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H-TOWN CLASSIC

HOUSTON

APRIL 21-23, 2017

KINGWOOD CLASSIC 

HOUSTON

APRIL 28-30, 2017

LAS VEGAS 

EASTER SHOWDOWN

APRIL 13-15, 2017

LAS VEGAS 

GRAND OPENING

APRIL 28-30,2017

PLAY AGAINST THE NATION’S BEST: Teams such as Mac Irvin, Team Melo, Houston Hoops, Oakland Soldiers, California 

Supreme, FOH Seattle, Howard Pulley, Georgia Stars, International Teams, plus many more. Be seen by college coaches  

and top recruiting services from around the country.

CRASH THE
BOARDS.
THE 2017 BIGFOOT HOOPS TOURNAMENT SEASON



LAS VEGAS 

LIVE

JULY 19-23, 2017

ORLANDO SUMMER 

CLASSIC

JULY 12-16, 2017

LAS VEGAS

CLASSIC

JULY 26-30, 2017

LAST CALL LAS VEGAS

JULY 31-AUG 3, 2017

BIGFOOT HOOPS provides boys and girls of all ages the opportunity to play in quality basketball tournaments.  

WILL 2017 BE YOUR TEAMS YEAR? REGISTER TODAY. BIGFOOTHOOPS.COM OR (713) 524-3036
NCAA PERIOD FOR COLLEGE COACHES
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28  CULTURE
For two decades and counting, 
the San Antonio Spurs have been 
NBA title contenders every single 
season. How? We asked them.

36  I GOT THE JUICE 
It’s official: Sixers rookie Joel 
Embiid is carrying the torch as the 
next iconic baller in Philadelphia.

44  SAY WHAT’S REAL
Mainstream media and fans call 
DeMarcus Cousins a headcase. 
His All-Star peers say otherwise.

50  HEADSTRONG
There are lots of role players 
who are expendable or 
interchangeable. And then there’s 
Celtics swingman Jae Crowder.

54  THINK BIG
Caleb Swanigan went from 
overweight eighth-grader to the 
scariest force in the NCAA.

56  GRINDIN’  
FOR THE LONGEST
Angel McCoughtry explains 
why so many WNBA stars play 
overseas during the “offseason,” 
and why she’s leaving the Dream.

58  STRAIGHT TO  
THE POINT
From the pros down to the  
preps, a point guard revolution  
is upon us. Look no further  
than the 2017 Draft class.

62  MR. BASKETBALL
Meet Tal Brody, the Forrest Gump 
of Israeli hoops.

66  OUTSIDE  
THE LINES
Long before Billy Donovan  
was coaching OKC, he was 
launching threes for the  
1986-87 Providence Friars  
and head coach Rick Pitino.
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FRONT 
COURT

12  TRASH TALK
Keep the Facebook  
comments coming.

15  HYPE
MJ’s ’96 All-Star jersey was  
wild, a TV star who’s a big hoops 
fan to put it mild, and Romeo 
Miller is no longer a child. Plus 
Puerto Rico bball is on the rise 
and we chop it up with Jusuf 
Nurkic, Leticia Romero and 
Johnathan Motley.

26  SLAMADAMONTH
OK, so the Dunk Contest wasn’t 
all that this year. But GRIII 
still did his thing, and we’ve got 
the pic to prove it.

BACK 
COURT

72  KICKS ON COURT
Peep new paint jobs for sneakers 
by Paul George, Dwyane Wade, 
Under Armour and more.

74  KICKS OFF COURT
Your snow boots can go back in 
the closet, finally. Time to get fresh.

75  KICKS EXTRA
PG’s sig is getting mad love 
around the League, while Rockets 
big Montrezl Harrell is coming for 
the NBA’s sneakerhead crown.

76  PUNKS
Brandon McCoy (left) is for real, 
plus Kiana Williams, Jordan Tucker, 
Jaren Jackson Jr and JellyFam 
Dimes deserve ink. And more 
words from our guy Mo Bamba.

80  FROZEN MOMENT 

Allen Iverson handed the City  
of Brotherly Love’s bball legacy to 
Joel Embiid. AI got it from this guy.
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MICHAEL YAARI NYC native Michael Jason Yaari has been hoop-
dreaming since day 1—’91 to be exact. After getting buckets at the local JCC 
was harder than anticipated, he shifted his dream from playing basketball to 
working in it. Michael identified with SLAM early on and praises issue 32’s 
“Soul on Ice” cover as the GOAT of sports media photography. Aside from 
slinging the good word of SLAM in our ad department, Michael is a heartbro-
ken Knicks fan (free Oak!), a nostalgist for all things ’90s, a Nas head, and 
unofficial ring leader of the Boris Diaw Fan Club. You can catch him trying to 
jumpstart Instagram’s next big fad: #MJYMondays (@the_real_mjy).

OFF THE BENCH

N
ot long ago, one of our editors noted to me some-
thing a photographer had mentioned to him after 
a recent SLAM shoot. The photog was running 
through the day’s events, and he referenced a quick, 

weird moment had gone down when the story’s writer asked 
the subject—a famous basketball player—about Donald Trump. 
The player didn’t want to talk about him; it was awkward for 
maybe half a second; the moment passed. It happens.

Those of us who work here have spent a lot of time think-
ing about and discussing how we should treat the current 
events that fill the news each day. In one respect, readers of-
ten treat magazines like ours as a respite from the sometimes 
sad, sometimes downright scary real-life politics of today. 
I don’t think there’s anything wrong with that. On the other 
hand, NBA games are now more than ever full-blown cultural 
events—and no cultural event ever takes place outside of the 
context of the social and political landscape we live in. It’s all 
relevant, like it or not.

We recognize both. If you need a place to spend a 
couple minutes forgetting about the outside world and con-
sider fun basketball things like “Boogie Cousins probably 
isn’t that bad of a guy” (pg. 44) or “the point guard position 
looks sooo different than it used to” (pg. 58), we’ve got that. If you want to learn more about why, of all 
the pro sports leagues, it’s the NBA’s players (despite the one in the story above, an outlier) who have 
been totally unafraid to use their ever-resonant voices to speak against injustice and inequality—as Dave 
Zirin writes about on pg. 24—we’ve got that, too. 

But you don’t need to turn your brain off entirely or reside on the absolute forefront of wokeness 
to enjoy the meritocracy of the sport, as Rick Telander writes in The Opening Tip (pg. 15) and a heavy 
majority of this issue’s stories touch upon in some form or fashion. Basketball does that on its own; it’s 
basically impossible to write about hoops positively and not celebrate diversity and multiculturalism and 
people coming together. Thank goodness.

And if we’re able to push the needle even just a little by putting a Cameroonian superstar-to-be on a 
cover paying homage to our most iconic front page ever, all the better.

PS: For the past year and a half, the man responsible for the fresh look of this magazine, along with tons 
of our social posts and our website’s coming redesign, has been Paul Scirecalabrisotto, a dude whose 
talent runs as long as his last name. This is his final issue with us; he’s off to Entrepreneur, where he’ll use 
his design skills to help teach the masses how to start and grow their own businesses (and then hopefully 
email us some tips). Best of luck, PS.

Peace,

Adam Figman
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What’s up, SLAM? Thanks for being 
the best mag around. Me and my 
cousin Will literally stay up all night 
reading it. But now, on to some bas-
ketball talk. Where’s Jimmy Butler 
at? You guys haven’t given him any 
credit for his work even though he 
is having a terrific season, including 
42 points against the Raptors last 
Sunday. Well, that’s it. If you put 
this in your mag, it would mean the 
world to me! Bye.
Jayden Joyce, Humbolt, CA

Fair Eastside! (Lean On Me voice 
LOL). I’m currently on lockdown at 
Orleans Correctional Facility in the 
Box. They could lock my body but 
NEVER my mind. Especially with 
SLAM holding me down. I’m currently 

in possession of SLAM 205 and I 
been a fan of SLAM for my 24 years 
on earth but I never wrote “Trash 
Talk” because I never had faith that 
my comment would make the article 
but I had to chance it this time. I 
loved how you guys combined my 
two favorite things in the issue: music 
and basketball! I loved all the articles 
but my favorite one of the issue has 
to be the Dave East article. Me being 
from the Eastside of Harlem (Johnson 
Projects, 112-115 Lex Ave) was 
proud to see that article. What really 
was interesting was to see Dave’s 
basketball past with him averaging 
19, playing with KD, Ty Lawson 
and Mike Beasley. Crazy how one 
door closed for the next one to open 
up. Just good to see a dude from 

the Eastside doing his thing. 
On another note, I’m a LeBron 

James fan but it’s hard to picture 
him beating the Warriors this year. I 
hated the move KD did, man. Crazy 
to see him still putting up numbers 
and still shooting 50+ percent from 
the field. It’s insane. But if anybody 
could beat them, it’s LeBron. 
Furthermore, it’s time for Gordon 
Hayward and Brad Stevens, his old 
coach, to get some love. If I had to 
pick the most underrated player and 
coach, it would be those two.
Shadyville, Albion, NY
PS: Jeezy’s “24, 23” should’ve 
been the #1 track on “Reference 
Tracks”…just sayin’…
Number 10 is a good ranking! Can’t 
please everyone.—Ed.

I’m a long-time reader of SLAM. 
I had the last issue with Russell 
Westbook and Co. Russ is a beast. 
I’m a long-time Nets fan. We ain’t 
looking good this year, but we got 
some young boys who nice but they 
gotta take they game to the next 
level. LeVert, Kilpatrick, Jefferson, 
Whitehead gotta prove they can av-
erage 15-20 a game in the League. 
Bizzy Bands, Niagara Falls, NY

Let me start with: James Harden 
should be on the next cover by 
himself simply because dude is 
nice! He’s not on one of these mega 
teams like Golden State, but he 

ballin’ just as hard and with a mega 
team at the level he’s playing, a ring 
is indeed his for the taking. I’ll give 
you some time to think about it for 
the ones who beg to differ…
Tion Bradley, Wilminton, NC

Soakin’ up the game while the 
older kids stayed high/used to have 
hoop dreams of ballin’ like AI/I was 
servin’ homies with the rock like 
Freeway Rick/I was really in the 
game on some EA shit.

Shout out to my SLAM Fam for 
publishing the trillest collab of hip-
hop and basketball content I’ve ever 
seen! The Music Issue was so nice 
I had to buy it twice! If the editors at 
SLAM ever decide to put together 
a series of music issues, you guys 
might end up being the #1 selling 
mag in the world. #RealSpill: The arti-
cle on Dave East really hit home with 
me, coming from a similar basketball 
background. I’ve never really related 
100% to any other mainstream rap-
per until now. I went from being listed 
on Max Preps to being incarcerated 
in a 2-year span. But even though my 
hoop dreams are behind me, I plan 
on pursuing a music career upon my 
release. So like the big homie Dave 
East, I’m locked in and going hard on 
this rap tip! And I don’t plan on lettin’ 
up until I pull up to the Met Gala with 
Dyl-Kota on my arm.
Ricky Lane, Tampa, FL
Dream big, homie.—Ed.

INSTAGRAM OF THE MONTH

@JOELEMBIID

The GOAT and The PROCESS 
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EVERYONE LOVES KYRIE?

Why Kyrie instead of Thomas  
who’s ballin right now in EAST... 
No wonder you’re a IT4 hater  
BITTER .....!!!! Biased magazine!!!!
Darold Glen Acosta 

via Facebook

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.)

SLAMONLINE.COM   @SLAMonline   SLAMmagazine

TAG YOUR  
PICS

#MYSLAM



THE RETURN OF A TRUE CLASSIC. 

BIGFOOTHOOPS.COM OR (713) 524-3036
Welcome to the Kingwood Classic! /HDGLQJ�WKH�ZD\�ZLWK�ĆUVW�FODVV�IDFLOLWLHV�WR�DOORZ�FROOHJH�FRDFKHV�HDV\�

YLHZLQJ�GXULQJ�WKH�ĆQDO�1&$$�êOLYHë�ZHHNHQG�RI�WKH�6SULQJ�UHFUXLWLQJ�SHULRG��WKH�.LQJZRRG�&ODVVLF�GUDZV�

WHDPV�IURP�FRDVW�WR�FRDVW�DQG�ZLOO�VHOO�RXW�TXLFN��5HJLVWHU�WRGD\�

#BIGFOOTHOOPS



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

BIGFOOT HOOPS-LAS VEGAS CLASSIC-THE TOURNAMENT 

OF THE SUMMER RECRUITING PERIOD. COME OUT AND BE SEEN. 

EVERY TOURNY OPEN FOR BOYS AND GIRLS OF ALL AGES.

LAS VEGAS LIVE
JULY 19-23, 2017

LAST CALL LAS VEGAS
JULY 31-AUG 3, 2017

PLAY AGAINST THE NATION’S BEST: Teams such as Mac Irvin, Team 
Melo, Houston Hoops, Oakland Soldiers, California Supreme, 
FOH Seattle, Howard Pulley, Georgia Stars, International Teams, 
plus many more. Be seen by college coaches and top recruiting 
services from around the country.

