss surrounding the 
Splash Brothers and San Antonio 
Spurs that few people outside of 
Oklahoma have even bothered to 
notice the Thunder’s tremendous 
work. Three years ago, a .727 win-
ning percentage was worth shout-
ing about; these days, if it doesn’t 
have “Curry” or “Kawhi” in the 
headline, it doesn’t get a mention. 

Not that KD is really stressed 
about anything the talking heads 
have to say. On February 3, he 
showed just how unbothered he 
was about the slights by working 
the Warriors for 40 points and 14 
rebounds. Golden State earned 
the 8-point win, but the Thunder let 
it be known that any future Dubs or 
Spurs Finals invitations would need 
to go through OKC before they 
could be mailed out.

“We’re not scared of either one 
of these teams,” Durant said after 
the tough Golden State battle. 
“We’re going to play our game. 
Nobody in this locker room is 
scared. We got to play them. If we 
want to get to where we want to 
get to, we got to play them. We’re 
not ducking nobody.” 

In order to keep pace with 
those two teams this spring, that’s 
precisely the kind of energy Durant 
and Co. must bring every night. 
Luckily, KD’s got a motor that won’t 
quit. When he isn’t killing guys from 
beyond the arc, he’s changing lives 
through his Kevin Durant Charity 
Foundation; helping to redefine 
the Oklahoma City culinary scene 
with his restaurant, KD’s; or busy 
honing one of his other crafts (when 
you get a sec, peep the part-time 
photographer’s impressive Players’ 
Tribune pics from Super Bowl 50). 
Russ isn’t the only one with  
an Energizer battery under his 
Thunder jersey. 

OKC recognizes the spark that 
KD brings to the hardwood, so the 
city returns the love as much as 
possible. Win or lose, fans pack 
his Bricktown eatery every night. 
Yes, the chicken and waffles are 
crazy good, but the feelings run 
much deeper than anything coming 
from the kitchen. Durant’s jersey, 
the fifth-best-selling one in the 
NBA, can be seen everywhere 
from Riverwind Casino in Norman 
to Central State Park in Edmond. 
They just want to be near the guy, 
however they can.

More times than we’d like to 
count, KD has said that feelings 
for the community were mu-

N
The 6-9 match-up 
nightmare we’ve come 
to admire over the  
past eight years is  
bigger and stronger 
than ever.
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tual. But we don’t care how many 

Skullcandy headphones Durant’s 

endorsed over his career—there’s 

no way for his fans to cancel out 

the free-agency noise. People 

around Oklahoma visit the same 

sports sites and listen to the same 

podcasts you do. They know 

their guy is being mentioned in 

conversations with Golden State, 

the L.A. Lakers and Washington 

every week. 

Bloggers are gonna blog. 

Stephen A. is gonna Stephen A. 

The OKC faithful know they can’t 

do anything about that. But fans 

also realize that, after all the Chris 

Broussards have shut up about 

what their sources have told them, 

the Thunder have something no 

other organization in the League 

could dream of offering: Russell 

Westbrook. 

As our previous issue’s cover 

story noted, the human turbo but-

ton is fast maturing into one of the 

game’s most consistent forces. 

It would be almost criminal for 

Durant to leave him now. The duo 

has been sensational this season, 

averaging a combined 51.9 points, 

15.4 boards and 14.6 assists 

nightly. The terrifying twosome put 

up 67 points versus the Warriors 

on February 6. If those jaw-

dropping numbers are indicative 

of what can happen when the two 

are healthy and on the court at the 

same time, the team ain’t far from 

the mountaintop. 

“Offensively, we’ve been in 

every single game just by scoring a 

lot of points,” Durant says after the 

aforementioned Charlotte game. 

“But our formula since Thanksgiv-

ing has just been defense. For 

some reason, we feel like we’re 

more together on the road. We 

know it’s going to be runs. We 

know the crowd is going to get into 

the game and energize their team. 

Us knowing that keeps us calm and 

we just go out there and play.” 

All the great ones have an innate 

ability to block out the commotion. 

KD’s no exception. Be it a road 

game in a hostile setting in March 

or deciding which direction to go 

with his career in June, Durant’s 

got a lot to contend with. We just 

hope he’s got the right people in 

his ear. 

“I’ll sit down and talk to my clos-

est friends and family and figure 

it out,” KD told the San Francisco 

Chronicle in early February. “But 

right now, I’m just trying to be the 

best basketball player I can be 

every single day.”

Did you hear that? You can 

worry about free agency or the 

Warriors’ push for a 73-9 finish all 

you want. KD will be over here, qui-

etly putting together another stellar 

regular season before making as 

much noise as he possibly can in 

the Playoffs. S
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KSpurs swingman 

KAWHI LEONARD 

has steadily evolved 

from under-the-

radar up-and-comer 

to borderline MVP 

candidate. How? 

Consistency, a 

voracious hunger to 

improve and a spot 

in an organization 

that perfectly 

fits his game and 

personality.

words  
adam figman  

portraits  
atiba jefferson

THE 
ROCK



It was a relatively unexceptional 
2010 summer night at San Diego 
State University, and on one side 
of Peterson Gym, NBA journeyman 
Trevor Ariza was getting up shots 
with some friends. On the other 
side was Kawhi Leonard, then a 
sophomore-to-be at SDSU, who 
was doing the same while slyly 
studying the pro, trying to pick up on 
whatever he could. 

Ariza would practice at SDSU 
from time to time during the 
offseason—he was close with one 
of the basketball team’s assistant 
coaches—and on this night, Leonard 
noticed something specific about 
Ariza’s workout. It was a little differ-
ent from his own, in which one of his 
boys—usually Jeremy Castleberry, 
Kawhi’s best friend since he was 
about 16—would feed him the ball 
as he tossed up hundreds of jump-
shots, before the pair would switch 
positions, when the SDSU star 
would reciprocate. What Leonard 
realized was simple: This process 
didn’t make any sense.

“Kawhi was just like, ‘Man, you 
don’t see Trev’s boys trying to get 
shots up,’” Castleberry says. “He 
was like, ‘If you don’t shoot, I can 
get to the League in half the time. I 
could be in the NBA by next year if 
we cut y’all drills off.’”

“I haven’t shot since. That was 
the last day.”

Castleberry cracks up when 

he says this—he and the reigning 
Defensive Player of the Year are 
close as can be, so there’s certainly 
no love lost—but he isn’t really jok-
ing, and it all hints at a theme that 
commonly makes itself clear when 
analyzing his buddy’s life: Kawhi 
Leonard is really, really serious 
about this basketball shit.

That’s obviously the case these 
days, as he locks opponents down 
and puts up 20 points per game as 
the two-way star of the San Antonio 
Spurs. (Good luck evolving from 
sub-par college basketball shooter 
to the possessor of one of the top 
three-point percentages in the entire 
NBA while simply fucking around.) 
But it’s also more or less always 
been true, ever since he was a kid 
growing up in Moreno Valley, a city 
in the greater Los Angeles area. 
Kawhi played football, too—an old 
home video shows his sister refer-
ring to him as “The next NFL-NBA 
player,” according to Kim Robertson, 
Kawhi’s mom—but he quit after fresh-
man year of high school to fully focus 
on basketball. 

Castleberry and Leonard played 
on the same AAU team (and later the 
same high school team, when Kawhi 
transferred to Martin Luther King HS 
for his junior and senior years), and 
as teenagers they’d spend summer 
weeks and school-year weekends 
training with their coach Marvin Lea 
during the day and crashing at his 
apartment at night. (Lea, who had 
then just started the Team eLEAte 
program, was playing at Pepperdine 
University in L.A. at the time.) Their 
entire lives revolved around hoops—
the duo would go to the gym two or 
three times a day, then watch NBA 
TV or Michael Jordan’s legend-
ary Come Fly With Me highlight 
reel over and over. “[One time] we 
watched NBA TV on repeat for so 
long that we knew everything that 
was coming up,” says Castleberry, 
who now works for the Spurs as a 
video intern.

“It’d be late at night and I’d be 
trying to sleep and hear a whole 
bunch of noise and my girl would be 
like, what’s going on?” remembers 

Lea. “They’d be trying to play fake 
one-on-one on the doorstep, on the 
stairway. Just non-stop. Basketball is 
all they cared about.”

Kawhi’s father Mark Leonard was 
tragically murdered at the Compton 
car wash he owned in 2008, and 
perhaps to take his mind off what 
happened, or perhaps simply to fill 
time that could be otherwise spent 
getting into trouble, Kawhi doubled 
down on the sport. It was Mark who 
had instilled a strong work ethic 
in his son, forcing Kawhi to start 
over if he lazily missed a spot while 
washing a car, and that work ethic 
would prove itself mighty useful in 
the world of basketball. “Everybody 
loves to play basketball, but [Kawhi] 
loved the work part more than every-
body else,” Lea says.

He sprouted to 6-7, and without 
the ballhandling ability of a guard 
or the post game of a big, he was 
widely seen as a tweener without 
a true position. DJ Gay, who would 
become his teammate at San Diego 
State, went on a recruiting visit at 
the same time as Kawhi and played 
2-on-2 with some others during 
their time spent on campus. “I didn’t 
really understand what Kawhi had to 
offer,” Gay says. “He wasn’t the best 
shooter, wasn’t the best ballhandler.” 

Then the season rolled around, 
and the team practiced for real. 
“Once I saw him the first day of prac-
tice, I was excited,” Gay continues. 
“He was able to defend any position. 
On the offensive end, he had a 
certain strength about him, where 
it wasn’t so much that he would 
make a certain move, it was that he 
would just body you to the basket. If 
he missed the shot, eight out of 10 
times he would get the ball back and 
go right back up with it. I hadn’t seen 
anything like that before.”

Two years at SDSU resulted in a 
first-round NCAA Tournament loss 
and a Sweet 16 loss, after which 
Kawhi, who averaged 14.1 ppg and 
10.2 rpg in college, wisely bolted 
for the NBA. He had hoped to 
become a top-10 pick, but slipped 
to 15, where the Indiana Pacers 
picked him up and quickly dished 

him to San Antonio in exchange for 
guard George Hill. “When that trade 
happened on Draft day minutes 
after Indiana picked him, I think 
there was a little more excitement at 
the table [in the Draft room],” says 
Dennis Robertson, Kawhi’s uncle, 
who manages all of his nephew’s 
off-the-court affairs. “Just because 
of the make-up [of the Spurs], and 
his approach, you couldn’t ask for a 
better fit.”

Accurate. Under Coach Pop’s 
Belichickian say-little, work-hard 
direction and Tim Duncan’s ever-
unemotional leadership, Kawhi’s 
naturally quiet demeanor and abil-
ity to tune out the white noise that 
surrounds the NBA has made him 
beloved in San Antonio. He’s had to 
earn his stripes—he played 24 min-
utes a game as a rookie, averaging 
7.9 points per, but has gotten better 
on both ends every season since. 
“He showed lots of flashes early on, 
whether it was going up and dunking 
on somebody or defensively, how 
good he was at making incredible 
steals and locking people down,” 
says Cory Joseph, the Raptors guard 
who spent his first few NBA years 
with Leonard in San Antonio. “I had 
no doubts in my mind that he was 
gonna be a superstar.”

Kawhi’s most important stretch 
to date is, at this point, well known: 
The 2014 NBA Finals, of which he’d 
eventually take home MVP. That 
series started slow, with him scoring 
just 9 points in both of the first two 
games, which the Spurs and Heat 
split. Between Games 2 and 3,  
Tish Christian, Kawhi’s aunt, sent 
him a text, an attempt at making  
him feel better.

“Don’t worry, Auntie,” he re-
sponded. “We got this.”

He was right.
Kawhi scored 29, 20 and 22 

points in the following three games, 
blanketing LeBron James and 
helping his Spurs dominate the 
remainder of the series. 

The following season, 2014-15, 
came the big offensive leap—from 
12.8 ppg to 16.5, along with the 
aforementioned DPOY award, 
establishing himself as the best pe-
rimeter defender in the League. And 
this season we’ve seen more prog-
ress, with his scoring up to 20.2 
ppg and his three-point shooting 
percentage up to a nearly League-
leading (!!!) 48 percent. That last 
stat can be credited to hours upon 
hours spent honing and re-honing 
his jumper with Spurs assistant 
Chip Engelland, who declined to 
speak with us for this story.

With the Spurs choosing to 
remain silent and Kawhi himself not 
exactly the most talkative source 
(more on that in a bit), we hit up 
Randy Shelton, the SDSU men’s 
basketball strength and condition-
ing coach, to learn more about the 
improvement Kawhi has made.
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“ I think I spend more 
time in the gym than 
an average nba player. 
My motivation is just 
trying to be a great,  
a top-50 player of all 
time—or even top-10.”