*Las Vegas Classic and Las Vegas Live occur during the NCAA Period for college coaches
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I
’m older than you, kids, 
so I’ve seen more in my 
days than most people 
on this planet. And I have 
to go back to the era of 
President Richard Nixon, 
and the ugliness and 
hatred of the Vietnam  

War period, to find anything 
resembling what is going on 
in America right now. Nixon, of 
course, was kicked out of office in 
1974 for being a crook. But it was 
his seeming lack of compassion 
for the downtrodden, the marginal-
ized, the young men who would 
be sent off to a distant land to, as 
Bruce Springsteen sings in “Born 
in the USA,” “go and kill the yellow 
man,” that marked his legacy.

THE  
 OPENING  
TIP
always by  
Rick Telander

Under new President Donald 
Trump, those old insensitivities, 
plus new ones like where to grab 
women and a derangement over 
facts vs “alternative facts”—previ-
ously known as truth vs lies—have 
created a frightening sense of 
uncertainty among the marginal-
ized, powerless and minority 
communities.

Which brings us to the NBA. 
There are some things wrong with 
the League, like intentional fouling 
or All-Star voting. But all that 
seems inconsequential when com-
pared to the larger societal issues 
at hand. Former commissioner Da-
vid Stern, in fact, did a good job of 
pushing equity in hiring, and new 
commish Adam Silver is furthering 

the cause. Example: the ousting 
of racist/loony former Clippers 
owner Donald Sterling.

The League is 75 percent 
black, 23 percent white, 2 percent 
Latino and Asian. According 
to NBA.com, 2016-17 opening 
day rosters looked like a United 
Nations speed dial chart, with 
113 international players from 41 
different countries on board. Of 
course, Serbia and Brazil were 
represented. But don’t forget 
about Tunisia (Salah Mejri) and 
Cape Verde (Walter Tavares)!

It’s called a meritocracy. Within 
a democracy. It’s where we live. 
It’s the sport we love, in the coun-
try we love. It’s fair and open.

Can you dig it, Donald?
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J
ohnathan Motley’s college 
career did not start the way he 
wanted. Just before the first 
game of his freshman year, the 

Baylor coaches came to him with 
some surprising news—they wanted 
him to redshirt and sit out the season.

“I wasn’t really expecting that be-
cause in the scrimmages I thought I 
played pretty well,” Motley says. “They 
just had a different plan for me.”

The plan was for Motley to add 
muscle. Despite being 6-10, he 
weighed just 205 pounds. The 
coaching staff deemed he wasn’t 
ready for college basketball.

Motley, though, had dealt with 
roadblocks before. While he’s now an 
imposing junior who is Baylor’s best 
player (16.7 points and 9.5 rebounds 
per game as of press time) and a 
projected first-round pick, there was 
a time when he didn’t feel like he 
would ever turn into much.

“I wasn’t always good at bas-
ketball,” Motley says. “It was just 
something I really wanted.”

Not a highly touted prospect 
out of high school, Motley was 
overshadowed by Aaron and Andrew 
Harrison on his AAU team in Houston 
and admits he didn’t feel like he had 
a future in basketball until his senior 
year. But rather than becoming 
discouraged, Motley was committed 
to getting better. When he wasn’t 
playing, he was working out. When 
there wasn’t practice or a game, he 

would be shooting in the gym from 
3-11 p.m.

Getting him to those workouts, 
practices and AAU games was his 
mother, Willie. Now a retired school-
teacher, Willie was also by her son’s 
side when his appendix burst during 
his junior year of high school. His 
motivation has always been to repay 
her for all she’s done for him.

“I would like to use the game of 
basketball to give back to  

her,” Motley says.
She was with him, too, when he 

had to navigate through that tough 
first year at Baylor, during which he 
added 30 pounds of muscle. With 
the NCAA tournament looming and 
Motley the catalyst for what could be 
a deep Baylor run, he’s now grateful 
he didn’t play as a freshman.

“I don’t think I’d be where I am 
today without that redshirt year,” he 
says. —David Cassilo

With every press conference and press release, 

Vlade and Vivek dig themselves into a deeper 

hole. LOL at blaming Boogie’s “character,” espe-

cially considering the past actions of a couple of 

his ex-Kings teammates. Here’s hoping the Peli-

cans build something special in NOLA...Speaking 

of The Big Easy, another successful All-Star 

Weekend! Great weather (minus some rain), 

tons of events within walking distance, a 

party atmosphere, amazing culture—we are 

here for ASW in NOLA as often as possible...

JOHNATHAN 
MOTLEY
Baylor 
6-10, F

IN YOUR FACE

I WASN’T  
ALWAYS GOOD 
AT BASKET-
BALL. IT WAS 
JUST SOME-
THING I REALLY 
WANTED.”

“



#BARS

“Hit a triple-double  
in the Garden,
I done my left wrist  
like I’m Harden” —Jay Z
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enjoy. As your team continues its 
three-year run of fun and threes and 
video snippets of reaction shots, 
you have to be the guy who brings 
the pain to the party. Someone has 
to be the rugged one on a finesse 
team, and as you make your way 
through the rough landscape of the 
Western Conference, you are that 

enforcer. In McCarthy’s novel, the 
most memorable character is the 
judge, an embodiment of evil who 
creates chaos and mayhem for fun. 
That’s you Draymond.

In the novel, a violent but for the 
most part nice kid embarks on an ad-
venture. It quickly turns into a series 
of massacres, which is like how two 
years ago your Warriors were the 
upstart fun team and then you trans-
formed into the jaded villains beating 
down all takers by 30, laughing at 
them from the bench. Stephen and 
KD are the high performance super-
stars, Klay is the quiet one. You are 
the true leader. As we move past the 
All-Star break and into the wars to 
come out west, you have messages 
to send, and by reading Blood 
Meridian, you will find the inspiration 
you need. —Sam Rubenstein

DRAYMOND GREEN,  
THE BOOK FOR YOU IS… 
BLOOD MERIDIAN  
BY CORMAC MCCARTHY

VAGUELY LITERARY

Draymond, you 
have embraced 
your role as a top 
NBA villain. For 
pure darkness, 
Cormac McCarthy 

wrote one of the great odes to 
violence and American depravity, 
Blood Meridian, which you might 

A
ll-Star Weekend is the pin-
nacle of people watching. 
Want to see NBA ballers, 
entertainers and celebrities 

all in the same place, a few feet away 
from one another? You’re in the right 
place. Ride the elevator and you 
might bump into a Hall of Famer or 
one of your favorite rappers. Walk 
from your hotel to the arena, and 
you’re almost guaranteed to double-
take at least once, like, Was that…?

This year, the midseason celebra-
tion was no different. A few hours 
after the Saturday Night festivities 
concluded, Slam Dunk champ 
Glenn Robinson III was getting 
daps and hugs at Mardi Gras World, 
home of one of the weekend’s best 
parties each year: the Third Annual 
All-Star Spades Tournament, hosted 
by Stance and Dwyane Wade.

As GRIII worked the room, he 
passed MLB legend Gary Sheffield, 
seated at a nearby table. Bucks 
rookie Thon Maker was nearby 
cracking jokes. Around the corner, 
WNBA superstar Candace Parker 
was holding court. Allen Iverson 
and Charles Oakley shared an OG 
moment. A SLAM editor was even 
asked to snap a photo of Wade and 
Gabrielle Union posing with a fan.

The tournament itself consisted 
of 32 teams, with participants 
and party attendees including the 
likes of Carmelo Anthony, Jimmy 
Butler (who was just an observer, 
because “Dominoes is my thing. 
Dominoes and basketball. Spades 
ain’t for me!”), Kenyon Martin, 
James Harden, Devin Booker, Jason 
Williams, Joel Embiid, Kyle Lowry, 
Myles Turner and Klay Thompson, 
among others. This year’s winner? 
Celebrity creative director Calyann 
Barnett and her husband Sky 
Watson, who defeated Carmelo 
Anthony in the championship round. 
Actor Anthony Anderson’s team 
won the consolation.

The next day, once all recovered 
from a long and extremely fun night, 
Stance was on display under the 
bright lights as the official on-court 
sock for the All-Star Game. Until 
next year, y’all…—Abe Schwadron

CARD HARD
Dwyane Wade and 
STANCE threw down 
once again for the 
Third Annual All-Star 
Spades Tournament.

ALL-STAR



Danny Green’s snakes. D’Angelo Russell’s dogs. 

Ben Simmons’ cats. Is the “Pet Issue” on decking-

ton?...Remember what we said in last issue’s 

NOYZ about the Knicks? That was *before* 

the Charles Oakley mess. Unbelievable…Need 

Bill Walton to call more college games. And NBA 

games. And our entire day-to-day lives, TBH...Do 

internet commenters shitting on LaMelo Ball’s 

stats have any idea he dropped 36 points 

against Oak Hill, a school with four top-100 

kids in their lineup? We’re guessing not…

STEVE TAYLOR JR, Toledo University

A Simeon (IL) HS alum, Taylor Jr spent his first three seasons at Marquette 
before transferring to Toledo for his senior campaign. The change of scenery 
turned out to be a great decision. He’s averaging 15.7 ppg and 12.4 rpg this 
season with the Rockets—his first time averaging double-digit numbers at the 
collegiate level. At 6-9, 240 pounds, Taylor possesses the intangibles—he 
can dribble on the break, cash it consistently from behind the arc, set up 
teammates and get buckets on the block—that’ll translate to the next level. 
Don’t be surprised if a team takes its chances on him come June. —Drew Ruiz

PICTURE ME BALLIN’
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FOR EIGHT YEARS, Rico Rodriguez 
has been one of the stars of the 
Emmy Award-winning Modern Fam-
ily, playing the upbeat, romantically 
inclined Manny Delgado. When he’s 
not filming, the 18-year-old can be 
found watching hoops or adding to 
his growing sneaker collection.  

SLAM When did you start following 
the game?
RR I was kinda playing around with 
it on set or at home. I was like, You 
know, it’s kinda fun. And I started 
watching on TV. From then, it stuck. I 
gravitated toward the Houston teams, 
so I was like, What’s a team I could 
follow? And I saw the Rockets, like, 
you know, I wanna be a Rockets fan.

There’s lots of pictures on your Ins-
tagram of you with Rockets players. 
What’s it like talking with them?
It’s awesome. They’re really down to 
earth. A lot of the players, like Sam 

Dekker, he watches Modern Family 
and he watched my sister’s movie, 
Paul Blart: Mall Cop. [Rico’s sister is 
actress Raini Rodriguez.—Ed.] Now 
whenever he has a good game, I’ll DM 
him, ‘Hey buddy, good game, dude!’ 
He’s like, ‘Thanks for watching, man!’

You filmed an episode with Kobe 
in 2010. What do you remember 
about that?
It was before I knew basketball. But 
the Lakers, I know they’re historic. 
We got to film during an actual game. 
Every commercial break, they’d bring 
the cameras out. The episode was 
about the Kiss Cam, so they had 
the Kiss Cam out and once the fans 
started catching on, they’d cheer even 
louder. We were there at morning 
shootaround and were able to meet 
Kobe and Pau Gasol. 

Does anyone else on the cast play 
or watch bball? 

TEEN SPIRIT
You know him as Manny from Modern Family. 
But when he’s not making people laugh on 
set, RICO RODRIGUEZ is a devoted NBA fan 
and knowledgeable sneakerhead.

DIME DROP

Ty [Burrell], he’s a Blazers fan. Nolan 
[Gould], he plays Luke on the show, 
he’s a Spurs fan. A lot of our writers 
and crew follow basketball. It’s always 
fun to come the next day and say, Hey, 
what do you think about that game?

Your sister did an interview and 
mentioned being a fan of Dwyane 
Wade. Who else do you root for?
Of course D-Wade. He guest-starred 

on an episode of my sister’s show, 
Austin & Ally. I didn’t get to meet him, 
but my sister was able to snag the 
Wade jersey she was wearing while 
he was in Miami and she got him to 
sign it. We follow Isaiah Thomas—we 
love his whole story. I always talk 
about Giannis Antetokounmpo. 

T-Mac and Harden are two of the 
best players in Rockets history and 
they’ve also had adidas kicks. What 
sneakers do you rock?
Oh, man, that’s hard. Right now, 
Harden’s sneaker. It has great colors, 
it’s very comfortable. I collected the 
Crazylight Boost before he had his 
Vol. 1s. I always wore that. My sister 
and everyone, they know I love sneak-
ers, they all know I’m crazy about 
them. I have four pairs of the Vol. 1s.

What’s your all-time favorite 
sneaker in your collection?
My brother got me the Air Jordan XII 
“Wool,” the black ones. I think those 
are really sick. I always try to wear 
them at special events. I’m always like, 
I’m gonna throw on these Air Jordans, 
feel cool. One of the best things is 
when someone compliments them.