Shelton and Kawhi put work in 
every summer in San Diego (and 
they’ve done so during past All-Star 
breaks, though those will likely never 
again be free weekends for KL), 
not necessarily refining specific 
basketball skills so much as general 
athleticism and explosiveness.

“The one thing that he always 
had genetically was a really solid 
lower half,” Shelton says. “He has a 
football background—so when I got 
him, he was basically a diamond 
in the rough in the weight room, 
as someone who has really good 
shoulder and hip mobility.”

That last part is your major key. 
Apologies if this recalls a certain 
Happy Gilmore character, but it really 
is all in the hips. “With Kawhi, the 
huge emphasis is on hip strength 
and hip mobility, and I think that’s 
kind of a new thing that people are 
talking about, but that’s been my 
thing since Day One,” Shelton adds.

“If we can make the hips as 
mobile as possible, that’s going to 
take a lot of force and impact off 
the knees. With basketball players, 
it’s very common to see that they’re 
quad-dominant and not really maxi-
mizing their glutes and hamstrings 
and hips efficiently. We still spend a 

good 35 percent of our time working 
on transitional movements—him 
sliding, him being able to go from 
sideways to backwards, making sure 
that his angle between his feet is 
proper, that his upper body is in the 
same position. When I’m with him, 
I say I want you to be like the best 

free safety that’s on the field, so I 
have him doing a lot of defensive 
back stuff. We spend a tremendous 
amount of time on footwork. Bottom 
line, my job is to make him the great-
est athlete he can be.”

Job well done, bruh. As of press 
time, Kawhi’s Spurs are the owners 
of a 49-9 record, second only to the 
magical Golden State Warriors. And 
if Stephen Curry’s talents were to 
suddenly vanish in a Monstars-like 
incident, Kawhi Leonard, with his 
crazy-high three-point percentage, 
20+ ppg and smothering perimeter 
D, would be in the thick of the con-
versation for 2015-16 NBA MVP. Or 
the front of it.

IN TORONTO during mid-February’s 
All-Star Weekend, we sat down 
with our basketball-obsessed cover 
subject at the shoot for the images 
you see on these pages. We rapped 
a little about SDSU, a little about 
his relationship with Jordan Brand 
and the pretty cool fact that he 
personally designed the hand-like 
KL logo JB has blessed him with, 
and then we talked hoops. The 
fifth-year swingman didn’t have too 
much to say—shocking news from a 
guy who isn’t on Instagram or Twit-
ter and turned down other mags for 
covers this month, we know—which 
explains why you haven’t heard any 
of his voice in this story just yet. But 
this is a story about Kawhi Leonard, 
and Kawhi Leonard did speak with 
us—about what drives him, about 
coming into his own, about what the 
future holds. So we’ll let him take 
this thing home:

“I think I spend more time [in the 
gym] than an average NBA player.  
I do spend a lot of time just trying to 
get to the elite level, to a level that 
I think I can play at. My motivation 
is just trying to be a great, a top-50 
player of all time—or even top-10. 
Just trying to reach that plateau.  
My family gives me a lot of strength 
and support, and that keeps me  
going. As long as I’m having fun  
out there on the floor and I’m not 
bored, I’ll keep getting better. I’m 
still having fun.

“I used to show a lot more 
emotion when I was playing at San 
Diego State, but just getting [to San 
Antonio] and learning the culture 
and learning how they do business, 
it just grew on me. 

“Coming in, Tony Parker, Manu, 
Tim and them were still—well, Tony’s 
still great and in his prime—but Manu 
and Tim were, like, the main focus, 
and being a rookie, being under 
Coach Pop, he’s not gonna let you 
just showcase your talents and give 
you the ball and just tell you to go 
out there. With the Spurs those first 
three years or so, I was very limited 
with what I could do on the floor. I 
wasn’t able to showcase my talent.

“I still think there’s a lot that you 
haven’t yet seen that I can do.” S C
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“ He showed lots of 
flashes early on.  
I had no doubts in my 
mind that he was 
gonna be a superstar.” 
—CORY JOSEPH



CAN YOUR TEAM STAND THE HEAT? BIGFOOTHOOPS.COM OR (713) 524-3036

VEGAS
BASKETBALL 

HAL PASTNER PRESENTS 
THE HOTTEST SUMMER IN

BIGFOOT HOOPS-THESE ARE THE TOURNAMENTS FOR THE SUMMER RECRUITING SEASON-ALL AGE DIVISIONS

Play against the nation’s best: Teams such 

as Mac Irvin, Team Melo, Houston Hoops, 

Oakland Soldiers, California Supreme, FOH 

Seattle, International Teams, plus many more 

and be seen by college coaches and top 

recruiting services from around the country. 

The competition awaits... LAS VEGAS LIVE
JULY 13-17, 2016

LAS VEGAS CLASSIC
JULY 20-24, 2016 LAST CALL LAS VEGAS

JULY 25-27, 2016



42   SL AMONLINE .COM



J           No current  

NBA All-Star has 

taken a more 

unlikely path to  

success than 

JIMMY BUTLER. 

And he’s still  

headed up.

words  
ben osborne  

portraits  
atiba jefferson

THE 
RISE



It’s mid-day Saturday of All-Star 
Weekend in Toronto, and Jimmy 
Butler is posted up in front of our 
backdrop for this issue’s cover shoot. 
And he’s happy to do it. Much like 
he’s happy with all his other commit-
ments this weekend; giving out food 
via NBA Cares yesterday, All-Star 
practice and media availability earlier 
today, helping at a Jordan Brand 
practice and doing store appear-
ances for the Brand later today. As 
for the actual game, which will tip off 
tomorrow in front of a star-studded 
crowd in the Air Canada Centre and 
broadcast to millions of fans around 
the globe? Jimmy can’t even play in 
it, due to a left knee strain that’s had 
him out of action since February 5.

Some guys—especially ones who 
are leading the NBA in minutes for 
the second year in a row—would 
use the injury as a reason to take 
a well-deserved vacation. But that 
would require being bored with the 
trappings of NBA stardom, which 
Butler is a long way away from. In 
fact, he’s still struggling to believe 
how fast it’s hit him.

“This isn’t something I even 
dreamed about as a kid,” Butler says 
of NBA stardom. “Honestly, I didn’t 
even think I had a decent shot of 
being a pro until my senior year in 
college.”

The Chosen One, Jimmy Butler 
is not.

You probably know the story by 

now, but it bears at least a quick re-
peat. Born in Houston 26 years ago, 
Butler didn’t see much of his father, 
ran into trouble with his mother and 
spent part of his high school years 
effectively homeless. Needless to 
say, this was not the best back-
ground to become a professional 
athlete, and Jimmy (blessed with 
size and athleticism, at least) had 
to bust his ass at Tomball (TX) High 
just to earn his way onto the team at 
Tyler (TX) Junior College.

Solid play at Tyler earned Butler 
DI looks, and he transferred to 
Marquette, where he averaged 
an underwhelming 6 points and 4 
rebounds as a sophomore. By his 
senior year in Milwaukee, Butler 
was averaging 16 and 6 and getting 
scouted by teams in the League. 

When Draft night came, Butler 
was chosen with the last pick of 
the first round by the Bulls. For 
reference, here are the 30th picks in 
the Drafts before and after Jimmy’s: 
Kevon Looney, Kyle Anderson, 
Nemanja Nedovic, Festus Ezeli, Lazar 
Hayward and Christian Eyenga. Who 

he play for? No one.
“At first, the only thing I could do 

was play hard,” Butler remembers. 
“The instruction I got from the Bulls 
was to give effort. With effort comes 
defense. If you’re playing hard, 
you’re trying to guard. That’s where I 
made a name for myself at first.”

Despite his humble beginnings, 
Butler didn’t lack confidence once 
he saw how he matched up with 
other players, at least physically. 
And before long, he wanted more: 
minutes, opportunities, shots.

“From the moment he got in the 
League, Jimmy had unbelievable 
faith in himself and confidence in his 
abilities,” says Adrian Griffin, a Bulls 
assistant when Butler entered the L 
who now works for the Magic. “But 
he wanted to run before he walked. I 
helped teach him that it will take time 
to get where he wanted. But he took 
what he learned and ran with it. A lot 

of guys in this League say they want 
to be great, but don’t actually show it 
in their work. Jimmy did the work. He 
put in extra work before practice. Ex-
tra shooting after practice. Watched 
film. I also remember countless 
hours discussing the power of 
thoughts. Believing you can make 
shots, stuff like that. He worked on 
every aspect of the game.”

Gradually, the work paid off. 
When Luol Deng, another one of 
Butler’s mentors and theretofore 
Coach Tom Thibodeau’s do-every-
thing swingman who was leading the 
L in minutes, got hurt halfway through 
Butler’s second season, the minutes 
started coming Jimmy’s way. The next 
season, the Bulls dealt Deng. “When 
Luol got traded, that’s when Jimmy 
really got a chance,” Griffin remem-
bers. “Thibs started playing him more 
and we were like, Wow, he’s not 
scared of big games. Wow, he’s not 
scared of guarding LeBron James. 
Those little moments added up and 
showed Thibs and the organization 
that they had someone special.”

From there, it was on, with both 
the work ethic and the confidence 
playing out. “I got with my trainer, 
who is with me right now, and we 
worked on getting my offensive skill 
set flowing,” says Butler after our 
photo shoot has wrapped, gesturing 
a few feet away at personal trainer 
Chris Johnson. “Chris is the best at 
what he does, and my confidence 
comes from the work I did with him. 
I’ve been playing basketball since 
I was young. Some things you’re 
going to be better at than others, and 
that’s OK. I think I’m pretty decent 
at all of them, and now the offensive 
game is starting to sprout.”

Co-signs Johnson, “In order to 
be a great teacher, you’ve got to 
have a great student. So all this suc-
cess goes to him for all the things 
that he does and believes and he 
deserves everything that comes to 
him. Whether it’s really light and just 
working on mechanical footwork, 
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“ some things you’re 
going to be better at 
than others, and  
that’s ok. I think I’m 
pretty decent at all  
of them, and now the  
offensive game is 
starting to sprout.”

Ultra- 

LIGHT 

beam

E
ver since His Airness began 

banging backboards in the ’80s, 

Chicago has been a hub for 

breaking new basketball foot-

wear. Make waves as a primetime player 

in Chi-Town and your kicks get respect. 

Enter Jimmy Butler. His simultaneous 

ascension in Jordan Brand’s ranks and 

on the Bulls’ roster means he’s next 

up to carry the torch when it comes to 

hawking sneaks in the Windy City.

With that in mind, Butler is helping 

Jumpman introduce its latest on-court 

offering, the Jordan Ultra.Fly. An innova-

tive sneaker with a sleek design, the 

Ultra.Fly should immediately join its 

close DNA relative and predecessor, the 

Jordan Super.Fly—the fourth incarnation 

of which has been the go-to sneaker for 

Kemba Walker, Victor Oladipo and Blake 

Griffin this season—as one of the most 

popular sneakers in the NBA. 

The Ultra.Fly is versatile, built to pro-

vide responsiveness and “out-of-the-box 

comfort” for two-way players, according 

to the brand. How? Multiple mesh 

materials make up the shoe’s upper for 

increased breathability and lightweight 

support. And the plush ride is a product 

of a nine-chamber Zoom Air bag in the 

forefoot. Butler himself is ready for a 

Playoff push in the luxurious but bouncy 

shoe, hitting retail in April for $125.

“These bad babies is comfortable, 

man. This is one of the most comfortable 

basketball shoes I ever put on,” an ani-

mated Butler tells us after posing for our 

cover shoot. “And they look good. They 

might make me look a little bit more 

athletic. From the angles, they make my 

calf muscles look bigger. Overall, it’s 

very comfortable. I can’t wait to get back 

out on the court and wear them.”

Beyond the mythical muscle-morph-

ing powers Butler promises, the distin-

guishing feature of the Ultra.Fly is the 

brand-new webbing pattern overlaying 

the mesh upper. It’s what Jordan calls 

Zonal Kurim, a flexible, durable material 

placed to act as a second skin for the 

foot, moving naturally with each step, 

whether you’re a pro or a pickup regular. 

Beyond its functional construction, the 

Ultra.Fly’s kurim has an aesthetic style 

deliberately aimed at mimicking the 

spots of a black leopard—a not-so-subtle 

homage to MJ’s “Black Cat” nickname. 

Now that’s fly. −Abe Schwadron

Jimmy Buckets will be 

repping a brand new 

JORDAN BRAND 

silhouette this spring.
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“ A lot of guys in this 
League say they want 
to be great, but don’t 
actually show it in  
their work. Jimmy  
did the work.” —GRIFFIN

or it’s really going hard or shooting, 
Jimmy’s a joy to work with.”

The confidence showed when 
Butler turned down a four-year, 
$44-million contract before last 
season, betting that he’d get even 
more as a restricted free agent 
a year later. Sure enough, Butler 
exploded in ’14-15, leading the 
League in minutes while making his 
first All-Star team and averaging 20 
ppg for a Bulls team that had the 
eventual conference champion Cavs 
on the ropes in the second round 
of the Playoffs. Suitably impressed, 
the Bulls gave Butler the five-year, 
$92-mil extension he wanted.

Basketball-wise, the contract did 
little to slow Butler’s ascension. He 
worked as hard as ever last summer 
and came back this year with by far 
the most advanced offensive skills 
of his career, while remaining a top 
defender. As of press time, which 
reflects the 48 games Butler played 
before the knee injury, his numbers 
are pretty eye-popping: 22.4 points, 
4.3 assists, 5.2 rebounds and 1.7 
steals in a League-high 37.9 minutes 
per game. He’s got an elite-level PER 
of 21.9 while shooting 46 percent 
from the floor, 33 percent from three 
and 83 percent from the line. He 
dropped 40 in a half against the 
Raptors on January 3, then put 53 on 
the Sixers less than two weeks later. 
Jimmy Buckets, indeed. “In my opin-
ion, he’s the best two-way player in 

the League,” Johnson says. “He plays 
both ends, he logs the most minutes. 
He’s had a coaching change. He still 
maintained an All-Star status. This All-
Star experience has been really good 
because you see a lot of really great 
players in the game come to him and 
embrace him and say, ‘Jimmy, it’s 
your time. It’s your time. This is your 
League, you can do this. You’ve done 
it once, do it again, do it again.’”

As an individual story, it’s almost 
impossible to find a flaw in Jimmy’s 
progression. He came from next-to-
nothing to have a mega contract, 
a lucrative deal with Jordan Brand 
(see sidebar for more) and to traipse 
around Toronto repping the NBA and 
Jordan while also getting to shoot 
his first SLAM cover. He’s gone from 

being the last pick in the first round 
of the 2011 Draft to being one of 
just three players in that class to be 
chosen for multiple All-Star Games 
(Kyrie Irving and Klay Thompson are 
the others). 

There is a team aspect to this 
story, too, though. And that one is 
decidedly incomplete. The Chicago 
Bulls’ most famous player is Derrick 
Rose. Their most accomplished is 
Pau Gasol. The longest-tenured 
member of their roster, who also hap-
pens to own the team’s largest per-
sonality, is Joakim Noah. But at this 
point, Jimmy Butler is a better player 
than all of them. But who’s the leader 
of this erratic, potential-filled mix of 
a squad that has a first-year coach 
(Fred Hoiberg) who has seemed in 
over his head at times? A team that 
has played like the best team in the 
League some nights while looking 
like a Lottery team many others?

For his part, Butler, who is gener-
ally open and cheery with myself and 
the entire SLAM crew during our 
shoot and interview, sort of dodges 
the question when I pose it to him. 
“I’m just trying to be the best player I 
can be and be the best person I can 
be,” he says generically. “I’m going 
to continue to be a good basketball 

player and help the Chicago Bulls 
win games. And I think more impor-
tantly, continue to be who I am, and 
be true to myself.”

Even Griffin hedges on the 
leadership question. “For any player 
in this League who wants to be a 
great player, an All-Star, the first 
thing you have to do is sustain your 
high level of play over a stretch of 
time,” he says. “Jimmy is on the brink 
of that, as you can see by him being 
an All-Star two years in a row. That 
is how you earn the respect of your 
teammates and the entire League.”

Is that enough? One person 
close to the Bulls describes Butler 
to me as “moody, up and down, and 
definitely not a leader.” Another says 
“he’s definitely ‘gone Hollywood,’” 
and it’s not meant as a compliment. 
There have been stories—some 
published, some not—that describe 
a tension-filled Chicago locker room 
that is desperate to have one voice 
give some order. 

Deep breath.

Jimmy Butler is one of the most 
unique talents in a League filled with 
preternatural athletes. He is newer 
to superstardom and its accompany-
ing trappings than anyone else in 
his position because of the lateness 
with which it came to him. He plays 
for a team with a history of divisive-
ness between and among coaches, 
players and the front office, with a 
skeptical, impatient fan base spoiled 
by the six-ring era.

Personally, I think everyone should 
chill. Embrace the player Jimmy is be-
coming. Take note of the renaissance 
Derrick is enjoying. Picture them 
each at full health as the season hits 
its homestretch and heads into the 
Playoffs where a ton of other flawed 
teams await. It may work out after all.

And if it doesn’t, well…Jimmy 
Butler has proven time and time 
again that he will put in the work to 
get better. S
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Thirteen(!) years into his  

NBA career, Knicks superstar 

CARMELO ANTHONY  
is as comfortable as he’s ever 

been—and quietly playing  

the best basketball of his life.

by abe schwadron
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Carmelo Anthony is a veteran at 
this media shit. It’s about 45 min-
utes after the Knicks’ first game in 
the post-Derek Fisher era, a loss to 
the Wizards at MSG. Melo is finish-
ing up his League-mandated locker 
room time with reporters when he’s 
asked about adjusting to interim 
head coach Kurt Rambis.

“I just go with the flow, man,” he 
says, smiling suddenly. “I go with 
the flow and Stay Melo.” The room 
cracks up. Melo’s uncanny ability 
to sidestep a tough question while 
simultaneously endearing himself to 
the insatiable horde of cameras and 
recorders allows him to breathe 
easy in a city where many players 
before him have suffocated.

The 6-8, 240-pound forward 
slithers through the 24/7 New York 
media cycle with guile not unlike the 
way he weaves his way to the cup 
through a crowded paint, but he’s 
also not afraid to speak candidly. 
During All-Star Weekend in Toronto 
a few days later, with the trade 
deadline looming, he addressed 
the gossip surrounding his future 
head-on. “It sucks. I’m tired of these 
rumors, man. I’m tired of ’em,” Melo 
told reporters. “It’s always some-
thing, man. Always.”

That Friday night, Anthony took 
a courtside seat for the first half of 
the Rising Stars Challenge at the 
Air Canada Centre to support his 
young teammate and Rookie of the 

Year candidate Kristaps Porzingis. 
You know, like a varsity player casu-
ally checking out the JV game. He 
smiled, waved into fans’ flashing 
iPhone cameras and exchanged 
daps with KP as if he were a proud 
older brother giving that public 
sign of approval to lil’ bro. (Melo is, 
unsurprisingly, quite familiar with 
eliciting hoopla just by walking into 
a gymnasium—a night earlier he 
caused a ruckus in the middle of the 
Jordan Brand Invitational, an All-Star 
Weekend high school showcase 
at nearby Mattamy Athletic Centre 
featuring his former school Oak 
Hill, as he meandered to his seat. 
It’s a scene that has also become 
an annual occurrence at the Jordan 
Brand Classic in Brooklyn, often 
producing the loudest cheers of the 
night at the Barclays Center.) At 
some point before halftime, Melo’s 
phone buzzed. A text message from 
a friend back in Baltimore read, “Is 
it true?” accompanied by a screen-
shot of the latest clickbaity headline 
attaching his name to a tantalizing 
blockbuster trade rumor. 

“I looked at it, and I put it back in 
my pocket,” Melo said the next morn-
ing, laughing. “I actually don’t read 
nothing. No articles, I don’t go online 
to read, I don’t read newspapers.” 
But he can’t avoid the questions, and 
the texts don’t stop coming in from 
inquiring minds, despite the no-trade 
clause he says he’ll never waive.

“It’s just the accumulation of 
just always hearing, Melo trade, 
Melo trade, Melo trade,” he added 
matter-of-factly. “Eventually you get 
tired of hearing it. I think I’m just at 
the point where I’m getting tired of 
hearing it, tired of speaking on it. 
It just don’t make any sense at this 
point. Until something happens.”

Those rumors typically pick up 
steam on Twitter and in barber-
shops thanks to a loud chorus of 
undiscerning fans who view Melo 
as a lazy ballhog who can’t win. 
Even a few highly regarded hoop 
writers detest watching him play, 

and don’t hesitate to say so. But 
reducing the former No. 3 overall 
pick’s efforts to an ugly stereotype 
is highly unfair, and refusing to 
acknowledge the evolution of his 
game is simply ignorant. Ironic, isn’t 
it, the use of that word, “lazy.” The 
blunt injustice in all the Melo shade 
is pretty simple: He’s playing some 
of the best basketball of his career.

There are the surface-level 
statistics that point to his incredible 
well-rounded play—he’s averag-
ing a career-best 4.2 assists and 
attempting the fewest field goals 
per game since he was 20, while 
still posting 21.6 ppg and pulling 
down 8+ rebounds a night for just 
the second season of his 13 in the 
League. There are advanced stats, 
too, like the fact that Melo is one of 
just five players who have logged 
at least 1,500 minutes this season 
to use 29 percent of his team’s 
possessions while assisting on at 
least 20 percent of his teammates’ 
baskets and blocking at least 1 
percent of all opponents’ shots 
(the others: Dwyane Wade, LeBron 
James, Kevin Durant and James 
Harden). But numbers always ring 
hollow to haters.

“He’s going to get most of the 
criticism whether we win or lose,” 
admits Knicks forward Derrick 
Williams, who grew up watching 
Carmelo—he was 12 when Anthony 
was drafted. “If we lose and he 
plays great, he’s going to get most 
of the criticism anyway.”

See, somewhere along the line, 
hating on Carmelo Anthony became 
fashionable (not to mention easy, 
thanks to the Knicks’ top-down 
organizational woes). Petty Knicks 
fans decided they’d be better off 
without one of the best players in 
the League, turning their attention 
to far-fetched free-agent fantasies 
like Kevin Durant and Russell  
Westbrook. Fans of other teams 
watch a few highlights and read 
articles with titles like “Carmelo 
Anthony: Way Overrated” from 

major publications like The Atlantic 
and agree that yup, he’s washed. 
Announcing Carmelo Anthony 
is your favorite player no longer 
comes with the kind of instant cool 
it once did, when he was rocking 
the braids as a brash but unstop-
pable teenager in Denver. Or even 
when the “Welcome to New York” 
swag was still fresh during his first 
few months in the Big Apple.

Melo will turn 32 in May. Save for 
the icons like Mike and Kobe, rarely 
if ever does an aging star stack up 
to younger, flashier players in the 
“cool” department. Porzingis in fact 
is already pushing Anthony for the 
title of most popular Knick, not even 
a full 82 into his career—curious, 
since he also represents the best 
teammate Melo’s had since Allen 
Iverson. But superficialities be 
damned, Anthony is balling. Which 
is why no one flinched when he 
was voted an All-Star starter for the 
seventh straight season. Haters had 
to pay homage, huh?

Still, it’s maddening that even 
with the Zen Master at the helm, the 
Knicks, in their current form, are noth-
ing short of a trash can emoji, a point 
guard-less, interim head coach-havin’ 
runaway train hurdling into infinite 
mediocrity, a fate mitigated only by 
Melo’s continued commitment to pro-
fessionalism and the flickering hope 
of Porzingis one day becoming what 
Melo already is: a superstar.

Barring a Derek Jeter-like hot 
streak, New York will miss the 
Playoffs for a third straight season. 
“That doesn’t sit well with me,” 
Anthony says, “to know that it can 
be three years if we don’t pick it up 
right away.”

ON AN EARLY JANUARY day off 
between a Knicks loss in Chicago 
and a home win over Atlanta, Melo 
sits in a back room at Jordan 
Brand’s Terminal 23 space in 
Manhattan, where his own logo 
adorns the invite-only basketball 
court that has become, among other 
functions, his personal playground. 
He’s sipping Starbucks and going 
over some logistical details. In a few 
minutes, he’ll be surprising a lucky 
group of high schoolers from around 
the Tri-State Area to host an intimate 
Q+A session and lead a few drills.

If it feels like Melo has been 
more active in seeking out op-
portunities to impact youth lately, 
that’s because, well, he has. Last 
year he visited incarcerated youth 
at Rikers Island. This year he took 
a strong public stance against gun 
violence, first as part of an NBA-
backed PSA, and again through the 
media after teammate Cleanthony 
Early was robbed and shot in the 
leg at gunpoint in December. When 
you consider that a decade ago 
Anthony, who spent his formative 
years in West Baltimore, found him-
self in hot water for a brief cameo 

C
“ Doing it in new york 
is better than doing it 
any place in the world. 
One in New York is 
better than multiple 
somewhere else. 
That’s the reason why 
I’m in New York.”



in Stop Fucking Snitching Vol. 1, 

the DVD, it’s hard not to appreciate 
the personal transformation.