We gotta get you in the Celebrity 
Game next year.
I know! That’s what I’m striving for, 
to be honest. Gotta get the handles 
right, gotta get the jumper correct. 
—Max Resetar

G’MRICE DAVIS, Fordham University 

This Philly-bred baller not only takes pride in her scoring, but she domi-
nates on the glass, too, leading the Rams in points (14.4) and rebounds 
(12.3). Davis has eight games with 15 or more boards this year, grabbing a 
season-high 21 against Grambling State back in November. The numbers 
indicate she’s a double-double machine every time she steps on the court. 
What makes her skill set unique is her versatility—she’s lethal from almost 
anywhere on the court with the rock in her hands and is a problem to box 
out in the paint when shots go up.



SL AMONLINE .COM   19  

R
od

rig
ue

z:
 S

us
an

 O
ss

er
; D

av
is

: V
in

ce
nt

 D
us

ev
ic

; T
ay

lo
r J

r:
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 o
f T

ol
ed

o:
 R

om
er

o:
 M

ik
e 

O
liv

el
la

GETTING TO 
THE FINAL FOUR 
WOULD MEAN 
EVERYTHING.”

“

I
t’s still surreal when Leticia 
Romero looks back at it all. 
Playing in the 2016 Olympics—
and medaling for the first time 

in Spain’s history—was never on her 
radar growing up in the city of Las 
Palmas in the Canary Islands.

“Being at the podium, getting 
the medal, I was shocked,” says 
Romero of receiving the silver 
medal with her squad. “I didn’t cry, 
I didn’t do anything. A couple days 

later, I started thinking, Wow, I just 
went to the Olympics and got a 
medal. I couldn’t believe it at first.”

The feeling had barely sunk in 
when the newly minted Olympian 
returned to Tallahassee for her 
senior season at Florida State. The 
team got an early confidence boost 
in November when it came within 
a basket of defeating the four-time 
defending champions.

“Being able to come back and 
be that close to beating UConn, it 
showed us a lot,” Romero says. “I 
think we understood then that we 
could do big things this year.”

Romero hasn’t taken her foot 
off the gas since. As SLAM went 
to press, the 5-8 point guard 
was leading the NCAA in three-
point percentage (51.8), and the 
Seminoles (24-4, 12-2 ACC) were 
outscoring opponents by 23.8 
points per game.

Romero’s efficient all-around 
offensive game earned her a unani-
mous All-Big 12 Freshman Team 
selection while at K-State before 
transferring to FSU, where she has 
earned two Honorable Mention 
All-Americas.

But rewind a few years to when 
a teenage Romero was playing in 
Spain’s women’s pro league, and 
the thought of playing in the States 
never crossed her mind.

“I was like, It’s amazing that I’m 
getting emails from universities, 
and they want me,” she says, “but 
I didn’t think I was going [to the 
NCAA]. I remember being scared 
of leaving and being here for four 
years,” Romero continues. “I was 
really scared.”

Those fears long gone, Romero 
is focused on achieving another 
first: a Final Four for FSU.

“It would mean everything,” she 
says. “We were so close two years 
ago, and we’ve been trying to get 
there ever since.” —Ryne Nelson

LETICIA ROMERO
Florida State University 
5-8, G

IN YOUR FACE
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We very much enjoyed hearing an NBA general man-

ager say, “Oh shit, guess I should check my phone,” 

after a random passerby told him about the Cousins 

trade rumors on All-Star Sunday...The Lakers are 

pretty confusing, too. They finally have a solid 

young core to build upon and then start clearing 

house because the rebuild isn’t happening fast 

enough? Uh, sure. But was the John Black firing 

really necessary?...Can we put Woj’s cell phone in 

the Basketball Hall of Fame? And how has Twitter 

not tried to hire him?...

A
nyone old enough 
to remember sports 
uniforms in the 
1990s will recall 
how a certain non-
traditional color 
trend was having its 
moment.

By any measure, the moment was 
pretty weird.

In the early-to-mid ’90s, expan-
sion teams and relocated franchises 
in every major American sport broke 
out jerseys in variations of aqua, 
seafoam and teal. The NBA was 
no exception, as the expansion 
Vancouver Grizzlies memorably 
rocked turquoise as their primary 
color when they joined the League 
in 1995. But such trends by their 
nature don’t last, and much like the 
Grizzlies in Vancouver, most teams 
(and fans) eventually moved on.

It was in the midst of that kind-of-
blue period that the NBA decided to 
capitalize on the buzz. The site was 
San Antonio, where the Alamodome 

played host to the 1996 All-Star 
Game. And the look…well, the look 
was something else. The ’96 jerseys 
clearly drew inspiration from a recent 
predecessor: the ’95 All-Star ver-
sion, which featured a blue-green 
cactus over an orange star, all on a 
field of purple (that other trendy col-
or of the era). The ’96 unis borrowed 
heavily from that graphic ensemble, 
exchanging purple for something in 
that aqua-blue range and swapping 
out the star-and-cactus for a basket-
ball spinning on—as far as anyone 
can tell—a pink chili pepper.

If it were only about the aesthet-
ics, that ’96 look might be best 
remembered as a novelty: the 
time-capsule colors, the oversized 
lettering, the jagged numbers slightly 
askew. But then one particular player 
changed everything, transforming 
that jersey from novel to iconic sim-
ply by pulling it over his head. Not for 
the first time, Michael Jordan was the 
guy who changed the game.

A look at his relatively modest 

stats—20 points, 4 rebounds, an 
assist, and a steal—don’t begin to do 
justice to the Jordan buzz that night 
in San Antonio. It was his 10th All-
Star appearance, but his first since 
returning from a shocking retirement 
two-and-a-half years earlier. He 
wasn’t that year’s top vote getter 
(that was East teammate Grant 
Hill) or the game’s leading scorer 
(Shaquille O’Neal would finish with 
25 points), but his mere presence 
was the game’s biggest story.

The game itself was a bit of a 
yawner. Jordan’s East squad took a 
3-point lead into the half and blew 
the doors off after intermission, 
leading by 22 going into the fourth 
and coasting to a 129-118 win. 
The only minor suspense came at 
the end, when the Most Valuable 
Player award was handed out: Many 
figured Shaq had earned it with a 
25-point, 10-rebound double-dou-
ble. But it was Jordan, for the sec-
ond time in his career, who brought 
that particular trophy home.

Of course, it wasn’t the last bit 
of hardware MJ would collect that 
season at Shaq’s expense. A few 
months later, Jordan’s Bulls would 
sweep O’Neal’s Magic en route to 
the ’96 NBA Championship, the 
first of another three-peat for the 
Chicago dynasty. If anyone still 
had doubts about Jordan’s place in 
the league he had temporarily left 
behind, they were answered em-
phatically that spring: with a fourth 
regular-season MVP award, with his 
league-best 30.4 ppg, and with his 
fourth NBA title.

The rest, of course, is legend, 
including the 14 career All-Star 
appearances that would’ve been 
closer to 20 if not for his multiple 
retirements. The 1996 game might 
not stand as his most memorable, 
but for so many reasons—not least 
being the eye-popping uniform that 
perfectly captured that moment 
of mid-’90s sports fashion—it has 
earned its place as part of the 
Jordan legend. —Ryan Jones

AQUA 
BOOGIE
The ’96 ALL-STAR 

GAME will forever be 
remembered for two 
things: MICHAEL 

JORDAN returning to 
the midseason show-
case, and the audacious 
design of the jersey he 
donned in doing so.
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Much respect to Rob Hammer—the gallery was 

dope!...And to any photographers hating because 

another photographer is out here putting in good 

work: Huh?...Jordan Brand’s high school invitational 

at All-Star was seriously awesome. Sometimes this 

stuff isn’t that deep: Get a small gym, get some kids 

to play good basketball, get a DJ to play good music, 

get an NBA player or two or three to show up, and 

ta-dah! A *fire emoji* event...If Quinn Cook isn’t on 

an NBA roster by the time you’re reading this, 

that needs to be changed IMMEDIATELY…
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SLAM How did you get intro-
duced to basketball? 
JN My father is a 7-foot tall, 
400-pound police officer in Bosnia—
don’t mess with him [laughs]. He tried 
to play basketball but they couldn’t 
find shoes for him. He’s a size 22. My 
agent saw him and went up to ask him 
if he had any kids and my dad said, 
‘Yeah, I have one and he’s giving me 
trouble because I can’t find shoes 
for him.’ From the first day I met my 
agent, he told me I was going to be 
an NBA player and I thought, What’s 
wrong with this dude? I haven’t even 
practiced yet [laughs].

When did you sign your first profes-
sional contract? 
I signed my first professional contract 
in 2009. I was only 14 years old and 
I had never left my family, not even to 
go on a sleepover. I went to Slovenia 
and I cried almost every day for six 
months. I was going to school and try-
ing to learn a new language and a new 
culture. It was hard, but it was fun. 

What was your EuroLeague experi-
ence like?
I was practicing five times a day and 
going to school at the same time. I 
got hurt in 2011, but when I came 
back, everything changed. I got a lot 
of opportunity playing for Zadar in the 
Adriatic League—I had an unbelievable 
time there. People love you when you 
fight and show you want to play hard. 
Then I went to play for Cedevita in 
Croatia and played 14-15 minutes a 
game and averaged like 12 and 7. 

What was draft night like for you? 
Getting drafted was probably the hap-
piest moment of my life. It was my first 
time in the USA and in New York, and 
my whole world changed overnight. 
When I saw my name and my coun-
try’s flag on the big screen, it made 
me proud for my people and myself.

Was it hard to learn a new language 
and adjust to American culture?
In America it’s easier to learn a new 
language—no one makes fun of you, 
people try to help you. In my country, 
if you say something wrong, everyone 
makes fun of you [laughs]. When you 
come into a new system, new culture 
and new people, everything is new for 
you. Especially when you’re young and 
have never been that far from home. It 
was a tough learning process, but I’m 
getting used to it.

Is trash talk different in the NBA 
compared to the leagues in 
Europe?
Overseas, if I said something wrong 
they could use it against me even if I 
didn’t mean it. I had to be careful with 
what I said. They may have taken it 
the wrong way and I didn’t want to 

get myself in that type of situation. In 
the NBA, Kevin Garnett is one guy I 
didn’t want to mess with. I didn’t get 
a chance to trash talk with him, but I 
heard him talk to my teammates and I 
liked it—I was laughing. 

Were there any NBA players you 
looked up to? 
Just one: Kobe Bryant. My first game 
in the NBA was against the Lakers 
in San Diego and when Kobe came 
out for warmups, I stopped and went 
to the bench and watched him. I 
couldn’t believe I was playing against 
him. When Coach called my name, I 
couldn’t even pay attention, all I could 
think about was Kobe. I’ll remember 
that night for the rest of my life. He 
gave me a signed jersey and shoes 
before he retired. 

How do you keep in touch with 
friends and family in Bosnia? 
We use FaceTime and Skype, but 

it’s hard to communicate because I 
am always traveling and there is a big 
difference in time zones. I try and do 
whatever I can to make my home in 
Denver feel like home in Bosnia, but 
you miss your family and friends. You 
grow up with people and try and stay in 
touch, but it’s hard. People back home 
will get up at 3 o’clock in the morning 
to watch me play. It will be fun to have 
an NBA event in Bosnia one day. We’re 
working on that. —Peter Walsh

BOSNIAN BEAST

HOMEMADE

The son of a huge police officer, 
22-year-old JUSUF NURKIC  
was born with the genes to play pro 
basketball, but his journey from  
Bosnia to the NBA was as quick as  
it was curious.

WHEN I SAW 
MY NAME AND 
MY COUNTRY’S 
FLAG ON THE 
BIG SCREEN, 
IT MADE ME 
PROUD FOR MY 
PEOPLE.”
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F
or me, basketball has always 
been more than a sport. It’s a 
game of life.”

Born in New Orleans, 
Romeo Miller fell in love with bas-
ketball at an early age. He looked up 
to his father, the illustrious Master P, 
who not only rapped and founded No 
Limit Records, but was also an invitee 
to multiple NBA training camps—with 
the Charlotte Hornets in 1998 and 
with the Toronto Raptors in ’99. “I 
was a little kid like, Damn, Dad hoops 
and raps, that’s the coolest thing 
ever,” he says.

It didn’t take long for Romeo (then 
known as Lil’ Romeo) to find his own 
success. In 2001, at 11 years old, 
he released the debut hit “My Baby,” 
which reached No. 3 on the Billboard 
Hot 100. But basketball was also on 
Rome’s mind, as evidenced by lines 
like, “I been dribbling the ball since 
the age of 3,” and “After high school, 
I’m going straight to the pros,” off that 
famous single. 

As a sophomore in high school, 
Romeo won the Big Time three-point 
competition, defeating current NBA 
MVP candidate James Harden. He 
went on to average 13.9 points and 
5.6 assists for Beverly Hills (CA) 
HS his junior year. In the offseason, 
Romeo helped lead his AAU team 
to two national titles. He played 

the quintessential point guard role, 
unselfish on offense and scrappy 
on defense—a “Chris Paul type,” he 
says, looking back. At 5-11, Romeo 
was even smaller than CP3, and 
claims with a smile that, “If I was in 
my dad’s body, 6-4, I’d be the LeBron 
of this day.”

Basketball wasn’t just a hobby for 
Romeo, either. He took the game just 
as seriously as he took his music and 
acting careers. He committed to play 
at USC with childhood friend and 
AAU teammate DeMar DeRozan, and 
spent two years there. “I’ve felt that’s 
what built me to be the person I am 
today, playing sports,” says Romeo, 
who played in the 2017 NBA All-Star 
Celebrity Game alongside his pops, 
Nick Cannon, Jason Williams and 
Mark Cuban, among others.

“I’ve actually found I relate to girls 
who play sports a lot better than 
girls who don’t,” he muses. “Because 
it’s a certain thing you learn about 
sacrifice. It’s not about you. It’s about 
the team. It’s about doing what’s best 
for the team. So, basketball and hip-
hop, it’s the same thing. It’s the same 
in music. Everybody got they team. 

Whether it’s G-Unit, No Limit, Cash 
Money. And you’re only as good as 
your weakest link. And that’s the 
beauty of sports and hip-hop. I think 
for me that’s what keeps me going 
my whole life.”

And both industries require 
relentless drive, too. “You got to be 
passionate about everything in it,” 
he says. 

Asked which NBA player was 
the best rapper, Romeo paused for 
a moment, pondered the plethora of 
options, and eventually responded: 
“Damian Lillard.”

Asked which rapper was the best 
baller, he didn’t pause. He didn’t 
ponder the plethora of options: “Oh 
that’s me, come on, man. That’s not 
even a question. This what I really do.” 
—Alex Squadron

BASKETBALL 
AND HIP-HOP, 
IT’S THE SAME: 
YOU’RE ONLY AS 
GOOD AS YOUR 
WEAKEST LINK.”

“

“

PLAY  
LIKE US
As the son of Master P, 
he grew up in the rap 
industry. Then he played 
college basketball with 
childhood friend DeMar 
DeRozan at USC. Safe  
to say ROMEO MILLER  
understands the  
intersection of hoops  
and hip-hop as well  
as anyone.

HUSTLE & FLOW
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A great idea for the NBA: Put the legendary Roots 

crew on retainer...“Please put a reference to UVM 

in NOYZ”—anonymous SLAM associate editor...

Max’s @slamkicks captions are the best. His diet is 

almost literally trash, tho...Is our man Mo Bamba’s 

Punks Diary the best one ever? We think so...Is 

there anything better in all of life than Zion 

Williamson highlights?…Sorry, no more cover 

remakes for a hot minute...“You’ll get my story in 

15 minutes!”...Fab Melo...Chuck Iarussi...Mike 

Wilde...Claude Gross...Al Jarreau...

N
ow we’re judging people by 
their religion—trying to keep 
Muslims out. We’re getting 
back to the days of putting 

the Japanese in relocation camps, 
of Hitler registering the Jews. That’s 
where we’re heading.” 

The words above were not shouted 
by a member of Congress or an 
activist making a stump speech. They 
came from Detroit Pistons coach Stan 
Van Gundy, off the cuff, after a game, 

and mad as hell. It’s just one of many 
statements coming from the NBA 
standing up to Donald Trump and his 
agenda of border walls and bigotry.

Each one of these stinging state-
ments, whether from stars like LeBron 
James and Stephen Curry or role 
players like Rondae Hollis-Jefferson 
and Enes Kanter or coaches like 
Steve Kerr and Gregg Popovich, 
have put the NBA at the heart of the 
resistance sweeping this country. The 

#RESIST
The NBA family is diverse, welcoming and not  
to be bumped with. So with US politics in turmoil,  
the League’s always-outspoken coaches and 
players are standing up to injustice with voices 
louder than ever. always by Dave Zirin

LOUDER THAN A BOMB question is: Why? Of all the leagues, 
why is the NBA the most outspoken?

It’s not like the League has always 
been a font of activism. During the 
George W. Bush years, as wars raged 
overseas and New Orleans was being 
drowned by government neglect, the 
number of players who stood up and 
spoke out were few and far between. 
It was basically backup center Etan 
Thomas, the occasional quote and a 
whole lot of silence. The NBA was 
defined by Michael Jordan’s credo that 
the game was to be sold and political 
statements were obstacles to cash 
flow. Times have changed and it’s 
worth trying to understand why.

I would argue that there are a 
perfect storm of factors that have 
positioned the players and coaches of 
the NBA at the fulcrum of the Trump 
resistance. It started with players 
finding their voice, and it took the 
death of 17-year-old Trayvon Martin 
to make that happen. Martin, a young 

Miami Heat fan, was killed while going 
out for a snack at halftime of the 2012 
All-Star Game. He was an NBA kid. 
The schools of South Florida erupted 
in protest and walkouts as his killer 
George Zimmerman remained free. 
This created the space for LeBron, 
Wade, Bosh and the Heat to pose 
wearing hoodies and take a side. 
After that, there was a template for 
every player who wanted to speak out. 
When the #BlackLivesMatter move-
ment exploded in 2015, players were 
poised to have something to say. 

This process has been aided, un-
doubtedly, by the ascension of Adam 
Silver as commissioner (instead of 
the hyper-controlling David Stern) 
and the rise of social media, allowing 
players to speak directly to fans. 
Yet the No. 1 reason why the NBA 
is at the heart of the political forces 
assembling themselves in response 
to the POTUS is that this is a global 
league. Players either come to the 
league from all over the world or they 
are from the US and have played 
across oceans. They have seen that 
Muslims aren’t “the enemy,” and 
learned they have more in common 
with many “foreigners” than the man 
in the White House. Then there is 
the fact that their own brothers in the 
League could be affected by Trump’s 
Muslim Ban, particularly vet Luol 
Deng and rookie Thon Maker, both 
of whom were born in South Sudan. 
Maker is new to the League, but 
Deng has played over 13 years and is 
one of the most respected players in 
the NBA and when news of the ban 
broke, he wrote the following:

I am a #ProudRefugee. I would 
not be where I am today if it weren’t 
for the opportunity to find refuge 
in a safe harbor. For the people of 
South Sudan, refugee resettlement 
has saved countless lives, just as 
it has for families all over the world 
escaping the depths of despair. 
It’s important that we remember to 
humanize the experience of others. 
Refugees overcome immeasurable 
odds, relocate across the globe, 
and work hard to make the best of 
their newfound home. Refugees are 
productive members of society that 
want for their family just as you want 
for yours. I stand by all refugees 
and migrants, of all religions, just 
as I stand by the policies that have 
historically welcomed them.

The NBA family is showing they’ll 
stand by refugees. They are doing so 
because they stand with their own.

“



K
nown for producing some 
of the world’s top baseball 
talent, the sports landscape 
in Puerto Rico seems to have 

shifted over the last decade. Basket-
ball has, by many accounts, become 
the island’s most popular sport. And 
while Mavs PG JJ Barea continues 
to proudly rep the island in the NBA, 
newly planned initiatives could take 
the hoops scene to another level.    

“The NBA and the Puerto Rican 
Federation used to have direct con-
nection, however in the last seven-
eight years it was broken, no relation 
at all,” says Yum Ramos, President of 
the Puerto Rico National Basketball 
Federation. “We’re trying to re-
establish that, bring back NBA Cares 
and Basketball Without Borders. It’s 

important for Puerto Rican basketball 
to be in touch with the NBA.” 

Furthermore, the Federation is 
interested in starting conversations 
with NBA players who have Puerto 
Rican heritage, like Moe Harkless, 
who practiced with the national team 
in 2015, as well as Shabazz Napier 
and Devin Booker.   

Aside from looking to strengthen 
its relationship with the League, 
Puerto Rico has some ambitious 
plans for its pro league. Founded in 
1930, Baloncesto Superior Nacional 
is one of the oldest leagues in the 
world. Hall of Famers Tex Winter, 
Red Holzman and Phil Jackson have 
coached there. Barea, Carlos Arroyo 
and former All-American Butch Lee 
are among the Puerto Rican greats 

who have played for BSN teams.  
Now the league has hopes to 

reach a newer generation, with plans 
to offer deals to prep stars who want 
to bypass college. Brandon Jennings 
went to Italy, Emmanuel Mudiay to 
China, and Terrance Ferguson is cur-
rently in Australia. BSN says it’s next.     

“We want to draw the top talent,” 
says Fernando Quiñones, President 
of BSN. “Not only players that have 
already played in the NBA and are 
maybe trying to find their way back, 
but also younger players who decide 

college is not for them—this is the 
perfect opportunity for them.” 

Beyond the beautiful weather, 
proximity to the US and no currency 
exchange, avoiding the risk of drop-
ping a player’s draft stock due to a 
difference in style of play may be 
PR’s biggest selling point.

“This is a style of play that is very 
similar to the United States,” says 
Quiñones, even citing the presence 
of some American referees. “We 
think they’re going to be really com-
fortable playing here.” —Franklyn CalleTo

m
 P

en
ni

ng
to

n/
G

et
ty

 Im
ag

es

LINK UP

INTERNATIONAL

With the game growing rapidly among Puerto 
Rico’s youth, its NATIONAL BASKETBALL  

FEDERATION is hoping to connect with native 
NBA players and attract top prep talent  
to recapture the island’s rich hoops roots.
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Starting with head coach Gregg Popovich  

and future Hall of Famer Tim  

Duncan, and enhanced by the League’s  

most creative scouting department,  

THE SAN ANTONIO SPURS 
have built the steadiest and most  

successful NBA franchise of the last 20 years. 

BY PETER WALSH
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T
he calendar reads 
February 12, and the San 
Antonio Spurs sit at 41-13 
heading into a Sunday 
afternoon tilt against the 
Knicks at Madison Square 
Garden. Any other team 
with 40 wins before the 

All-Star break would be getting 
all types of attention. Would be 
pegged as a favorite for an NBA 
title. The Spurs, however, are not 

any other team. Forty-plus wins be-
fore the break is business as usual.

While the Knicks got the best of 
the Spurs on this blustery afternoon 
(even the Spurs aren’t immune to 
a 3:30 tip the day after a Saturday 
night out in New York), San Antonio 
will win its 42nd game of the 
season the next night in Indiana, 
assuring the franchise its 20th 
consecutive winning season. 

On this day, the Knicks and 

Spurs sit in locker rooms just 
down the hall from each other, but 
they may as well be on different 
planets when it comes to how each 
organization is run. The Knicks, in 
the midst of an ugly, public battle 
between fan favorite Charles Oakley 
and owner Jim Dolan, are skidding 
after starting the season 14-10. 
Their starting point guard, Derrick 
Rose, chose not to show up to work 
on a game night in January and team 

president Phil Jackson has been 
taking shots at Carmelo Anthony 
on Twitter while doing seemingly 
everything he can to run his star 
player out of town.

The Spurs, who have rarely made 
a headline for anything other than 
winning in over a decade, have a 
drama-free locker room, a franchise 
player in the MVP hunt and one of the 
greatest coaches ever running the 
show. It is remarkable how different P
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“RC [Buford] and  
I have DONE

EVERYTHING together.  
We talk about it,  
ARGUE about  
it, have a BEER or  
WINE and MOVE ON.”  
—POPOVICH

the two teams’ fortunes have been 
since they met in the 1999 Finals.

Since ’99, San Antonio has a 
regular season record of 969-383. 
They have made the Western Con-
ference finals eight times, advanced 
to the Finals five times and won four 
NBA championships. No other team 
in the NBA has had nearly as im-
pressive a stretch, yet San Antonio 
remains one of the most underap-
preciated teams in all of pro sports. 

Their prolonged success begs 
a simple question: How have the 
Spurs been this good for this long?

Pop served as general manager 
and vice president of basketball 
operations for the Spurs before 
taking over head coaching duties 
18 games into the 1996-97 season. 
That year, the team finished with a 
20-62 record—as fortunate a losing 
season as a franchise can have, as 
it landed them Tim Duncan in the 

’97 NBA Draft. The next season, 
the Spurs won 56 games. And the 
following season, Duncan and Pop 
won their first title together. From 
there, the Spurs’ dynasty was born. 

It is nearly impossible to find a 
player who has been as important 
to a team’s personality and success 
as Tim Duncan, who retired after 
last season, was to San Antonio’s. 
Duncan shares the rare distinc-
tion of winning a championship 
and playing for one team his entire 
career with Willis Reed, Larry Bird 
and Kobe Bryant. While Pop will 
go down as one of the great-
est coaches of all time, Duncan 
was the cornerstone that set the 
precedent for every player that has 
passed through the sleepy Texas 
city since.