“It comes a point and time when 
you gotta sit back and be like, 
Alright, cool, let me figure this out,” 
Melo says of his own maturation 
process. “You have a voice now. I 
realize I have a voice—I want to be 
heard for certain things. I don’t want 
to just be heard when it comes to 
basketball. Like, real-life situations. 
There’s more to sports than just 

shooting the ball or throwing a foot-
ball or hitting a baseball. It’s more to 
life than that. There’s real life things 
that’s going on out there that people 
like myself can use their voice.”

As he walks out to meet the 
high school kids behind raucous 
applause, one brash voice yells out 
above the others, “What took you 
so long?!” Having called New York 
his professional home since 2011, 
Anthony is no stranger to the city’s 
bold brand of trash talk. (In fact, he 

told VICE, “You’re not a New Yorker 
if you don’t wake up some days and 
be like, ‘Man, fuck this place.’”)

“I love that vibe,” he says of the 
fearless youngsters giving him a hard 
time. “That vibe, that’s what New 
York is about. That’s who I am. That’s 
authentic to who I am as a person.”

Carmelo was born in Brooklyn, 
raised in Red Hook until he was 
8 and is dead set on finishing his 
career in a Knicks uniform, no matter 
what your favorite sources say.

“I don’t want to run. I could have 
ran somewhere when I was a free 
agent. I came back for a reason. I 
came back because I wanted to be 
there,” Melo opined scrupulously at 
one point during his ninth All-Star 
Weekend. “Doing it in New York is 
better than doing it any place in the 
world. One in New York is better 
than multiple somewhere else. So 
that was the reason why I wanted 
to come to New York. That’s the 
reason why I’m in New York.” S
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RUSSELL WESTBROOK   

All-Star MVP



With the family so close to cam-

pus, the two Valentine boys tagged 

along with their father to practices 

and games and quickly fell in love 

with basketball and the Spartans.

“Anyone from my area pretty much 

wants to come here,” Valentine says. 

“I grew up wearing Mateen Cleaves 

jerseys and Morris Peterson jerseys. 

I’ve always been a Spartan.”

Now Valentine’s in his final days as 

a Spartan. He’s a likely All-American, 

averaging 19.0 ppg, 7.9 rpg and 6.9 

apg. He also might lead the Big Ten 

in visits home per week.

“I take time once or twice a week 

to do something with my family,” 

Valentine says. 

Growing up in the shadow of 

campus, it didn’t take long to notice 

that the Valentine boys had a knack 

for the game and Denzel was super 

competitive—about it and everything 

else. He didn’t just hate losing on-

court. Whenever he lost a game of 

Monopoly, he flipped the board over.

“My dad has tons and tons of tro-

phies that we had at my old house,” 

Denzel says. “Subconsciously when 

you see those, you just want to be 

a winner.”

An admitted sore loser at times, 

Valentine didn’t have to deal with 

much of it on the court because 

of how talented he was. Both he 

and his brother, who later played at 

Oakland University and is now an as-

sistant coach there, started racking 

up wins from an early age with their 

father coaching most of the games.

It was at Sexton High in Lansing 

that Carlton Valentine did most of 

his coaching. He’s spent nearly a 

decade there during two separate 

stints. That time included the entire 

high school careers of both his sons.

“Any father with a chance to coach 

his kids at that level is getting an un-

believable experience,” Carlton says.

There was only one year of 

overlap for the two Valentines, and 

it almost didn’t happen. While Drew 

was a senior, Denzel was entering 

his freshman year, and after some 

summer struggles their father con-

fided in Drew that he wasn’t quite 

sure if Denzel was ready for varsity.

Once Drew, who later coached his 

brother as a grad assistant at MSU, 

told his younger brother, that was all 

Denzel’s competitive spirit needed, 

with one last camp approaching.

“That whole team camp he was 

just straight killing,” Drew says.

From that point there was no 

looking back. Denzel committed to R
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T
he last time Michigan 

State won a national 

title, a certain 6-year-old 

was along for the ride. 

With his father, the 

boy spent many home games in the 

locker room, grabbing pictures with 

Mateen Cleaves and Morris Peterson, 

falling in love with basketball.

During that 2000 title game, the 

boy was practicing on a kids’ hoop 

in the back of the room, peeking in 

here and there to get a glimpse of his 

idols. And when the Spartans won 

that game, his mom drove him and his 

brother through the streets of East 

Lansing to be part of the celebration.

Now the boy is a man, and he has 

one last chance for a championship 

drive on campus. Then he’ll leave the 

only life he’s known. This March, it’s 

all or nothing for Denzel Valentine.

Denzel’s father, Carlton, was a 

four-year letter winner with Michigan 

State from ’85-88. He met his wife 

Kathy at the school, and they put 

down roots, raising their sons Drew 

and Denzel in Lansing, MI.

Do-everything Michigan State guard  

DENZEL VALENTINE is guiding  

the NCAA team he grew up rooting for. 

by david cassilo

Michigan State before his junior year 

and ended his high school career 

with back-to-back state titles.

With his parents in the stands, 

Valentine’s Spartans career has 

been a memorable one thus far. 

Valentine’s team has been to three 

Sweet 16s and one Final Four in his 

first three seasons. Individually, he’s 

raised his points, rebounds and as-

sists per game in every season.

There’s only one thing left that he 

wants to accomplish.

“I’m just trying to finish out 

strong,” Valentine says. “The goal at 

the beginning of the season was to 

win a National Championship.”

While the end of his college 

career could be memorable, it will 

also be bittersweet. As a consensus 

first-rounder this June, it’s likely he’ll 

need to be the first in his family to 

move away. It’s a change he can only 

describe as “weird” and not having 

him a car ride away is something his 

brother says will be “very different.”

It’s no surprise, though, that it’s 

his parents who seem to have the 

biggest adjustment ahead, since 

Carlton taught him the game, Kathy 

drove him to tournaments, and both 

of them brought MSU into his life.

Now there is just one more NCAA 

Tournament ahead of them.

“It’s tough, but we’ll manage,” 

Carlton says. “We’re cherishing the 

time we have. This next journey and 

adventure will be exactly that.” S
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DARKEST  
BEFORE… 
Extremely successful as a player  

and coach in college and the WNBA,  

University of South Carolina coach  

DAWN STALEY has just one thing left  

to chase: a National Championship.

by mirin fader

D
ebbie Ryan wanted to 

get into Dawn Staley’s 

head. When splitting 

up her team for 

scrimmages, the former 

Virginia coach would group four 

starters plus the sixth, seventh and 

eighth player—and give Staley the 

third-stringers. The stacked squad 

envisioned a breezy victory; Staley 

saw an upset. From crossing over 

boys in Philly’s inner-city playgrounds 

to twice tying for Virginia’s top 

rebounding average at 5-6, the 

National Player of the Year in 1991 

and ’92 loved to show and prove. 

“She would say, ‘Oh, OK. I see 

what you’re doing,’” Ryan says. 

“‘Go ahead. We’re still going to kick 

your ass.’ And she never lost in four 

years. I kept track.”

Staley has always been drawn 

to challenges. That’s why the three-

time Olympic Gold medalist and 

five-time WNBA All-Star sought to 

turn around a bottom-of-the-pack 

South Carolina program that finished 

2-12 in SEC play in 2008-09 into a 

national contender. Few could have 

predicted that the Gamecocks would 

reach the Final Four last season, 

coming one point shy of reaching the 

National Championship game with a 

66-65 loss to Notre Dame. 

“I’m a builder,” says Staley, who 

previously guided a struggling 

Temple program to six NCAA 

tourneys and four A-10 tournament 

crowns. “People said South 

Carolina couldn’t compete at a 

high level, but I like to prove the 

naysayers wrong. We want to win a 

National Championship.”

SHOT CLOCK violations. Travels. 

Fumbles. No. 2 South Carolina 

seemed to be handing out early 

Christmas gifts to unranked UCLA in 

an early season game in Westwood: 

14 turnovers by halftime, 19 by the 

end of the third. Each seemed to 

stick a pin in Staley’s heart. Her face 

grimaced into a scowl, her hand 

squashed a stat sheet.  

“I think Dawn wishes sometimes 

she could be out there as a 

player,” says Stanford coach Tara 

VanDerveer, Staley’s former USA 

coach. “Because she could fix it.” 

Staley may no longer be a player, 

but she still moves like one. The 

floor general remained calm; if she 

seemed rattled, her troops would 

become rattled. The Gamecocks 

responded with a couple of scores 

and stops and escaped with a 68-

65 victory over the Bruins.

“The one thing I can say about 

Dawn is she has the pulse of this 

team. Always. I think that’s her point 

guard mentality,” South Carolina 

associate head coach Lisa Boyer 

said after the game. “She knows 

what motivates them, what makes 

them tick.”

But players didn’t always know 



how to follow. When Staley arrived 
in 2008, the program hadn’t reached 
the NCAA Tournament since ’03. 
Players grew accustomed to double-
digit losses and lopsided conference 
records. And here was a new coach, 
nourishing them with dreams of 
being the nation’s team to beat? 

“It took a lot of time for them to 
buy in,” Staley says. “When you’ve 
never won, you’ve never been part 
of a winning culture, when you don’t 
understand it from the outside, the 
touch and feel of winning? It’s hard.”

Staley worked to change her 
players’ mentality. There was no 
other option than giving your all 
each possession—to each game, to 
each practice, to each class. 

Players had to match Staley’s 
intensity.

“Whether it was on the court in 
the biggest game of the Tournament, 
or if we were on the back of the bus 
playing cards, that competitiveness 
always came out. That’s just who 
Dawn is,” says Seattle Storm PG 
Sue Bird, Staley’s former USA 
teammate. “I think when someone is 
that competitive, you gotta keep up. 
You gotta keep pace.”

Staley also had to gain her 

players’ trust. But that was her forte 
as a player—she knew that being a 
point guard was more than bringing 
the ball up the court. It was bringing 
people together. 

She was both tough and tender, 
knowing when to push or give a 
hug. She could walk into a locker 
room and sense who was having a 
good or bad day. She could relate 

to a starter or reserve, a freshman or 
senior. She savored an assist over a 
point, able to whip a pass to anyone 
from anywhere on the floor. 

“She just can reach out to people 
and get them to follow, and that 
takes a special person,” says former 
Virginia teammate Tammi Reiss, now 
an assistant coach at Syracuse. “Not 
many people have that quality. You 

think of male counterparts like Magic 
Johnson or Michael Jordan, special 
people that people just follow. Dawn, 
on the female side, is that person.”

“That’s what makes her the best 
point guard to ever play the game,” 
Reiss continues. “Because she can 
lead a team and they follow. She 
knows where to take them.”

The South Carolina players began 
to follow, and so did the wins. After 
finishing 11th, seventh and fifth in the 
SEC, the Gamecocks broke through 
to the Sweet 16 in 2012. The team 
reached the second round in ’13 and 
the Sweet 16 in ’14 before reaching 
its first-ever Final Four in ’15.

The people of Columbia, SC, 
came along, too. South Carolina 
sold more than 11,000 season 
tickets this season, up from 2,315 
in 2012-13. The Gamecocks led all 
of Division I—including Connecticut, 
Notre Dame and Tennessee—in 
average attendance last season at 
12,293 fans per game. 

“We’ve seen South Carolina when 
it felt like there was two people in the 
arena, and you could hear [Staley] 
in timeouts,” sophomore forward A’ja 
Wilson said. “Now you go from us 
sitting in the timeouts and we can 
barely hear her because the fans and 
the support system is just amazing.”

Led by the scoring prowess of 
senior All-American guard Tiffany 
Mitchell, and the frontcourt duo of 
Wilson and junior Alaina Coates 
controlling the paint, the No. 
3-ranked Gamecocks are 24-1 as 
we go to press (the one blemish 
coming against—who else?—UConn). 
They are now one of the teams being 
chased. “A couple years ago we 
probably could have that mentality 
of the underdog. We can’t have that 
mentality at all,” Mitchell said. “We 
can’t take any plays off. As soon as 
we do, there’s going to be somebody 
that’s going to try to knock us down.”

No one wants to win a national 
title more than Staley, who led 
Virginia to three Final Fours only to 
come up short each time. After the 
Cavaliers’ 3-point overtime loss to 
Tennessee in the ’91 national title 
game, Staley watched the game 
tape for multiple days thereafter, 
memorizing each error and vowing a 
different outcome in the future.

It still gnaws at her. But now she 
has more than four years to finish 
the job. 