“It’s pretty usual that a team 
adopts the personality of the 
franchise player. The problem is, 
the personality and the philosophy 
of the franchise player is not always 
great,” says Boris Diaw, who played 
for the Spurs from 2012-16. “The 

thing with Tim is he was such a 
great teammate and team player 
and focused so much on winning 
and playing the right way that the 
franchise turned into his character 
and it’s been a good thing for the 
team for a long time.” 

In 2002, RC Buford, who was 
an assistant coach for the Spurs 
under Larry Brown in 1988 and 
remained in the organization from 
1994 on, was hired as GM of the 
team. Working with Pop, the two 
were tasked with placing the right 
players around Duncan to win 
championships and have developed 
a working relationship that is unlike 
most in the League.

“RC and I have done everything 
together,” says Popovich. “From 
day one, we’ve done everything 
together and our groups have done 
everything together. Managers are 
in coaches meetings, we’re in the 
managers meetings and walk in as 
we please. We talk about it, argue 
about it, have a beer or wine and 
move on. We’ve done it all together.” Th
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And yet, the Spurs have always 
been either one step ahead of the 
game or able to immediately adapt 
on the fly—and have flourished 
for the past 17 years despite the 
constant changes.

“Pop is an innovator. He leads the 
charge in a lot of areas of coaching, 
especially at this level,” says Golden 
State Warriors assistant Mike 
Brown, a member of Pop’s staff from 
2000-03. “He does not rest in terms 

of thinking about the past. He’s al-
ways thinking about what he can do 
to change and make the Spurs bet-
ter going forward. Yes, they create 
space and play fast and all that other 
stuff, but even back in the day, they 
played small ball with guys like Malik 
Rose, who was an undersized power 
forward. Now he’s going back to the 
traditional way and playing two bigs. 
He’ll probably end up changing the 
trend here again going forward be-

cause of the success he’s had with 
the two big guys on the floor.” 

From 2002-16, the franchise was 
able to plug in a rotating cast of 
players around Duncan, Manu Gino-
bili and Tony Parker. The Spurs have 
scoured the planet to find guys who 
fit their system, often adding players 
who flamed out on other teams or in 
other leagues and turning them into 
valuable options. Guys like Danny 
Green, Boris Diaw, Patty Mills, 
Jonathon Simmons, Bruce Bowen, 
Rasho Nesterovic, Stephen Jackson 
and Tiago Splitter have thrived and 
played major roles on some of the 
franchise’s best teams.

The front office has been able to 
pull off crafty moves that have set 
them up for the coming 10 years, 
too. Kawhi Leonard, one of the top-
10 players in the League right now, 
was acquired in a 2011 draft night 
swap for guard George Hill that 
may go down as one of the best 
trades ever.

“The Spurs are good at what 
they do. They are good at finding 
the right guys who will fit the 
system, first of all,” says Diaw. 
“That’s a tribute to RC and the 
scouting department finding those 
guys like Manu playing in Europe, 
even Kawhi or Jonathon Simmons 
and Danny Green. And then it’s 
having the right system for them. 
Those players who were not blos-
soming somewhere else but are 
doing great here is because of the 
system. It’s easier to play in that 
system and contribute because of 
your role—you know what you gotta 
do and Pop makes it comfortable 
for those players.”

While other coaches have tried 
and failed to use a no-nonsense, 
hard-ass approach in the NBA, 
Pop has been beloved by players 
because he brings the best out of 
them on the court. It also helps that 
he treats every player with the same 
level of respect—whether it’s the 
franchise player or the last man on 
the bench. 

“When I did get an opportunity 
to play, I missed a defensive assign-
ment,” remembers Pops Mensah-
Bonsu, who played a handful of 
games for the Spurs in the 2008-09 
season and now serves as a scout 
for the organization. “Popovich took 
me out and, rightfully so, he tore me 
a new one. When I sit down at the 
end of the bench, I’m thinking that 
I’m never going to play again. A few 
seconds later, maybe the next quar-
ter, Tim Duncan makes the same 
defensive mistake. Popovich takes 
him out and tears him a new one 
and basically does the same thing 
he did to me, to him. It proved to me 
and showed me why the Spurs have 
been so successful. Tim Duncan 
looked at him and said, ‘You know 
what, Coach? You’re right.’ And 
goes and sits down at the end of the 
bench. If the greatest power forward 

Since San Antonio won a cham-
pionship in 1999, the game has 
been in a constant state of evolution. 
Through the early 2000s, isolation-
minded guards and towering 
centers dominated the game, until 
Mike D’Antoni came in and flipped 
the game on its head with Steve 
Nash and the “Seven Seconds or 
Less” Suns. When Kevin Garnett 
and Ray Allen joined Paul Pierce in 
Boston, a new precedent of “super 
teams” was set. When LeBron took 
his talents to South Beach and 
teamed up with Dwyane Wade and 
Chris Bosh, the super team strategy 
was pumped full of steroids. Today’s 
game is geared toward small ball, 
with positionless players roaming 
freely and favoring the three-pointer 
over a mid-range jumper. Add in 
changes to the CBA, gameplay and 
free agency rules and the NBA has 
changed drastically during the Pop-
Buford era. 

“Pop is an INNOVATOR.  
He LEADS the charge in a 
lot of areas of COACHING, 
especially at this LEVEL.” 
—MIKE BROWN Fr
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everyone has a role and everyone 
contributes,” says Diaw. “Everybody 
has got to be able to pass and 
everybody has to be able to think 
about the game and play defense 
the right way. It’s not like, OK, we 
have a shooter and that’s the only 
thing he can do. Everyone on the 
Spurs has to be able to do 
everything and I think in Europe, that 
philosophy starts at a young age.”

“The better teams in Europe, you 

have three or four guys who score 
10 points or more a game and no 
one is really a 25-30 point player a 
game, and that’s kind of what we 
have here,” adds Latvian rookie 
Davis Bertans. “I think the games 
that we have five, six, seven players 
scoring in double-digits, we’re 
pretty much unstoppable 
offensively.” 

As the season wears on and 
teams around the League begin to 

either make a push for the playoffs, 
tank for the bottom of the standings 
or slip into drama-filled disarray, the 
Spurs remain a model of consistency 
and continue to rack up wins. The 
precedent and example set by 
Duncan has officially carried over to 
the younger guys on the roster. Since 
TD’s retirement, The Spurs Way 
won’t be going away any time soon.

“The NBA is full of trends, and 
other teams try to keep up with the 
Joneses. The Spurs try to tweak 
what we’re doing and maintain our 
principles,” says Mensah-Bonsu. “I 
think in regards to how we have 
been able to stay successful is just 
our personality, and we got that 
from Tim Duncan and Gregg 
Popovich. I think it will continue 
with guys like Kawhi Leonard and 
LaMarcus Aldridge. They have 
adopted those personalities and 
embraced it and that’s how we 
continue to be the Spurs.” S

who ever lived does that, what does 
somebody like myself do?”

Stylistically, the Spurs have 
played an extra-pass, find-the-open-
man, give-up-the-good-shot-for-a-
great-shot offense and hard-nosed 
defense ball that has been dubbed 
by some as “The Spurs Way.” The 
offense in place is similar to that 
found in the EuroLeague; no 
franchise has had more contribu-
tions from international players than 
San Antonio. Since Pop’s first 
season, 24 foreign players have 
suited up in the silver and black—27 
if you include Dominique Wilkins 
(born in France), Steve Kerr 
(Lebanon) and Tim Duncan (United 
States Virgin Islands). The system 
demands that players be skilled in 
every facet of the game and able to 
adapt to any style of play based on 
matchups.

“It is pretty much a European 
style of play of basketball as far as 

“The SPURS ARE GOOD at 
what THEY do. They  
are good at FINDING the  
RIGHT GUYS who will  
FIT THE SYSTEM.” —DIAW Ja
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Get ready for two nights of nonstop action on the hardwood featuring UK, IU and UofL recruits. See 3-point shoot-outs,  
dunk contests and more at the Horseshoe Foundation Night of the Future Stars®. Then see the country’s top recruits face  

off in the nation’s most historic high school all-star basketball game. 

Admission to the Horseshoe Foundation Night of the Future Stars® is FREE with a 2017 Pegasus Pin® or Basketball Classic ticket.

�����Discount flights

TICKETS AT TICKETMASTER.COM
KDF.ORG • #KDF2017 ����ŧ

Your search is over  Your search is over. 

BASKETBALL CLASSIC 
Presented by Papa John’s
Saturday, April 15 | 7 PM | Freedom Hall  |  Louisville, KYThe stories you 

tell happen here.
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I  
GOT 
THE  
 JUICE

JOEL EMBIID’s rookie 
season was put on 
hold for years as he 
struggled through foot 
injuries and jokes at 
his expense. Finally 
healthy, he’s proven in 
a few short months  
on the court why he’s 
the franchise player 
the Sixers were 
searching for—and the 
kind of star personality 
Philadelphia loves.

WORDS 
ADAM FIGMAN

PORTRAITS
PAUL ARESU
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Joel Embiid and Drew Hanlen drove 
together to the first regular season 
NBA game Joel played in. Embiid had 
been named a starter, but Hanlen, his 
personal trainer, warned him that it’s 
going to be a slow progression—
Embiid would be on a 20-minute-per-
game restriction to begin the year. 
Still, Embiid had lofty goals.

“He told me he was gonna aver-
age 20 points per game during the 
season,” Hanlen says now. “I said, 
Hey Jo, I believe when you’re healthy 
and when you’re playing you’re gonna 
be one of the best big guys in the 
NBA, but averaging a point a minute 
is absurd. Let’s just go out there and 
try to help your team win more games 
and continue to improve throughout 
this rookie season and get better.”

Embiid finished his first game with 
20 points, playing 22 minutes while 
also grabbing 7 rebounds and block-
ing 2 shots in a 103-97 loss to the 
Oklahoma City Thunder.

Hanlen found the 22-year-old big 
man shortly afterward.

“That was easy, bro,” Embiid told 
him. “I could’ve had 30.”

So began Embiid’s rookie cam-
paign, a rollercoaster of a season that 
has—despite large periods of time 
spent on the sideline for both rest 
and injury reasons—established the 
Cameroonian as the frontrunner for 
Rookie of the Year. He’s averaging 
20.2 ppg (perfectly on pace with his 
projection) along with 7.8 rebounds 

and 2.5 blocks. And the Sixers are, 
as of press time, 13-18 in games with 
him on the floor and 8-17 with him off 
it. It’s not a massive difference in win-
ning percentage, but for a franchise 
so accustomed to the lowest depths 
of the standings, and previously 
so unsure what Joel would provide 
after sitting out two full seasons 
recovering from injuries before he 
ever formally donned an NBA jersey, 
the excitement Embiid has provided 
has ever-so-slightly awakened a long-
sleeping organization in desperate 
need of some fun energy.

“During the two years I missed, I 
don’t think anybody expected [that 
I could play this well],” Embiid says. 
It’s a couple minutes after he takes 
the photos you see in this magazine 
on an early February afternoon, and 
he slowly walks across the 76ers’ 
practice court in Camden, NJ, as he 
reflects. “I don’t think I’m anywhere 
close to where I want to be or that 
I’m good enough yet.”

“The way he can shoot, his 
ballhandling—I was not expecting 
that,” Sixers swingman Robert 
Covington says. “But he worked on it. 
All the stuff I’ve seen him do in a 
game is the stuff I’ve seen him work 
on when he was out.”

Sixers fans have loved every minute 
of it. In the waning moments of that 
opening night home game, chants 
of “TRUST THE PROC—ESS”—the 
slogan famously used to describe 
Philadelphia’s seemingly never-ending 
rebuild—rained down from the upper 
deck of the arena. Number 21 jerseys 
now dot the stands at every home 
game. He sat out every few games to 
make sure he wasn’t pushing himself 
too hard, and even still, there was 
some early season All-Star chatter; 
stories like “Why Joel Embiid Should 
Have Made the All-Star Team” (Fox 
Sports) popped up after it was an-
nounced that he didn’t make the cut.

Even Allen Iverson, who once 
instilled a liveliness into Philly 
basketball that Embiid can only hope 
to almost rival, is on board. AI still 
regularly attends Sixers games, and 

at a late-January contest he ran into 
Embiid in the bowels of the Wells 
Fargo Center.

“I TOLD YOU!” Iverson yelled at 
Embiid, a big smile on his face, his 
hands grabbing at the big man’s neck. 
“I told you this was coming! I told 
people that you were gonna be this!”

“He was here before and got the 
city going,” Embiid says now, “and 
basketball in this city was really 
good—so that’s my job now. That’s 
what I’m trying to do. Just bring life 
back to Philly, as far as basketball, 
and just have fun.”