“It’s the only and biggest void I 
haven’t gotten in my career that I 
really, really, wanted,” says Staley, 
who joined Baylor coach Kim Mulkey 
as one of two women to reach the 
Final Four as both a player and head 
coach. “It’s drives me. We’re close. 
It’s a sour taste left in our mouth, 
from a possession here or there that 
could have gotten us to the national 
title game. We saw how close we 
came. That lesson—that’s how small 
the margin of error is to winning or 
losing. So that’s our challenge.” S P
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“ People said south 
carolina couldn’t 
compete at a high 
level, but I like to 
prove the naysayers 
wrong. We want 
to win a National 
Championship.”

A legendary college 

player at Virginia, Staley 

was also a star with the 

WNBA’s Charlotte Sting.
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Philadelphia is, at the moment,  

the wasteland of the NBA. But amidst all of the  

76ers’ losing, there’s a true bright spot:  

20-year-old rookie big man JAHLIL OKAFOR.

by ben collins

GAVE  
’EM  

HOPE
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The vibe here is fine. The Sixers’ 
locker room is not the apocalyptic 
wasteland you may have been led 
to believe. There are no giant birds 
picking at dead things. There are 
no trashcans on fire, although that 
would be very cool. No disaster 
movie stuff whatsoever.

You feel plenty safe here, a ball 
pit of giant 18-to-24-year-olds, like 
an all-male boarding school gone on 
way too long and very wrong. Every-
thing is totally fine and that’s sort of 

the problem. Jahlil Okafor is, by any 
account, the most talented dude in 
this ball pit, there’s no way out, and 
there might be two or three guys 
ahead of him on the only exit slide.

The Philadelphia 76ers have won 
one game out of the first 22, that’s 
1-21, a very lonely looking record. 
It’s almost all-time record bad, and 
it’s about to get worse. They’re 
about to play the Nets, who are 
losing a lot but not on purpose. Jahlil 
and the Boy Band of Players Who 
Are Losing Because Management 
Wants That are about to head out 
there and try to win a winnable 
one, like the movie Major League. 
And while there are no dead souls 
in this locker room, by God, there 
will be some out there in a few 
minutes when the Sixers play the 
6-15 Nets. You will never see so 
many people checking their phones 
while two dudes with max contracts 
heave 17-footers in your entire life. 
The game will feel like a dare, a 
frat prank for a frat you’re not in, 
something you opted into because 
the waterboarding was getting too 
severe and yet now you’re somehow 
having second thoughts about how 
bad the waterboarding really was.

BUT IN THE MIDDLE of it—the 
physical middle of it all—there’s 
a glimmer, a spark. There’s a guy 
who is going to be a star, and it is 
occasionally very visible, brilliant and 
apparent. He has no help at all, so 
you can only see it in flashes, like 
a shooting star very early on in the 
night, like a really real apparition.

It’s Jahlil Okafor.
He’d gotten into trouble twice 

in the weeks before I talk to him in 
the Sixers’ fine, super duper fine 
locker room, so when I step over the 
big diseased birds eating the small 
diseased birds to talk to him before 
the game, he almost certainly thinks 
I’ve brought my narc hat.

I did not bring my narc hat, but 
here’s why he’d think that: Okafor 
got caught going 108 mph on a 
bridge in a 45-mph zone in Novem-
ber, which is way too fast. Then, a 
day after the Sixers improved their 
record from “the League is stepping 
in” to “1-18,” TMZ put out a video 
of a Streets of Rage-style fistfight 
that prominently featured Jahlil in 
Boston. He was throwing hands 
at random Southie townies in the 
street who were making fun of the 
Sixers and whom he should’ve had 
nothing to do with.

These are things that could’ve 
been prevented if anybody on the 
team was over 24 (on opening night, 
there wasn’t a single player who 
was), or if there was any sort of goal 
or mission for the young guys this 
year (there doesn’t appear to be).
Jahlil is 20. Twenty-year-olds do 
dumb stuff, and they do dumber stuff 
when they have millions of dollars 
and their exclusive goal is to stay 
alive for two more years, until their 
team is good again.

These are the side effects of The 
Process, the big losing experiment 
in Philadelphia, where GM Sam 
Hinkie, who would be a world-beater 
of a gambler, is building a team 
using the purest form of analytics, 
almost as if a Wall Street tycoon 
or a degenerate, high-stakes poker 
player were running a basketball 
team. The goal, for now, is nabbing 
picks—and the higher the better, at 
all costs, even if it’s lots of losing.

You’re not going to believe this, 
but running a group of exclusively 
18-to-24-year-old men on the  
moral foundation of high-frequency 
Wall Street trading has weird 
consequences.

One of them is that the League 
basically had to step in to get the 
team to start treating its players like 
people and not dots on a graph. Two 
days before this Nets-Sixers game, 

the Sixers hired NBA patriarch Jerry 
Colangelo to remind Hinkie that 
people have feelings and emotions 
and they both affect the way basket-
ball players play basketball.

The other weird consequence is 
that Jahlil Okafor, the team’s best 
player, probably does not want to 
talk to me—or anybody in the press 
right now. He probably thinks I want 
to talk about the fistfight.

I don’t, but I ask him about it 
anyway, because it would be suspi-
cious not to. It’s surely the only thing 
he’s asked about, on the road or 
otherwise. I want to know how he 
doesn’t think about it.

“It’s pretty easy, actually, if you 
take Twitter off your phone,” he says. 
He says he did that. “I don’t know 
what the world sees anymore.”

I ask him what the hell he does 
with his time, a 20-year-old without 
social media anymore but a lot of 
plane rides, and he says it’s a lot of 
hanging out with his 9-month-old dog 
(a Rottweiler, by the way) and Netflix.

“The people around me make 
it really simple,” he says. “And I’ve 
been watching all of The Flash.”

This is a superhero show on 
Netflix, and it’d be super easy to 
go down the trite metaphor path 
here: Guy who lords over crime 
scenes for a living gets sick of it 
and, whoops, it turns out he has 
supersonic speed, so he can drag 
this hellhole out of the rubble. This 
is not only Jahlil Okafor’s favorite 
show, but it is also the best dream 
Sam Hinkie has ever had, so we will 
not make it that easy.

It isn’t that easy. The team’s a 
mess, but Jahlil is a beacon, and it’s 
not because he’s superhuman. It’s 
because, when I go over to him, he’s 
the only dude going over pick-and-
roll stuff with an assistant, even 
though he doesn’t need to be.

The guy is big and long and can 
scare the hell out of you physically. 
But so could Greg Ostertag. The 
difference is Jahlil gets the game, 
even at 20.

“He’s so talented. He’s as 
talented as he’s made out to be,” 
says Sean O’Connor, editor of 
SBNation’s Liberty Ballers, which 
does the best Sixers coverage you 
can find.

O’Connor says Sixers fans were 
almost universally enthralled with 
the pick. Jahlil was supposed to go 
first, remember, before Karl-Anthony 
Towns had a scorched Earth fresh-
man season at Kentucky.

It’s hard to remember, but Duke 
won the NCAA Championship 
last year anyway, centered around 
Okafor’s skill and touch around the 
rim. Still, Towns went first and he 
now, at points, looks like a young 
Tim Duncan. Then Kristaps Porzingis 
went a pick after Okafor, and he 
now, at points, looks like a young 
Jesus Christ.

It’s hard not to be a little envious, 

T



right? “It’s really not the same thing. 

You wouldn’t be able to develop 

Kristaps the same if he’s the focal 

point of the defense. Carmelo is 

there,” says O’Connor. “With Jahlil, 

the Sixers can’t use him optimally. 

You know he has more to him, but 

we’ve dumbed down everything. The 

Sixers run the Spurs system, but at 

half-speed. So eventually they run 

out of time [on the shot clock] and 

say, ‘Let’s just give it to this guy.’”

And that’s what you see in the 

weird travesty that is this Nets game. 

Jahlil will get doubled in the post. 

He’ll get beaten around. He’ll have 

to cover the Nets’ only very good 

player, Brook Lopez, on the other 

end, one-on-one. He’ll have to catch 

the ball at the elbow at the end of 

a broken play and just figure stuff 

out. Then, at the end of the day, 

the National Guard will be called, 

and they’ll board both teams and all 

remaining survivors into a rescue he-

licopter from this charred wasteland, 

and you’ll look up at the scoreboard 

and see it: 22 and 10. Not bad.

“He’s being forced to do things 

he shouldn’t be asked to do—and 

he’s succeeding. It turns out he 

can shoot, he can put the ball on 

the floor, and that’s where [Coach 

Brett Brown] foresees his future as 

well. He describes him as a power 

forward on offense who might be 

best from the triple-threat position,” 

says O’Connor.

Okafor will frustrate the ever-

living hell out of Brook Lopez, who’ll 

play just 19 minutes because of foul 

trouble. The Nets will win anyway, 

but this isn’t a Jahlil Okafor thing. 

This is a “they don’t have a point 

guard” thing.

A couple of days later, the Sixers 

will trade for a serviceable PG, Ish 

Smith, and the team starts winning 

again, at least by the horrible stan-

dards they set the last few seasons.

I know this is against the Rules of 

the Process and the very angry God 

inside of Sam Hinkie’s computer, 

and I know that Sean is a very de-

vout believer in The Process and all 

of the things it represents, but while 

we’re talking about solving stuff, 

how about getting a guy on the 

team who can just show Jahlil how 

to make the sucky parts of adulting 

work?

Soon enough, the Sixers will sign 

Elton Brand. So, like that, help is on 

the way.

And, phew, because it’s neces-

sary. Jahlil is magnetic on the glass 

and crafty as hell around the rim. 

He’s a force. He’s a monster. But 

he’s also a person.

And here’s the thing The Process 

truly can’t account for, distilled: 

There’s this one highlight from 

December 14 against the Bulls. You 

can look it up. It’s Okafor about nine 

feet away from the basket, squared 

up against Joakim Noah, who was 

Defensive Player of the Year a 

couple of years ago. He’s facing up 

and, I swear to you, without putting 

the ball on the ground—it’s palmed in 

his hand—Jahlil crosses him up. It’s a 

post move, but it’s too quick to be a 

post move. It is, above all, vicious.

It reminds me of somebody. 

“Hakeem? Yeah! I’ve been watch-

ing video of Hakeem,” says Jahlil, 

who is averaging 17.4 points, 7.2 

rebounds and 1.2 blocks in 30.2 

stout minutes per game through 

late-February.

Elton Brand, for example, played 

against Hakeem. He also played  

on the Clippers when they were  

the NBA’s resident dumpster fire.

He can say the truth, and  

that’s this: 

This is a disaster. You’re going 

to be great. Do you know how easy 

it’s going to feel when you’re great 

and it’s not a disaster? S
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“ hakeem? Yeah!  
I’ve been watching 

video of Hakeem!”
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        REAL
FRIENDS

 For as long as we’ve known him,  

LEBRON JAMES  

has always been surrounded by  

a talented and tight-knit  

group of teammates and friends.  

Fifteen years after we first  

connected with these Akron high  

schoolers, we caught up  

with the educators, entrepreneurs,  

and—yes—ballplayers,  

shining on their own terms.

words ryan jones   

illustration t .  adam martin
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the rest of the crew, Weems had 
always challenged the older, bigger 
dudes in football and hoops. He 
never did catch up to them size-
wise, but he could play, graduating 
from St. V in ’04 and going on to 
star at nearby Walsh University, 
where as a do-it-all point guard he 
won an NAIA national championship 
as a freshman and eventually earned 
All-American honors.

It was a reference from his “big 
brother” LeBron that helped secure 
a grad assistant gig at Kentucky 
in 2009, the start of a three-year 
run on Coach Cal’s bench that 
ended with Weems earning both a 
Master’s degree and, as Assistant 
Director of Basketball Ops, a 2012 
National Championship ring. “It was 
unbelievable,” Weems says. “Our 
time at St. V was kind of like that, 
but Kentucky’s the biggest stage 
you can be on in college basketball. 
To be able to work under a Hall 
of Fame coach, work with several 
future NBA guys, that was an unbe-
lievable experience.”

From Lexington, Weems moved 
on to assistant coaching gigs at 
Drexel and Oakland University, 
where he was on staff until last fall. 
That’s when Cleveland GM David 
Griffin, whom Weems first met while 
he was at Kentucky, came calling—
for the second time. “He was trying 
to get me to do something last year, 
but I didn’t feel like the time was 

the odds don’t seem so bad.
And that common connection: It’s 

LeBron James, of course, the man 
who put St. V on the map during an 
unprecedented high school career. 
To the rest of the world, the guys 
around him were just that—a “sup-
porting cast,” dudes who filled out a 
roster. But there was always more to 
these guys, and half a lifetime later, 
there still is. Making their marks as 
entrepreneurs, entertainers, educa-
tors and athletes, they’re excelling in 
ways reminiscent of their high school 
success: benefitting from their con-
nection to an all-time great, but still 
living their own lives, willing and able 
to take—and make—their own shots.

“The thing LeBron says, ‘Earned 
not given,’ I think is everybody’s 
motto,” says McGee. “I think we all 
feel if we work hard, we can go out 
and earn the right to achieve what 
we want. Everybody’s working, and 
everybody’s doing good.”

“I mean, it’s always beneficial to 
know someone like LeBron,” adds 
Brandon Weems, now in his first 
year as a scout with the Cavs, “but 
at the same time, we’re all in the 
grind, and everybody’s working. 
We’re all just trying to make it.”

Trying and, more often than not, 
succeeding.

For Weems, that success has 
come on and off the court, but 
always within the game. A grade 
younger than LeBron and most of 

time and place and context all 
jumbled up. On a quiet afternoon 
15 years earlier, you walked into a 
small Catholic high school in Akron, 
OH, to interview some kids on the 
basketball team. And now here you 
are, back in the same building on 
another quiet afternoon 15 years 
later, sitting across from one of 
those same kids. 

Only now, you’re sitting in his 
office, the one with “Director of 
Athletics” on the door.

“It’s definitely a good feeling to 
come home,” says Willie McGee, 
St. Vincent-St. Mary Class of 2003, 
who was hired at his alma mater 
last summer. “Being around good 
people, receiving a ton of support, 
it’s just been a blessing.”

What are the odds? What are the 
odds that a kid from a difficult up-
bringing would turn his athletic ability 
into academic opportunity, earn a 
couple of college degrees, and come 
back in his early 30s to run one of 
the most successful small-school 
athletic programs in the nation? It’s 
crazy to even consider—that is, until 
you shrink the sample size. Narrow it 
down to single digits, to a tight-knit 
group of friends with a common con-
nection and collective ambition, all 
pushing each other to achieve their 
dreams. Yes, those same kids we first 
encountered in the St. V lunchroom 
back in the spring of ’01.

In that case, and in retrospect, 

right,” Weems says. “But at some 
point I knew I wanted to see if the 
NBA was the right opportunity.”

He’s taking that opportunity now, 
road tripping to college, D-League 
and NBA games to scout potential 
draftees and free agents. Given his 
time at Kentucky, there’s no doubt 
Weems recognizes talent. Of course, 
he saw plenty of it on his own high 
school team—and not only his “big 
brother.” Time has shown the talent 
on those St. V squads was no joke.

Dru Joyce III is in his ninth season 
of professional basketball in Europe, 
not bad for a guy who says, “Coming 
out of high school, I’d accomplished 
my goal to play Division I basketball, 
and I didn’t see anything beyond 
that.” The kid they used to call “Lil 
Dru,” both because of his stature and 
the presence of his father, eventual 
St. V coach Dru Joyce II, he was 
the one credited with convincing 
friends and teammates LeBron, 
Willie McGee and Sian Cotton—the 
self-proclaimed Fab Four—to go to 
the predominantly white Catholic 
high school in town. Under the 
guidance of then-St. V coach Keith 
Dambrot, Lil Dru thought they could 
do something special.

They did, of course, and afterward, 
Joyce walked on at the University of 
Akron, where he was eventually 
reunited with Dambrot (now in his 
12th season in charge of a solid Zips 
program) and earned a scholarship. 
He grew just enough and never lost 
his handle, court vision or deadeye 
stroke, to earn a shot overseas. Near-
ly a decade later, he’s established 
himself as one of the best players in 
the German league, most recently 
with s.Oliver Baskets in Wurzburg. 
(And his dad? “Coach Dru” is in his 
15th season as St. V head coach, 
where his résumé includes three 
Ohio state championships.)

Romeo Travis was a late addition 
to those St. V dream teams, a child-
hood friend and teammate whose 
sophomore-year transfer turned 
the Fab Four into a Fab Five. By his 
own admission, he was an often 
tense and angry kid, and he says 
stepping into that team with its sup-
port system of friends and positive 
role models was vital. “I always tell 
people, these guys changed my life.” 
Like Joyce, the 6-7 forward suited 
up for the hometown Zips in college, 
where they roomed together and 
helped lead Akron to back-to-back 
20-win seasons; as a senior, Travis 
was named MAC Player of the Year.

And then it was off to Europe, 
where over the course of nearly a 
decade Travis has played in Spain, 
Germany (where he briefly reunited 
with Joyce), Israel, Croatia, Ukraine 
and Russia, with a brief stop in the 
Philippines before landing this sea-
son with Le Mans Sarthe Basket in 
France. In maintaining that success, 
he credits his PG with a lifetime’s 
worth of assists. “Dru helped keep 
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me calm in college, and then as a 
pro, he was the one who convinced 
me to switch to the 4,” Travis says. “I 
was basically a power 3, but he was 
like, ‘I’m telling you, go back to the 4, 
they get the shots here.’ I did, and my 
career got amazingly better.”

There’s an easy metaphor there 
about challenges overcome, and he’s 
hardly the only one. Sian Cotton, 
the burly big man on those Fab 
Five teams, was always a football 
player first, and after high school 
he headed off to Ohio State on a 
scholarship. Things didn’t pan out 
for Cotton in Columbus, but he 
eventually rediscovered a passion for 
music and committed to a career in 
hip-hop. He’s dropped a succession 
of singles and mixtapes, including 
last year’s Hustle Spirit; and if you’re 
reading this, there’s a decent chance 
you heard Cotton’s track “Almost 
Home” on the LeBron-curated 
soundtrack for NBA 2K14.

Then there’s McGee, who went to 
tiny Fairmont State University in West 
Virginia on a football scholarship, 
came home with a degree and ended 
up as an assistant coach, first at St. 

V, then at Akron under Dambrot while 
he completed a Master’s degree. In 
the time since, he’s worked in youth 
and social services, and was an as-
sistant basketball coach at Chowan 
(NC) University when he came home 
again, taking charge of the St. V 
athletics program last summer.

Frankie Walker is the one member 
of the crew who didn’t graduate from 
St. V, but his connection runs as 
deep as any. It was Walker’s family 
who took in a young LeBron when 
his home life was at its most unstable 
in grade school, and Frankie’s room 
he shared. As with Weems, whose 

late mother was LeBron’s god-
mother, Walker’s bond with LeBron 
is best described as brotherhood.

Five years ago, Walker and 
LeBron teamed up in Miami to open 
UNKNWN, a street- and sports-
inspired spot for high-end kicks and 
apparel. When we caught up with 
Walker in January, the self-described 
“sneaker guy of the bunch” was back 
in Northeast Ohio putting the finish-
ing touches on The Flat Hat Club, a 
similar retail and lifestyle spot due to 
open this spring on the University of 
Akron campus. His business partner 
is none other than Romeo Travis, 

who says the goal of FHC is afford-
able style—a place where “you feel 
cool, but don’t walk out of the place 
feeling like you’ve been had.”

That mindfulness reflects the 
reality most of these guys came 
from—which is to say, economically at 
least, not much. But what they lacked 
in financial resources, they were 
blessed with in support that still pays 
dividends. And while one of them 
stands out for the money and fame, 
that support flows in all directions. 
“You know, LeBron’s an only child, 
so he always wants people around 
him,” Travis says. “He’s the guy that 
calls people, trying to get everybody 
together for dinner, whatever.”

Adds McGee, “He’s doing a lot 
of great things for the community, 
and when he has events here, we 
don’t come out to be part of the 
sideshow—we’re truly coming out 
to show support. He texts us after-
ward, thanks us for being there, just 
to see some familiar faces. We’re 
happy to support him.”

Fifteen years later, so much has 
changed. Everything, really, except 
that bond. SP
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“‘ earned not given’ is 
everybody’s motto.  
We all feel if we work 
hard, we can go out and 
earn the right to achieve  
what we want.” —McGEE

The Fab Five:  

Romeo, Willie, LeBron, 

Dru and Sian







68   SL AMONLINE .COM

W
With any sports team of histori-
cal significance, there’s always a 
specific moment when everything 
falls into place and begins to make 
perfect sense. 

For the much-ballyhooed, air-
walkin’, slam-dunkin’ University of 
Houston men’s basketball team, 
which was led by future Hall of Fam-
ers Hakeem “The Dream” Olajuwon 
and Clyde “The Glide” Drexler, that 
serendipitous moment came when 
a certain sportswriter turned in his 
column about a cadre of high flyin’ 
dunkers who used Hofheinz Pavilion 
as their launching pad. They were 
the thundering herd, barreling and 
fast breaking toward the basket, 
racking up 58 dunks during the 
infancy of the 1982-83 season.

“I was intrigued by the University 
of Houston team because they were 
so much fun,” says former Houston 

Post sportswriter Thomas Bonk. 
“They started playing above the rim 
and dunking everywhere, so I was 
trying to think, what would a college 
dunking fraternity be called? It had 
to have something with ‘Slam’ in it 
and most fraternities start with ‘Phi.’  
I was on deadline and had to think 
of something: Phi Slama Jama. It 
was an innocent line in a column. 
And it immediately went viral before 
things even went viral. Everybody 
just embraced it. The players abso-
lutely loved it because it gave them 
some notoriety.”

Of course Houston, a city known 
for interstellar flight, would spawn 
a team whose identity centered on 
its own brand of aerial artistry. The 
team, now dubbed Phi Slama Jama, 
dispatched 16 men who boldly 
bounced off the floor like a Spalding 
in search of rims to detonate. Vanity, 
as it turns out, is one helluva motiva-
tion to excel.

“To be in college and to come out 
with our own fraternity, Phi Slama 
Jama, was so cool,” says Olajuwon. 

“It was amazing just to have that 
name and concept and what made it 
even cooler was that you had to be 
on the team to be a member.”

Timing, of course, is everything. 
The Phi Slama Jama movement 
came on the heels of the dunkless 
era. From 1967 to 1976, the dunk 
shot was banned by the NCAA, a 
rule that came to be known as the 
“Lew Alcindor rule.” The rule was 
put in place to supposedly level 
the playing field, because players 
like Alcindor (now Kareem Abdul-
Jabbar) and the extremely athletic 
men of the reigning champion Texas 
Western University were dominating 
the game because of their ability 
to “stuff” the ball into the basket 
once they got deep into the paint. 
The Zeitgeist was wrong, though, 
because the moratorium on dunks 
depleted the game’s excitement.

Everyone knew the bedazzling 
effectiveness of the dunk shot (the 
late great Chick Hearn coined 
the term “slam dunk,” a decidedly 
immense improvement over “dunk 
shot.” Thanks Chick!), but none more 
than Lewis, who encouraged his 
players to dunk outright because the 
dunk, of course, was meant to be a 
breathtaking spectacle and a devas-
tating strategy against competitors.

“Dunking was something that 
was the highlight of any game,” 
says Olajuwon. “The opportunity to 
dunk in a game, that’s what the fans 
wanted to see.”

“Guy Lewis was a phenomenal 
coach and the reason he was such 
a good coach was he wanted us to 
shoot high-percentage shots,” says 
Drexler. “And what’s the highest 
percentage shot in the game? The 
dunk shot. So our focus was always 
on efficiency, and the dunk was a 
demonstrative shot that let the other 
team know you can’t stop us and if 
you can’t stop us, we gonna win this 
game. The dunk was significant for 

that reason. It was a highly efficient 
shot and it was an intimidating shot. 
So, the way we looked at it was, if 
we can get 15-20 dunks, you guys 
can’t guard us.”

Coach Lewis, a Hall of Fame 
hoops savant, was always interested 
in efficiency. He would always tell 
his players to “Do something with 
the ball positive—if you don’t do 
something with it positive, you’ll be 
sitting by me.” Armed with a new 
identity and full permission from 
their head coach to tattoo the rim, 
the Coogs put the rest of the NCAA 
on notice, making the quantum leap 
from regional dunking juggernaut to 
the biggest story in sports.

“These guys were showmen—
they liked putting on a show, they 
loved being the center of attention. 
It’s what they did,” says Bonk. “They 
always said, ‘I like jump shots, but 
dunks are better.’ They thought it 
was perfect for them, gave them a 
real identity and [at] that time they 
were newcomers to the Southwest 
Conference, and some of the 
established teams didn’t care too 
much for them. The name gave them 
an edge. They appreciated it, they 
liked it.”

The fans liked it, too. When Texas’ 
tallest fraternity came to town, it was 
like they were the Beatles. Everyone 
wanted to see them play, even pro-
fessionals. Earvin “Magic” Johnson, 
the sensational ringleader of the Los 
Angeles Lakers’ “Showtime” squad, 
was one of the team’s biggest fans. 