That last part is certainly happen-

ing. It’s been happening, though—and 
from the onset has manifested itself 
on social media. Not long after Joel 
was drafted in 2014, he began tweet-
ing about his infatuation with Kim 
Kardashian. Then it was Rihanna. 
“BREAKING NEWS: Moving on 
from KK to Rihanna,” he proclaimed. 
He gave the fake couple a hashtag: 
#Johanna.

Eventually he moved on, though 
his love for the social media space 
never dissipated. And his social, uhh, 
strategy helped his legend grow, even 
as he was sidelined, because he was 
able to look criticism straight in the 
eye—and laugh it off. “I see everything, 
trust me,” he says. When a story came 
out that he wasn’t taking his rehab 
seriously and was instead subsist-
ing on a crappy diet highlighted by 
full pitchers of Shirley Temples, he 
posted a pic of himself looking swole 
with the hashtag #shirleytemple. 
When the media complained about 
previous Sixers GM Sam Hinkie’s 
tank-heavy approach—and the “Trust 
the Process” tagline that was used 
to validate it—Embiid went ahead and 
nicknamed himself The Process.

“I learned I have to embrace it 
all,” he says. “With the fans, I’m 
always having fun with them on social 
media, and I embrace it all until every-
thing is gone. At one point people are 
going to really start picking on you 
and start judging you by what you 
do on social media, so until it’s taken 

“My NICKNAME is  
The Process. I ALWAYS

see that as 100 percent 
where you WANT to be.  
I THINK I’m about… 
maybe 5-10 percent.  
I have a lot to IMPROVE

on my GAME to get 
where I want to BE.”D
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away from me, I’m gonna embrace it 
and keep having fun.

“I observe a lot,” he continues. 
“When people are talking to me I don’t 
look them in the eye and I act like I’m 
looking somewhere else or not hear-
ing what they’re saying, but every time 
someone’s talking to me, I’m listening 
to everything. I take everything in and 
process it in my mind and take the 
good out of it and keep it in my mind 
and take the bad out of it and just get 
it out. I think that’s been the biggest 
thing that’s helped me get better—just 
listening to people and observing.”

It’s easy to recognize this facet 
of Joel’s personality, that he hears 
everything, hangs onto the good 
and flushes out the bad. How else 
could he get through two entire years 
planted on the bench, the perpetual 
butt of Twitter jokes and dreadful talk-
ing head commentary?

“What he’s done is flip the switch,” 
Hanlen says. “He’s the one making 
the jokes now, and people are laugh-
ing with him instead of people giving 
him trouble and laughing at him. I 
think it was just more of a mental 
shift of, ‘Hey listen, this is all fun and 
games, and I’m extremely blessed 
to be in the position I’m in, and I’m 
gonna have fun with it.’ He’s very 
smart. Some people think he’s just 
being a clown, but he knows what’s 
gonna get a little rise from the media.”

Which is impressive, since at 
times the route Embiid has taken 

“One thing I learned was patience.”
Up until that point, Joel’s life 

moved crazy fast. He came to the 
United States from Cameroon to 
play high school ball at the age of 
16, spending a year at Montverde 
Academy in Montverde, FL—where 
he was stuck on the JV squad—and 
then a year at The Rock School in 
Gainesville, FL—where he broke out. 
He had barely picked up a basketball 
before the age of 15 (when he was 
discovered by current NBAer Luc 
Mbah a Moute), so his skills were 
raw (at best), but his potential was 
through the roof: a true 7-footer who 
could maneuver in the post—all those 
years of volleyball and soccer helping 
him learn the art of footwork and 
lateral movement—swat shots into the 
stands, and even shoot from the pe-
rimeter. “‘Y’all can keep laughing, but 
in three or four years you’re gonna 
be asking him for money,’” Embiid 
says his coach at Montverde would 
tell the other boys on the team after 
Joel would get kicked out of practice. 
“That made me want to work.”

He showed out during the one 
season he spent at the University of 
Kansas—11.2 ppg and 8.1 rpg, with 
the fact that he still barely had any 
basketball experience hanging over 
every remarkable performance—and 
he likely would’ve been selected with 
the top pick in 2014 had the future of 
his health not appeared so uncertain.

Hinkie and Embiid met at the 
perfect time. In mid-2014, Embiid 
was a full year (and eventually two 
years, unbeknownst to anyone) away 
from competing, while Hinkie was a 
young GM with questionable people 
skills but a legit on-paper plan: lose, 
draft projects, lose some more, draft 
some more projects, hope enough 
draftees hit that winning inevitably 
comes along. Eventually, the NBA 
and Sixers ownership would get tired 
of this, forcing Hinkie out in favor of 
current Sixers GM Bryan Colangelo, 
but without Hinkie and his blueprint, 
Embiid likely slips in the lottery and 

from young draftee to NBA starter 
was far from fun. The first surgery 
took place on a broken bone in his 
right foot immediately before the 
2014 draft—Hinkie, thinking long 
term as always, selected him No. 3 
anyway—and after an entire season in 
recovery, the hope was he’d return to 
the court in 2015-16. But in August 
of ’15 he underwent a second 
surgery on the same foot, and it was 
announced he’d miss one more full 
season while working his way back. “I 
went through a rough time,” he says. 

winds up on a different team, perhaps 
one unwilling to display the patience 
the Sixers happily signed up for.

(The two still text here and 
there. “[Hinkie] usually talks about 
basketball,” Embiid says. “If he sees 
something that I didn’t do, he’ll text 
me about it.”)

This past summer, Embiid slowly 
worked his way back into basketball 
activities. He walked up to Hanlen at 
NBA Summer League—he had seen 
video of him working with Embiid’s 
former Kansas teammate Andrew 
Wiggins—and asked if they could 
train together. They met up the next 
day in L.A. and have worked together 
ever since.

“After our first workout, he was ob-
viously really, really tired—he was out 
of shape, a little bit overweight—but 
he had picked up everything really 
quickly, which I was super impressed 
with,” Hanlen says. “He came to me 
with a ton of tools already there. We 
just had to polish them and put them 
in place.”

Just a few days after the two 
began hitting the gym together, Sam 
Limon, Hanlen’s video guy, asked 
Hanlen how good he thought Embiid 
could be. “If he stays healthy,” Hanlen 
told him, “he can be a Hall of Famer.”

Then training camp started, and 
Embiid’s teammates—who in some 
cases hadn’t seen him so much as 
play in a pickup game—immediately 
took note of what he was capable of. 
In a scrimmage during those first few 
days, he dunked over a teammate 
with such rim-rattling force that Sixers 
guard Gerald Henderson still thinks 
about it.

“I don’t know if I’ve ever seen 
something so violent,” Henderson 
says. “It scared me. I was on his 
team—it was a post-up. I won’t men-
tion who was guarding him because 
it’s one of my teammates, but it was 
violent. It shook me up, man. I had 
never seen something so powerful.”

The dunk was a sign of things to 
come. Embiid exploded out of the 
gate, validating the rationale behind 
the hype—if not the hype itself—
within the season’s first few weeks. 
There was an 18-point, 10-rebound 
performance. A 25 and 7. A 22 and 
6 (with 4 threes!). A 25 and 10. The 
Hakeem Olajuwon comparisons he 
used to get in college started look-
ing more accurate than ever—not a 
coincidence, considering Embiid has 
watched tapes of The Dream, some-
one he’s relied on for mentorship, 
over and over. There were aspects 
of the game Embiid struggled with—
passing out of double teams, for 
example—but even over the course 
of those first few months, his ability 
to improve on a task like reading the 
defense and finding the soon-to-be 
open man hinted at a natural ability to 
pick up on things a bit quicker than 
your average 7-footer.

And then it all came to a halt. In 
January he missed a few games with 

“With him being ABLE to 
SCORE the way he can 
from ANYWHERE, and at 
the SAME TIME affect 
the DEFENSIVE end as 
much as he DOES and 
GUARD multiple guys at 
the RIM like he can, the 
sky’s the LIMIT for him.” 

—HENDERSON
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a left knee contusion; it was later re-
ported that there was actually a “very 
minor meniscal tear” that had been 
found. The Sixers have of course 
played it extremely cautious, keeping 
Embiid off the floor for nine games 
and counting as we went to press.

This stretch hasn’t been without a 
little extra controversy. On February 
10, Embiid was filmed dancing shirt-
less at a Meek Mill concert, getting 
down to Future’s “Wicked” in front 
of thousands of crazed fans pointing 
iPhones at him. The footage went viral 
in minutes. The next night, speaking 
with the media before a game against 
the Miami Heat, 76ers coach Brett 
Brown was bombarded with so many 
questions about Embiid’s health sta-
tus—and what his ability to dance says 
about that status and his commitment 
to his own health—that Brown eventu-
ally demanded the assembled report-
ers to ask about absolutely anything 
else. No doubt an unpleasant moment 
for Brown, but think about it like this: 
Not so long ago the questions were 
about whether Embiid would ever play 
in an NBA basketball game, and 
what he was capable of if he did. 
Now they’re about when he’ll return, 
with added emphasis and pressure 
because it is finally obvious that when 
he’s on the court, the 76ers are a 
markedly better team than when he is 

not. An upgrade in line of questioning, 
to be sure.

(Also worth noting is that if Meek’s 
DJ decided to play literally any other 
song, none of this ever happens. 
“Wicked” is Embiid’s favorite; Sixers 
guard Nik Stauskus says “that’s the 
only song he ever plays” in the team 
locker room.)

By the time you read this, Joel 
might be back on the floor, posting 
double-doubles and re-injecting hope 
into a Sixers franchise that can use 
every bit it can get. Or perhaps he’s 
still languishing on the sideline, wait-
ing for another opportunity to suit up. 
The team won’t rush him; they aren’t 
competing for much this year, any-

way. But the questions that lingered 
over the past two seasons—Will he 
ever be physically able to play in an 
NBA game? Does he have any talent 
whatsoever? What exactly are we 
waiting for here?—are gone.

“With him being able to score 
the way he can from anywhere, and 
at the same time affect the defensive 
end as much as he does and guard 
multiple guys at the rim like he can, 
the sky’s the limit for him,” Henderson 
says. “He’s got the ability to be super, 
super special.”

“I’m not close to where I want to 
be,” Embiid says. “My nickname is 
The Process, and in my mind it’s like, 
something processing, or something 

loading. I always see that as 100 
percent where you want to be. I think 
I’m about… maybe 5-10 percent. I 
have a lot to improve on my game to 
get where I want to be. Sometimes I’ll 
go on these runs of scoring the ball 
and playing good defense and I’m 
like, Here I am!”

And despite tweeting a little less 
than he used to—“Every time I do it 
there’s a lot of notifications”—he’s still 
very much paying attention. “I love 
reading articles and bad stuff they 
say about me,” he adds. “I read what 
they’re saying bad about me and what 
I’m not doing on the court, and then 
the next game going and correcting it, 
and showing them, yeah, I can do this.”

That might happen once again this 
season. Or maybe the organization 
will shut him down and we’ll have 
to wait until the fall. Or maybe a 
mixture—he returns, plays a little, and 
then the team rests him at the end 
of the season to begin prepping for 
’17-18. Regardless, the one thing 
we’ve learned this season from Joel 
Embiid is that he’s capable, that 
he has a future in this league. The 
All-Star bids, the playoff battles, 
the individual honors—if he can stay 
healthy, they’re coming. Following 
two years of nonstop questions with 
unknowable answers, it is now clear 
that he is correct: He can do this. S

“What he’s done is FLIP

the SWITCH. He’s the one 
making the JOKES now, 
and people are LAUGHING

with HIM instead  
of laughing at him.”  
—HANLENFr
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For six and a half  
seasons in Sacramento,  
all we ever heard was  
criticism of DEMARCUS 

COUSINS. With a fresh
start in New Orleans,  
we decided to compile  
the opinions that  
matter most: those of  
his All-Star peers.

BY ABE SCHWADRON
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This was supposed to be a story 
about DeMarcus Cousins’ frustra-
tions in Sacramento. About how the 
media’s portrayal of Cousins has 
been unfair, about how Boogie’s poor 
reputation was forever a reflection 
of the Kings’ failings as a franchise, 
and not an accurate depiction of the 
man. About how anonymous quotes 
slandering DMC aren’t that hard to 
trace back to old front office dudes 
out of touch with what’s happening on 
the court, lobbing criticisms while sip-
ping Diet Cokes in the owner’s suite. 
About how fans are fed a steady dose 
of bullshit about Cousins’ attitude, 
without the full context of what’s been 
going on around him.

The plan: Go to All-Star Weekend 
and let a jury of Cousins’ peers be the 
judge. After all, when it really comes 
down to it, whose opinion would you 
want? The men in suits who make bad 
draft picks and stupid trades? The 
cranky overworked beat reporters who 
cover them? Or the best players in the 
NBA? You know, the guys who have 
to deal with Boogie’s terrifying blend 
of overpowering physical skills and 
supposedly unpredictable behavior on 
the hardwood, face-to-face.