“When you’re playing way above 
the rim, everybody in college basket-
ball knows you,” says Drexler. “We 
were the No. 1 team in the country 
most of the year. When pro teams 
came to town, they would come to 
our practices. I distinctly remem-
ber seeing Greg Kelser—I think he 
was playing with the Pistons. He 
played with Magic and we grew up 
watching him and they’re in town to 

play the Rockets and he was at our 
practice that day. It was always stuff 
like that happening.”

“The recognition we got, the 
exposure, it was very unique,” says 
Olajuwon. “Phi Slama Jama was 
very catchy nationwide. With all 
the people coming to practice and 
coming to see us everywhere we 
went, it was like a rock-and-roll 
atmosphere.”

With the way the Houston 
Cougars stormed into the national 
sports culture, it’s hard to believe 
that most of them, Drexler and 
Olajuwon included, were not highly 
recruited prep stars coming out 
of high school. Most were virtual 
unknowns, except for Rob Williams, 
who led the team in scoring (21 
ppg) during the 1981-82 season 
when the Coogs went to the first of 
three straight Final Fours.

“Rob Williams was the catalyst 
for Phi Slama Jama, if you ask me,” 
says Drexler. “He used to light up 
the pros while he was still in high 
school. He had the ball on a string. 
I went to UH to play with Rob and 
Larry Micheaux and I convinced 
Michael Young to go with me. We 
were all from the Houston area. 
After about a month, Hakeem came 
to the team from Nigeria. Once we 
started winning, we started getting 
the Mr. California, Mr. Indiana, 
Mr. Chicago—we had a deep and 
talented team, but the nucleus was 
the guys from Houston.” 

The Cougars built their founda-
tion in practice, where players went 
hard for three hours, running and 
scrimmaging nonstop. Any ball that 
was dunkable was dunked. Dunking 
was so fundamentally a part of the 
team’s identity that the players en-
gaged in a light dunk contest before 
and after practices.

“We had incredible dunks 
because our practices were very 
intense,” says Drexler. “We had A
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Drexler, Young,  

Williams, Michaeux



“The recognition we got was very  
unique. Phi Slama Jama was very catchy 
nationwide. With all the people  
coming to practice and coming to see us 
everywhere we went, it was like  
a rock-and-roll atmosphere.“ -Olajuwon

three-hour practices that were very 
intense and rarely a practice went 
by without two guys almost about to 
fight. That kind of intensity let Coach 
know we were ready to go. It got to 
the point where we would actually 
stage it where when everybody 
started to get tired, somebody had 
to pretend like they were about to 
get into a fight so Coach would 
think we were ready to compete.”

Olajuwon came off the bench 
during his first season because he 
was still very raw as a basketball 
player, but with his innate sense for 
protecting the paint, the Cougars 
were able to force their defensive 
will on opponents. They were most 
effective when they got out in the 
open court and ran. And boy did 
they run. 

After losing to Ralph Sampson 
and the University of Virginia 
Cavaliers, the Coogs ran off 22 
straight wins, garnering the No. 1 
seed headed into March Madness. 
On their way to the Final Four, they 
made quick work of their first three 
opponents, Maryland, Memphis and 
Villanova.

Drexler finished his NBA career 
with 10 All-Star nods, spots on the 
All-NBA First-Team (1), All-NBA 
Second-Team (2) and All-NBA Third-
Team (2), an NBA Championship 
with the Houston Rockets and an 
Olympic Gold medal with the 1992 
Dream Team—but even now, after all 
he’s accomplished, everyone wants 
to talk about that Louisville game. 
The Doctors of Dunk (Louisville) vs 
Phi Slama Jama (Houston). It was 
televised and it was a riveting show 
for the ages.

For the first half, both teams 
were flipping the jab, feeling each 
other out. Louisville Coach Denny 
Crum’s wrecking crew held the 
Coogs to just two dunks and took a 
41-36 lead into the half. It was more 
of the same in the second, with 

Rodney McCray helping the Cards 
extend their lead to 57-49. But then 
the UH frat boys unleashed the 
aerial assault with three slams in a 
row by Young, Drexler and Benny 
Anders to cut the lead to 57-55. 
From there, it was an onslaught, 
advantage Houston. With Crum 
employing a short bench and the 
effects of the elevation coming to 
bare, the Cards hit a wall. Drexler 
brought down the house with 
a hand-changing, double-pump 
Superman-over-a-locomotive dunk 
as part of a 58-point half, with the 
Coogs winning the game 94-81. 
When the smoke cleared, Drexler 
finished with 21 points, 7 rebounds 
and 6 assists, while prodigious 
shot-blocker Olajuwon stuffed the 
stat sheet with 8 swats, 21 points 
and 22 boards.

“That game was definitely the 
most exciting game of our time,” 
says Olajuwon. “We played freestyle 
basketball. Both teams were playing 
the same style, above the rim. It 
was a great game for all of us and 
the fans.”

After putting on an aeronautical 
show, the Cougars fell flat in the 
title game against NC State, a team 
that should have been easy fodder. 
The Wolfpack’s brand of slow ball 
made the Cougars look like a group 
of befuddled playground all-stars. 
Drexler got in foul trouble and Thurl 

Bailey scored 15 points in the first 
half, securing a 33-25 lead for the 
Wolfpack. Houston fought back 
at the start of the second, roaring 
off for a 17-2 run. But after pulling 
ahead 43-35, Coach Lewis elected 
to slow the pace and rest Olajuwon. 
Dereck Whittenburg hit two shots 
to even the score at 52 two minutes 
before the infamous Lorenzo 
Charles dunk at the buzzer that 
ended the Wolfpack’s Cinderella run 
with a title and Jim Valvano’s epic 
victory lap around The Pit.

For the Coogs, it meant another 
disappointing season. For Drexler 
in particular, though, it meant it was 
time to take his seismic tomahawk 
dunks to the NBA.

“When you lose a game like that, 
of course you want to win them, ob-
viously, but if you don’t win, life goes 
on,” says Drexler. “Everybody can’t 
win every year but you give it your 
best shot and live with the results. 
I was OK with losing the game the 
day after it happened. If you play 
sports, you’re gonna lose some 
games. There are so few people 
that don’t lose, so you learn how 
to handle the losses with dignity, 
and you handle the wins with the 
same dignity. So the minute it’s over, 
it’s on to the next game. For me, it 
was about going to the NBA Draft 
and looking forward to realizing 
my dream of playing in the NBA. 

I tell Whittenburg every time I see 
him that they were better on that 
particular day and they deserved 
to win, right? And then I’ll say by 
the way, Dereck, great pro career. 
[Laughs] And he’ll be like, ‘Ooh, you 
ain’t have to go there.'”

Drexler took his tousled afro and 
ability to glide to the Portland Trail 
Blazers, but Houston made it all the 
way back to the title game the next 
year with Olajuwon dominating the 
lane with his Dream Shake. It was 
déjà vu, though, because Patrick 
Ewing’s Georgetown Hoyas felled 
the dunking fraternity 84-75. Phi 
Slama Jama U got full marks for 
making it back to the Big Dance, 
but for those keeping score, that’s 
0-3 for one of the most exciting 
college teams to ever take the 
hardwood.

“We will go down as the best 
college team that didn’t win a title,” 
says Olajuwon. “We made it to 
three straight Final Fours, which is 
hard to do. But that’s the way it is in 
sports—you only have one chance in 
college. But playing with Phi Slama 
Jama gave me everything. It gave 
me the toughness and the confi-
dence that every time I stepped 
on the court, you’re supposed to 
dominate. You need to dominate. It 
gave me the mentality to take over 
when I got to the NBA. I’m forever 
grateful for that.” S
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THE FAN
WHAT’S YOUR STYLE? 
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It’s Tourney time! Show your love for your squad with these new MADE IN MARCH UNIFORMS from adidas. 

From the legendary, Rock Chalk-loving Jayhawks of Kansas to the upstart Hurricanes of Miami, these  

team unis—with fresh new details on the waistband and collar—will be a great addition to your collection. 

TO GET YOUR OWN ADIDAS NCAA GEAR, HEAD TO ADIDASBASKETBALL.COM

image tom medvedich  

image tom medvedich  



ON COURT 

Clockwise from bottom left: 

Nike LeBron 13 “All-Star Royalty,” Out now, $220

Jordan Super.Fly 4 PO, Out now, $150

Jordan CP3.IX, Out now, $115

Under Armour Curry Two “Surprise Party,” Out now, $130

adidas D Lillard 2, Out now, $105

AND1 Ascender Lo, Out now, $60
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adidas Originals Superstar Glow-in-the-Dark  

Out now, $100

Converse CONS One Star Pro  

Out now, $70

Ewing FOCUS St. Patrick’s Day  

Out now, $120

Jordan 1 Retro High  

Out now, $150

Timberland Newmarket Boot  

Out now, $120

adidas Originals Tubular Nova  

Out now, $140

Dreadavinci Kirstin Low  

Out now, $125

Jordan 1 Retro High  

Out now, $140

Nike Air Max BW  

Out now, $130

Under Armour Speedform Slingshot  

Out now, $140

Ewing Image NYC

Out now, $120

Jordan Jumpman Team II  

Out now, $140

PUMA Suede Brush Emboss Metallic  

Out now, $65

Under Armour Speedform Slingshot  

Out now, $140

adidas Originals Equipment Support 93/16  

Out now, $170



THE SOCK  
MARKET
With basketball as a   

leading influence, 

THE SOCK INDUSTRY 
is booming.
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SOCKS WERE ONCE nothing more 

than a stocking stuffer. An annoying 

extra step before lacing up your 

favorite pair of kicks. You’d always 

lose one in the laundry or acciden-

tally mismatch on an important day. 

Seems like forever ago, doesn’t 

it? Because today, whether you’re 

hitting the streets, the club or the 

court, you’ve got to have your socks 

looking proper.

Which is why every brand under 

the sun is jumping into the game 

with creative styles. Look no further 

than the pic above—clockwise from 

top left are new performance socks 

from Stance, Nike Basketball, 

AND1, Under Armour, Jordan Brand 

and adidas. If you’re still wearing 

the same white joints your moms 

got you freshman year, sorry, but 

you’re officially wack.

You don’t have to take our  

word for it—the pros have co-signed 

the ever-growing sock wave,  

big-time. As if you needed any more 

evidence, consider this: excluding 

the ultra-secretive Drake x LeBron 

mansion party over All-Star  

Weekend, the most star-studded 

event in all of Toronto was Stance’s 

Spades Tournament.

WHEN YOUR NEW SHOE sells out in less than a week, what’s your encore? 

For Converse, it’s two new incarnations of the Chuck Taylor All Star II.

The Chuck II, the first revision to the Chuck Taylor in over 100 years, 

pushed its namesake to the side with upgrades including a Nike Lunarlon sock 

liner, premium tensil canvas and a non-slip padded tongue. For Spring 2016, 

Ryan Case, Global Footwear Product Director of Converse All Star Men’s 

and his team are going further. “We wanted to look beyond the core colors to 

incorporate designs and colors that were true to our consumer’s interests,” he 

says. “For the Chuck II Neon, we simply wanted to bring a variety of fun, bright 

colors to our consumers outside the Volt color we launched months ago.”

In addition to the Neon line, the Reflective print is a first for the Chuck II. 

Using Converse’s own archival camo print, Case leaped at the chance to 

create a one-of-a-kind look that’s got safety on the mind as well as style. “The 

Reflective sneakers enhance visibility in low-light environments. It comple-

ments the existing innovative features that make up the Chuck II,” he says.

The Reflective model is already in stores and the Neon will be out March 

24. Make sure you grab ’em before they’re gone. −Susan Price Thomas

2 ON

The CONVERSE CHUCK TAYLOR ALL STAR II 

is back with a duo of new iterations.

Dwyane Wade hosted the event 

alongside his wife Gabrielle Union 

and fellow Stance endorsers Klay 

Thompson and James Harden. The 

guest list included first-time All-Star 

Isaiah Thomas, plus Devin Booker, 

D’Angelo Russell, Mason Plumlee, 

DeMarre Carroll, Danilo Galli-

nari and Andre Miller. Chris Paul’s 

team beat Carmelo Anthony’s in the 

Spades final, though a cameo  

from Allen Iverson overshadowed  

all the card games.

Credit where credit’s due, it was 

Stance that got socks buzzing and 

got top athletes to believe in the 

style x substance approach to bas-

ketball’s most important accessory. 

And they should only get better.  

−Abe Schwadron

IMAGES TOM MEDVEDICH 





N
ot even 24 hours after hav-

ing played his final official 

high school basketball 

game, Edrice Adebayo al-

ready found himself inside a college 

arena. On this Sunday evening, an 

ACC battle between Wake Forest 

and Boston College brought him 

to Winston Salem, NC. Last night’s 

prep career-ending game was a 

14-point loss in the Class 3A state 

championship game. Nonetheless, 

the 6-10 high-flyer was ready to 

turn the page. After all, where he’s 

headed next will require a good 

amount of that. 