Of course, that the weekend would 
end with Cousins staying in town was 
a twist. (We’ll get to that in a minute.)

Not every All-Star has a tight rela-
tionship with DeMarcus Cousins, you 
might be thinking. And you’d be right.

Utah’s Gordon Hayward really 

sap. “Nobody really knows DeMarcus 
outside of basketball. He’s one of the 
best guys to be around, to be honest. 
I think what people don’t understand 
is just how bad he loves the game and 
how bad he loves to win. I think he 
gets judged off that, and I feel bad for 
him, because it comes from a good 
place, it comes from his heart. He 
plays with his heart, and I don’t think 
he should get criticized for it.”

The Warriors’ Draymond Green, 
who earlier this season called Boogie 
the “best big man in the game,” dou-
bled-down on that statement, despite 
a recent ejection after getting tangled 
up with DMC. He called Cousins “one 
of the best players in the League” and 
“one guy you hate to see that you’re 
lining up against.”

Sunday night, Western Conference 
head coach Steve Kerr said he was 
delighted to find out over three days 
of being in a locker room together that 
“DeMarcus was hilarious.”

hadn’t spent any time with Cousins 
until All-Star, beyond facing the Kings 
over the years. “I think we realize that 
in the heat of the moment, things 
happen that maybe you wouldn’t want 
to have happen if it wasn’t competitive 
like that,” Hayward said of Cousins 
during his media session in NOLA. 
“For us, as players, everybody’s been 
in those situations and he’s definitely 
an emotional, competitive guy.”

He’s just saying that, you’re think-
ing, so Boogie doesn’t strangle him 
next timeout. Fair enough. How about 
some more All-Star opinions?

“He’s a beast on the court,” said 
Atlanta’s Paul Millsap. “Definitely a 
beast. His competitiveness can be 
taken out of context, so I think that’s 
really what it is. He’s so competitive, 
he wants to win so bad, sometimes 
you can take it the wrong way.”

Indiana’s Paul George used the 
word “misunderstood,” and echoed 
the sentiments of Hayward and Mill-

Likewise, Clippers center DeAndre 
Jordan called Cousins a “great team-
mate,” not the cancer that so many 
“sources” have pegged him to be. 
“He’s super funny, he’s a prankster, 
he’s always laughing and smiling and 
joking. And that’s fun to be around.”

They have to say that to the media, 
you may say, but they don’t mean it.

Starting to look like a group con-
sensus, no? But let’s check in, lastly, 
with the superstars who know Boogie 
best. His real friends in the League. 
Guys like Isaiah Thomas, Anthony 
Davis, DeMar DeRozan and John Wall.

Thomas, who played his first three 
NBA seasons in Sacramento, told 
reporters that Cousins is “the total op-
posite of what people think of him.”

Davis called Cousins “one of my 
closest friends in the League” on 
Friday of All-Star Weekend. “People 
got their own opinions and their own 
perceptions of him,” AD said, “but I 
know the guy he is and what I see off 
the floor, just being around him and 
knowing him for so long—I don’t get 
that perception at all.”

DeRozan, whose friendship with 
Cousins dates back to playing in Nike 
camps together and against each 
other on the summer AAU circuit as 
teenagers, said, “People who don’t 
know him get their own perception of 
him, which is 85 percent of the time 
wrong. He’s always been a great dude 
from every aspect that I’ve known him.”

The brotherhood between Wall 
and Cousins, born in their one shared 
season at the University of Kentucky, 
is unshakeable. If you know anything 
about either player, you know this to 
be true. It’s why the pair is constantly 
asked about a hypothetical reunion in 
the League. So why is it, in JW’s eyes, 
that Boogie is so polarizing?

“For one, he’s already bigger than 
everybody—he looks like a bully. He 
plays with tenacity. He don’t back 
down from anybody, he plays with so 
much emotion. Sometimes he don’t 

“Once I FOUND out  
WE GOT HIM, I was up  
all night THINKING

about how FAR we CAN

go, and what WE can  
do on the COURT

TOGETHER. I ended up 
TEXTING him at like  
3 in the morning, like, 
Bro, I’m EXCITED.”  
—DAVIS
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get the benefit of the doubt and it 
goes the wrong way—like, certain 
people might get this call but he might 
not, and he reacts. When you get a 
bad rep, everybody keeps that and 
holds that toward you. Hopefully, he 
can keep trying to change it around,” 
Wall explains. “He’s a great person, 
everybody don’t see that unless you’re 
really around him. He’s one of those 
people that’s all about first impres-
sions. If you don’t give him a first 
impression—if it doesn’t go well, you 
probably won’t talk to him ever again.”

That final point, about first impres-
sions, is key. And in this instance, 
from Wall, it was downright prophetic. 
Because two days later, after the 
dust had settled and the West had 
taken home a 192-182 win in Sunday 
night’s All-Star Game, Cousins was 
no longer a frustrated King. He was a 
new, New Orleans Pelican.

Within minutes—hell, it might 
have been seconds—after the last of 
the players had wrapped up press 
conferences inside the Smoothie King 
Center that night, Adrian Wojnarowski 
dropped his biggest Twitter bomb of 
2017: Sacramento trades Boogie.

So ended a long, strange, some-
times ugly marriage. And, should you 
choose to align your outlook on the 
divisive Cousins to that of his All-Star 
peers quoted above, the Kings had 
committed a colossal mistake.

“Sunday, it was a wild day,” 
DeMarcus said in his introductory 
press conference with the Pelicans, 
seated between Omri Casspi, the 
other player given up by the Kings in 
the stunning deal, and New Orleans 
GM Dell Demps. “Just a lot of mixed 
emotions. It was very unexpected. I sat 
in the airport for a minute and my mind 
was racing. I didn’t really know what 
to think. I’ve tried to understand the 
situation and what I came to is, this is 
a business.”

The business of basketball can 
be a cruel and unforgiving one in 
instances like Boogie’s. Of the trade, 
the 6-11 beast said he was initially 
disappointed, even going so far as to 
call out the Kings for the team’s “dis-
honesty.” Safe to assume that com-
ment was pointed at the repeated 
public assurances from Vlade Divac, 
the team’s GM and vice president of 
basketball operations, that Cousins 
would not be dealt. Sunday, DeMar-
cus got the word from his agent, and 
while his mood quickly flipped to 
excitement once he got a text from 
Davis, he never had any contact with 
anyone from the Kings organization 
after his All-Star responsibilities were 
completed.

“I haven’t talked to anybody. Vlade, 
he tried to call after everything was 
done but, it’s done,” said Cousins, 
who is wearing No. 0 because it rep-
resents new life. “My concern is com-
ing in, help building a winning culture. 
Myself, AD, Jrue [Holiday], help try to 
build a winning culture. My mind is still 
on making the playoffs, with whatever 

situation I ended up in, so that’s it. I’m 
here to win and that’s it. I don’t care 
about the rest of it.”

AD, for his part, didn’t believe the 
deal was real when he heard it. Boo-
gie Cousins, in exchange for Buddy 
Hield, Langston Galloway, Tyreke 
Evans and a first- and second-round 
pick? No way. Thomas, observing from 
the East, even tweeted: “I don’t even 

think NBA 2K would let that trade 
happen even with the trade override 
option off LOL.”

For AD and the Pelicans, who en-
tered the All-Star break with a 23-34 
record that had them lingering a few 
spots out of the 8-seed in the West, 
acquiring Cousins’ services is a god-
send. Davis and Cousins are the only 
players to average 27+ points, 10+ 

boards and 1+ blocks in a season 
since Shaquille O’Neal—they’re both 
doing it this season, and now they’re 
on the same damn team.

Will it work Xs- and Os-wise in 
New Orleans? Who the hell knows. 
But to say the Pels are excited would 
be an understatement as big as their 
new Twin Towers.

“It’s been a crazy weekend,” Davis 
told the media once DMC touched 
down again in NOLA later in the week, 
this time officially as a Pelican. “Once 
I found out we got him, I was up all 
night thinking about how far we can 
go, and what we can do on the court 
together. I ended up texting him at like 
3 in the morning, like, Bro, I’m excited. 
And he responded. I was like, Oh, he’s 
up, so we were texting back and forth 
about the team.”

“I think we can wreak havoc on this 
league,” Cousins added at his presser. 
“Will it happen overnight? Probably 
not, but the potential is scary.” S

“My CONCERN is coming 
in, helping BUILD a 
WINNING culture. My 
MIND is still on MAKING

the PLAYOFFS, so that’s 
it. I’m here to WIN.”Th
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It’s late February, the week after All-
Star, and NBA trade winds, as they 
say, are swirling. Jae Crowder’s name 
keeps popping up. There’s buzz—one 
of those both great and exasperating 
trade deadline words—that the Celtics 
just might be shopping around for a 
big star (maybe Jimmy Butler, maybe 
Paul George) but that parting ways 
with Crowder, their tough-nosed glue 
guy, could be part of the cost.

What does Crowder think of all 
this? How is he handling the idea that 
the Celtics, the first NBA team to truly 
believe in him, and trust him, and give 
him a real role with real responsibility, 
are considering shipping him out?

“I’m in the Bahamas at the mo-
ment,” he texts. He’s there with his 
3-year-old daughter, spending time 
poolside and by the beach, where his 
6-6, 235-pound frame is soaking in 

some sun. And who can blame him? 
Crowder’s always been a valuable 
contributor, a solid two-way player 
who elevates teams without getting 
in the way. This year, though, he’s 
upgraded his game. He’s evolved.

The dreads and muscles and 
rugged play still live. But Crowder 
has also transformed into one of the 
NBA’s premier 3-and-D studs, the 
rare player who knows how to thrive 
while on the periphery, a guy who in 
all likelihood will be at the center of 
the Eastern Conference playoffs. 

And to think: It hasn’t even been 
10 years since he could barely find a 
college willing to give him a shot. Only 
eight years have passed since he was 
just another intriguing JuCo player. 
Only five years since he was forced to 
hear 33 names called before his dur-
ing the NBA draft. And it’s only been 
three years since he was sent from the 
Mavericks to the Celtics as a throw-in 
to the teams’ Rajon Rondo trade. 

“I never doubted myself, but there 
were times before that I started think-
ing my bad luck was never going to 
run out,” Crowder said over the phone 
earlier this season. “I always worked 
hard, I just thought that sometimes 
things aren’t meant to be, and that 
was what was happening.”

Which is all to say that Jae 
Crowder was never supposed to 
make it this far. So why should trade 
rumors bother him, or even interrupt 
his much-deserved vacation?

CROWDER GREW up in Villa Rica, 
GA, a once-small town (it’s experi-
enced a major population boost over 
the past decade) about 30 miles west 

of Atlanta. He was named Corey Jae 
Crowder, after his father, Corey, a 
former fringe NBA player who played 
some overseas ball, too. 

Corey was Jae’s idol, and the two, 
like the rest of the family, remained 
close even after Corey and Helen, 
Jae’s mother, split up (amicably). Jae 
was around 11 at the time. After, he 
began spending most of the school 
year with his mom and four siblings. 
They’d play football in the basement 
(once Jae lost a tooth) and always had 
friends sleeping over. During summers 
Jae would head south to his dad in 
North Fort Myers, FL.

Jae always wanted to be like 
Corey. He hung posters of him on his 
bedroom walls and tried emulating his 
moves out on the court. 

“I never pushed him to basket-
ball,” Corey says. “It’s something he 
wanted. He wanted to be just like me.”

Thing is, Jae just didn’t have the 
skills. Or, for that matter, the physical 
tools. 

“He loved Honey Buns,” says 
Helen. “He’d call me all the time 
and ask me to bring some home.” 
McDonald’s double cheeseburgers, 
too. And Coke. And Moms was more 
than happy to oblige. She’d buy Jae 
whatever food and snacks he wanted. 
Corey would call Helen and beg her to 
stop. “But Jae was always a mama’s 
boy,” she says. “I just couldn’t say no.”

Eventually, he cut back and enlisted 
his dad to help him lose weight. He 
trimmed down and started honing his 
craft. But the offers from big-time col-
lege basketball programs never came.

“I never told him this, but, no, I 
didn’t think he was going to make the 
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STRONG
A rapper with a similar hairstyle once spit, “I know my role  
and I play it well.” JAE CROWDER’s gone from JuCo Player of  
the Year to Big East POY to one of the NBA’s most  
coveted glue guys with that mantra in mind.  BY YARON WEITZMAN
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NBA,” Helen says. “Yeah, he slimmed 
down, but the offers just weren’t com-
ing. I never stopped supporting him, 
but I just wasn’t sure it was going to 
happen.”  

He spent a year at South Georgia 
Technical College, then another at 
Howard College in Texas, where he 
was named Junior College POY. That 
led to a scholarship from Marquette, 
where things got off to a bumpy start.