“I wasn’t really too hung up 

about it,” says Adebayo. “It’s weird 

because I don’t have another year to 

say, Yo, we can get it next year. But 

now I just gotta look ahead.”

Signed to join the Kentucky 

Wildcats next season, Adebayo is 

on deck as part of a long list of elite 

five-star bigs who ultimately decided 

to take their talents to Lexington in 

recent years, including DeMarcus 

Cousins, Anthony Davis and Karl-

Anthony Towns. 

“I’m excited so I always think 

about it,” says Adebayo of his 

looming journey to the Bluegrass 

State. “Coach [John] Calipari said 

I better ball when I get there, and 

that has always stuck with me. It just 

has motivated me to see that Coach 

Cal has trust in me to do the same 

things the other players did. You 

really have to be motivated when 

you get there.”  

Affectionately called “Bam,” a 

nickname he received for his notable 

strength as a toddler and in refer-

ence to the Flintstones character, 

the Washington, NC, native ended 

his high school career at High 

Point Christian Academy this year 

after starring at Northside High in 

Pinetown, NC, his first three years. 

The two-hour relocation to High 

Point was strictly business.     

“I left my mom, and it was just my 

mom and I in the house, so it was 

hard to leave her, but other than that 

it was a smooth transition,” says the 

future Wildcat, who adds he still 

traveled back home on weekends.  

“I just felt like I had to transfer to be 

better prepared for college and to 

play against better competition.” 

Bam’s rise to All-American status 

began on an outdoor, concrete 

court on the side of US Highway 

264 on the 7th Street Playground 

in Washington. In an era when the 

comforts of an expanded AAU cir-

cuit can provide kids with an array of 

facility options at such a young age, 

Adebayo’s early experience was a 

whole lot more modest. 

“Bam trained outside before 

he even got in the gym,” says Eric 

Peartree, his first AAU coach back 

in fifth grade and longtime mentor, 

who held workouts for his Delta City 

Ballers’ youth program on the afore-

mentioned outdoor blacktop. “He 

never really had access to a gym. 

THE  
OUTSIDER
EDRICE ADEBAYO honed his powerful 

big-man game on a playground— 

and the 6-10 senior will soon bring  

that talent to Kentucky.

He developed on the concrete. You 

don’t see too many kids practice like 

that nowadays. Then when we had 

the opportunity to go to a gym, it 

was like gold.”  

Known for his power and athleti-

cism, Bam’s above-the-rim action has 

been second to none at the prep 

level. Also highly regarded for his 

work on the glass and his defensive 

presence, he is set to graduate as 

one of the top power forwards the 

Class of 2016 has to offer. Adebayo, 

who averaged 19.4 points, 13.2 

rebounds, 3.4 blocks and 2.0 steals 

per game this past season, led the 

Cougars to a 24-6 record. 

“When I saw that people started 

noticing me, it just turned a switch 

in my head where I was like, I can 

provide for my family and my mom 

with just a basketball,” he says of 

his motivation. “And from then on, I 

had a passion for it.” S

COACH CAL SAID 
I BETTER BALL 
WHEN I GET TO 
KENTUCKY,  
AND THAT HAS 
ALWAYS STUCK 
WITH ME.”

“ 

WORDS FRANKLYN CALLE   PORTRAITS CHRIS RAZOYK S L A M ON L I NE .C O M  77  

2015 16



78   S L A M ON L I NE .C O M

2015 16

AS DERRICK ROSE stood on the 

free-throw line with only seconds 

left in regulation at the 2008 NCAA 

National Championship game in San 

Antonio, back home in Chicago, his 

entire Englewood neighborhood 

held its breath as Rose’s Memphis 

Tigers took on the Kansas Jayhawks. 

Among those glued to the TV in 

the South Side neighborhood was 

10-year-old Charlie Moore, who 

today is regarded as the top Illinois 

prospect in the Class of 2016.

“I just remember how energetic 

the crowd was,” says Moore of the 

game, which Memphis eventually 

lost in overtime. “They missed some 

big free throws they should have hit 

at the end. I was watching it with my 

dad at home.” 

The 5-11 senior is highly touted 

for his grittiness and scoring prow-

ess. Look no further than the first 

game of his senior season, when he 

erupted for 55 points. While playing 

for the Mac Irvin Fire on Nike’s 

EYBL circuit last year, he averaged 

15.8 points and 4.5 assists. 

Eight years later, Moore is all set 

to suit up for Memphis in the fall 

after committing to the Tigers last 

November, becoming the program’s 

first Chicago PG since the Bulls 

star’s lone season in Bluff City. 

“Coach [Josh] Pastner, he’s a 

very energetic guy—I just feel like 

he can get me ready for the next 

level,” says Moore, who as of press 

time is chasing his third state title 

after winning it all his freshman and 

sophomore years.

“Also, knowing [assistant] 

Damon Stoudamire, and his experi-

ence and his NBA career, I thought 

he could help me out a lot.” 

−Franklyn Calle 

JONAH MATHEWS TAKES a lot of pride in the impact his family has had on 

Santa Monica HS hoops. “My brother kind of put us on the map,” Mathews 

says of his older sibling, Jordan, now a standout junior guard at Cal. Jonah 

was a freshman during their one season as teammates, when Jordan led 

Samohi to the 2013 state title game. “I didn’t have that much weight on my 

shoulders then,” the younger Mathews says. “Now as a senior, I feel like it’s 

all on me. And I welcome that.”

Young Jonah has carried that weight well. At press time, Samohi was 26-2 

and picking up steam for another deep playoff run, and Mathews was the 

Vikings’ driving force. The 6-3, 185-pounder, who played his AAU ball for Cali-

fornia Supreme Elite, considers himself a pass-first point guard who can score 

plenty when needed. “Everybody knows I can shoot,” he says. “I’ve got that 

mid-range game, that floater game. So I’m really a scoring point guard, too.”

A Bay Area native, Mathews moved to L.A. in middle school, and he feels 

comfortable enough in SoCal to stay local for college. Next year, he’ll suit 

up for USC, where Coach Andy Enfield had the Trojans among the Pac-12 

leaders this season. But his professional loyalties still lie in the Bay Area, 

as the shot of Steph Curry on his Twitter bio makes clear. “He’s won MVP 

and he has a ring, but he’s still humble,” Mathews says. “He’s great and he’s 

humble. That’s what I want to be like.” −Ryan Jones

SAY MORE

JONAH MATHEWS

Santa Monica (CA) High 
6-1, G

YOUNG ROSE

CHARLIE MOORE

Chicago (IL) Morgan Park  
5-11, G
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W
hat’s up y’a ? We 

finished the regu ar 

season on a good 

note winning five 

straight  

Our state p ayoffs start on 

March 3, my 18th birthday  So they 

may be done by the time you’re 

reading this  To keep it simp e: We 

have to win six straight to win the 

state championship  We ended 

the regu ar season with a record 

of 21 5  We finished undefeated 

in conference p ay and a so went 

undefeated in the state we didn’t 

ose against anyone from Mis

souri; a  of our osses came from 

showcase games out of town  

We p ayed against the team my 

dad coaches, Christian Brothers 

Co ege, for the ast time in mid

February, and we beat them again, 

this time by 22  The a time record 

against him is now 5 1 in my favor  

We cou d possib y meet again in 

the p ayoffs, though  n the next 

diary,  hope to be saying nothing 

but good things: state champion 

and hopefu y some more awards, 

but main y hoping we win state  

During NBA A Star break, 

Brad Bea  came back home and 

we worked out  t’s a ways great 

to train with someone better than 

you  t motivates me and e evates 

my game  

 went to a concert at St  

Louis U   got to meet Li  Wayne, 

Yo Gotti and 2 Chainz   was 

backstage and got a chance to go 

on stage  They ca ed me up there 

so  just showed my face   didn’t 

say anything   put a picture on 

nstagram with 2 Chainz because 

 wanted peop e to see how ta  

he is  ’m about 6 9 and he was 

up there with me  He’s about 6 5  

Someone to d him  was going to 

Duke and he said he was going 

to ook out for me

With March Madness coming,  

 hope Duke can stay hea thy  

With Coach K on the side ines,  

 think the sky is the imit  ’ve  

enjoyed watching Brandon n

gram and Grayson A en  ngram 

is so ski ed and  rea y ike how 

A en transformed from ast year  

They can go a  the way  

JAYSON    
 TATUM

BAS K E T BA L L D I A RY 
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ROUGHLY 10 YEARS ago, Jersey 
native Jocelyn Willoughby rushed to 
her basketball scrimmage following 
a piano lesson. She arrived at the 
gym late, was subbed in, immedi-
ately dropped buckets and won. 
Pretty clutch, but everyone wasn’t 
so thrilled. 

“After the game, one of the 
coaches walks up to me and says, 

FOR MOST MCDONALD’S ALL-AMERICANS, basketball is everything.  
The constant grind of AAU, high school hoops and training takes up  
their entire lives. That is not the case with Jarrett Allen. 

“I wouldn’t put basketball first in my life,” says the 6-10 senior from 
Austin (TX) St. Stephen’s. “I just try to be a normal kid.”

But he’s far from normal on the hardwood. Patterning his game  
after Anthony Davis, he has the pedigree and game similar to that of  
Tim Duncan. He is cool and collected when he’s on the block, often  
dropping jump hooks with either hand and making pinpoint passes  
to cutters. The remarkable improvement he’s shown over the years on  
the AAU circuit with Texas PRO has made him one of the hottest  
uncommitted seniors.

“It’s been pretty weird,” Allen says of a college courtship that has left him 
with a list of Houston, Kentucky, Kansas, Kansas State, Notre Dame, UNC, 
Indiana and Texas. “I didn’t think it would evolve to where it is now.” 

With a college decision looming at the conclusion of a senior campaign 
that has him averaging 21 points, 14 boards and 5 blocks a night, many 
17-year-olds would find themselves stressed. He’s just being a regular kid 
enjoying his last days of high school.

“I have to admit that I definitely play video games more than most,”  
he chuckles. “I just stay myself.” −Rodger Bohn

‘Don’t ever do that again!’ I was a 
little nervous,” Willoughby says. 

She soon learned the scolding 
was in good fun, and it remains a 
running joke between her and the 
coach today.

The early basketball memory 
for the high school senior makes 
her current iExcel AAU coach’s 
go-to Michael Jordan quote—
“Limits, like fear, are often just an 
illusion”—all the more relevant. 

Although she’s led her Newark 
Academy team to a 20-0 record 
as we go to press with—get ready 
for this stat line—23.3 points, 12.9 
rebounds, 4 assists, 3.6 blocks and 
3.2 steals per game, the academi-
cally inclined school hasn’t always 
provided exposure to large college 
programs. Luckily, Willoughby’s 
play with iExcel filled in the gap to 
such a degree that she received 
offers from many of the top 
programs like UConn, Duke, Penn 
State and others. Ultimately, the 
talented guard chose the University 
of Virginia after considering the 
depth of the school’s academic and 
basketball programs.

The future Cavalier hopes to be 
an impact player when she gets to 
Charlottesville, just like she was 
when her journey began nearly 10 
years ago.−Habeeba Husain  

POPULAR  
DEMAND

ALL ME

JOCELYN  

WILLOUGHBY

Livingston (NJ)  
Newark Academy  
6-0, G

JARRETT ALLEN

Austin (TX) St. Stephens  
6-10, C
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AL HORFORD and JOAK M NOAH  Apri  3, 2006

One of the most unpredict-
able NCAA Tournaments in 
history (George Mason, 
anyone?) came to a rousing 
conclusion when the 
University of Florida, owner 
of exactly zero National 
Championships up until that 
point, held off UCLA to win it 
all on a windy night in 
Indianapolis. We were there, 
and the pure emotion the 
guys showed during the 
game and in the post-game 
pressers is something we 
remember well, even a 
decade later. Any thoughts 
that the Gators’ title was a 
fluke were eliminated the 
next year, when they won it 
again, and ever since, as Al 
and Joakim (not to mention 
Corey Brewer and Coach 
Donovan) have proved their 
worth in the NBA.

GATOR  
BOWL
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High-traction outsole is fused with responsive Micro G® midsole, 

cutting away extra weight and bringing you closer to the court.

Our signature CompFit® collar shrouds your ankle for lightweight 

feel, extra support, and precision control in every direction.



EMMANUEL MUDIAY

PG, DENVER

UA.COM/BASKETBALL



DOUBTNEVER

SILENCE THE DOUBTERS IN THE D LILLARD 2 #DLILLARD2