“Going from being the Player of 
the Year, even if it was junior college, 
to just another Division I guy with a 
smaller role, that was hard for me,” 
Crowder says. “I was playing with 
Jimmy Butler and it just took me a 
couple months there to buy into the 
system and teammates and realize 
what my role should be.”

Crowder took that mentality—how to 
excel at being one of the guys instead 
of the guy—and turned it into a skill. He 
was named Big East POY the following 
season, then got drafted by the Cavs 
in 2012 and was immediately traded 
to the Mavericks. He never found much 
success in Dallas, but it was there 
where he discovered, and honed, what 
became the secret to his success. 

“I grew as a player and got wiser,” 
Crowder says. “I came to the conclu-
sion that for me to succeed, and for me 
to help my teams win, I’d need to take 
a role. As soon as I did that, basketball 
became much easier for me.”

He adopted defense as his focus, 
realizing that locking down opponents 
was how he’d make his way onto the 
court. He began talking to his father 
about ways to boost his numbers and 
rack up points without having plays 
drawn up for him. An offensive rebound 
here, a steal there. All of which made 
him a perfect fit for the new ping-the-
ball-around system being installed by 
Brad Stevens in Boston. 

“I think this league is all about guys 
figuring out what they do best and 
working on it as much as humanly pos-
sible,” Stevens says. “Jae’s figured out 
on the offensive end what he can do 
while knowing on defense he can be a 
versatile guy who can also create chaos 
around the paint.”

Crowder immediately saw his play-
ing time, and by proxy his numbers, 
skyrocket. He was making his name 
on defense (stopping guards and 
forwards) but was also figuring out 
ways to help the Celtics on offense. An 
occasional three. A strong drive. Always 
a quick decision. 

“The more I played, the more I saw 
what I could do, the more my confi-
dence grew,” Crowder says. “And that 
motivated me.” 

Crowder was traded to Boston on 
December 14, 2014. Seven months 
later, after seeing him play for just half 
a season, the Celtics inked Crowder to 
a shiny five-year, $35 million contract 
extension. 

LET’S TALK ABOUT the dreads. 
Crowder first grew them out as a 

freshman in high school. The plan was 

to cut them the summer before his 
senior year, but he balked. “Wait until 
after I get my college scholarship,” 
Helen says he told her. But he balked 
then, too, telling his mom that he’d cut 
them after he made the NBA.

Four years later, Crowder was 
sitting with his mother and the rest of 
the family in Miami when he heard his 
name called during the 2012 Draft. 
Afterward, Helen looked at her son, 
smiled, then reminded him of the 
promise he once made. 

“I can’t cut them,” Crowder re-
sponded. “They’re my signature.”

It’s a line easy to make fun of, but 
also true. Most fans view Crowder as 
a role player, but a replaceable one. 
His look on-court—tattoos on his skin 
and dreads flopping in the air—com-
bined with his style of play—rough 
and headstrong—helps mold the 

image of Crowder being a player who 
makes his living off hustling vs skills. 

Once upon a time this might 
have been the case. But these days 
Crowder is much more. 

Even after signing his new 
contract—the type of contract that 
could take care of him, and also his 
children and even maybe grandchil-
dren, for life—Crowder kept pushing. 
He boosted his conditioning and 
worked on his jump shot, specifically 
making sure to land with balanced 
feet. He continued to study film, 
and learned where to better pick his 
spots. He talked with his dad (whom 
he speaks with almost every day) 
about becoming a team leader, and 
doing so through actions as opposed 
to words. 

The results: Crowder, just 26, 
is enjoying the best season of his 

career. He’s averaging around 14 
points and 5 rebounds per game. 
He’s taking more threes than ever 
(5.6 per game) yet drilling more than 
41 percent of them (coming into the 
year his career-high mark from deep 
was 34 percent). 

“I always thought he had the ability 
to stretch the floor, but in the past he 
did it better against 4-men who were 
slower with their close-outs,” Stevens 
says. “Now he gets his shot off 
quicker, so it doesn’t matter.” 

He still spends his nights guarding 
opposing studs like LeBron James, 
Carmelo Anthony and Paul George. 
Most telling of all: the Celtics are 
outscoring opponents by 8.1 points 
per 100 possessions when he plays, 
by far the best on the team. 

Crowder has become elite at not 
being elite. That may sound easy, but 
there are only a handful of players in 
the league who fit that description. 

“In Dallas, I don’t think he would 
have gotten that chance,” Corey 
says. “He’s been given this incredible 
opportunity in Boston, and taken 
advantage of it.”

Which is why Crowder’s name 
keeps popping up in trade rumors. In 
just three years he’s morphed from 
throw-in to coveted piece, from after-
thought to beloved.

Players like Jae Crowder help 
teams win games. That there are so 
few of them is what makes him so 
special. S

“The MORE I PLAYED,  
the more I SAW what  
I could DO, the  
more my CONFIDENCE

grew. And that 
MOTIVATED me.”P
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“Where’s Biggie?”

Roosevelt Barnes waited 
anxiously at the airport. It was 2011, 
and his life was in flux. Barnes was 
just recently divorced, his kids were 
grown and he was about to be a 
father again—to a 6-2, 360-pound 
son. But despite Biggie’s size, he 
couldn’t be found.

It was all set up just a few weeks 
prior. Carl Swanigan Jr, a former 
AAU player of Barnes’, called to  
ask if he would take care of his 
14-year-old brother Caleb—aka  
Biggie. By that point, Caleb, his 
mother and his siblings had bounced 
around from Indiana to Utah, living in 
homeless shelters, all while their fa-
ther, Carl Sr, was addicted to crack 
cocaine and in and out of jail.

Carl Jr was himself once a 
basketball standout and Ole Miss 
commit but dropped out of high 
school and later lost his right eye 
in a shooting. He knew his brother 
needed a change, and he hoped 
Barnes could help.

“I told him if he comes out here, I 
have to adopt him,” Barnes remem-
bers. “I’m going to raise him like my 
own child.”

Barnes, though, still didn’t know 
what to expect. Outside of a brief 
phone conversation, he hadn’t seen 
or heard from Caleb since he was 
6 years old. And when the plane 
landed, he couldn’t spot his hard-to-
miss new family member, who was 
collecting his own thoughts.

“The biggest thing I remember 

a reason. Whatever that reason is, you 
have to fulfill that destiny.”

With those rules in place, the 
two could focus on the task at 
hand—getting Biggie in shape and 
making him a basketball player. The 
latter was the easy part, with one 
exception. Biggie loved basketball 
so much that he couldn’t focus on 
much else. So during his eighth 
grade season, his grades slipped. 
With his squad undefeated, Barnes 
pulled him off the team.

“He hated it, but the way he re-
sponded was that he never got bad 
grades again,” Barnes said.

Losing weight was the tough 
part. Barnes stripped his house 
of junk food, set a new diet for his 
son and had to stay on top of him 
at all times, which proved to be an 
impossible task. As a sports agent, 
he was on the road a lot. That’s 
when the relapses would happen. 
When Barnes returned, he’d find 
pizza boxes in the attic and candy 
wrappers under the bed.

“I knew I needed to lose weight 
because I was very self-aware,” 
Biggie admits. “I just didn’t know 
how to.”

It wasn’t until 2013 when things 
changed. That’s when Caleb’s 

was being afraid about my future,” 
Caleb says. “I wasn’t really sure 
what was going to happen.”

Then Biggie emerged. He wasn’t 
the Caleb Swanigan that the country 
knows now. He wasn’t the Purdue 
sophomore big man and double-
double machine who might just be 
one of college basketball’s best play-
ers. He was a heavy eighth-grader 
with his head down, wearing khaki 
pants, a blue shirt and even a tie.

“Wow, he has on a tie,” Barnes 
thought.

“He decided to put that on 
because he wanted to make a good 
first impression,” Carl Jr explains.

That was it for Barnes. He had 
found a new purpose. He thought to 
himself, “OK, Biggie. You got me.”

Barnes took his new son to their 
home in Fort Wayne, IN, set him up 
in his room and laid down the ground 
rules—keep your room clean, get 
good grades and go to church. To 
the last point, he made sure Biggie 
knew who Caleb was in the Bible.

“Everybody talks about Moses, but 
Caleb actually made it to the Promised 
Land,” says Barnes. “I was telling him 
that he was special from the very be-
ginning. Your mother and father never 
planned on having you. You’re here for 

biological father died. Carl Sr was 
50 years old, nearly 500 pounds and 
suffered from diabetes. Shortly after 
his death, Biggie had a message for 
Barnes.

“One day we were talking and he 
said he never wanted to be fat again 
for the rest of his life,” Barnes recalls.

Now strictly following Barnes’ diet 
and workout regimen, Biggie’s game 
and body transformed. He led his 
high school to its first-ever state title, 
won Indiana’s Mr. Basketball and 
became a McDonald’s All-American. 
Completely transformed, he now 
stands at 6-9 and just 250 pounds, 
leading the Boilermakers with 18.6 
ppg and 12.9 rpg and putting his 
name in contention for POY. 

When it was time to choose a col-
lege, Biggie eventually opted for near-
by Purdue over schools like Michigan 
State (where he initially committed) 
and Duke. It was a chance for stabil-
ity—and it’s also where his adoptive 
father played hoops.

“With all the living conditions and 
situations [Caleb’s] been through, 
they should be coming in to give  
Roosevelt Barnes a medal,” says 
Purdue head coach Matt Painter.

But Barnes says this is where 
people always get the story wrong. 
His relationship with Biggie isn’t 
about one person saving another. It’s 
about two people saving each other.

“I gave him a focus and something 
outside of work,” Biggie says. “He was 
going through a divorce right when I 
came and it helped him transition back 
into being single. Our relationship 
became his most important thing.”

That’s why Barnes’ proudest mo-
ment wasn’t when Biggie committed 
to his alma mater. It’s when Biggie, 
who almost always calls him “Ro,” 
called him “Dad.”

“I don’t think he meant for me to 
hear it, but I heard him say it,” Barnes 
says. “It made me know that he felt 
that way about me.” SFr
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After transforming his body—and his life—Purdue’s CALEB SWANIGAN is  

the most dominant force in college basketball.  BY DAVID CASSILO



I
t’s a typically frigid 22-degree 
January night in Russia when 
Angel McCoughtry dials the 
long-distance number to the 
SLAM Dome in Manhattan.

The Atlanta Dream star is spend-
ing her “offseason” in Kursk, a historic 
Russian city that sits on the largest 
known iron-ore reserve in the world.

Tucked away among the city’s 
many universities and 18th Century 
cathedrals, McCoughtry has been qui-
etly putting in work alongside reigning 
WNBA MVP Nneka Ogwumike, New 
York Liberty guard Epiphanny Prince 
and Minnesota Lynx guard Anna Cruz.

“I wanted to be on a team where I 
didn’t have to kill myself,” McCoughtry 
says of her current club, Dynamo 
Kursk. “Last year [in Turkey], I had 
to do so much for so many minutes. 
Then come to the Atlanta Dream, 
and I had to do so much for so many 
minutes. It wears you down.”

Now 30, McCoughtry is under-
standably sensitive when it comes to 
the mileage she puts on her body.

Since entering the WNBA in 
2009, she’s scored more points and 
recorded more steals than any other 
player in the league. She’s a six-time 
All-WNBA team selection and an 
eight-time All-Defensive teamer.

She's won two Olympic Gold 
medals (’12, ’16) and two World Cup 
golds (’10, ’14) with Team USA, too.

And that’s only during her 
summers. 

McCoughtry, like the vast majority 

“But after this season, I can put my 
feet up and relax and do whatever I 
want to do. I can’t wait for that feeling.”

That’s because once the Russian 
Premier League playoffs conclude in 
early May, Angel McCoughtry will be 
taking a break from basketball. Or as 
she puts it: “I’m free.”

McCoughtry announced her 
decision in a letter published on the 
Atlanta Dream’s website in early 
January: “This dynamic schedule 
also takes its toll both mentally and 
physically,” she penned from halfway 
across the globe. “After much careful 
thought and consideration, I have 
decided to take time off during the 
2017 WNBA season.”

Although surprising, the news 
was met with only minor scrutiny, as 
this wasn’t the first time one of the 
league’s foremost stars has opted 
out during a WNBA season.

Both Diana Taurasi and Candace 
Parker took significant time off to rest 
in 2015. Parker returned two months 
into the season, while Taurasi, due 
to a contractual agreement with her 
international team, sat out the entire 
campaign.

McCoughtry thinks the trend will 
only continue in the WNBA, at least 
until things change in future collective 
bargaining agreements. 

“I absolutely think it’ll happen 
more because it’s going to prolong 
people’s careers,” she says. “If they 
just keep going all year, they’re going 
to have a short career.”

of professional women’s players, 
spends about eight months every year 
playing outside of the States.

She’s now in her eighth interna-
tional season—she’s won Hungarian 
and Turkish league championships 
and been to the EuroLeague 
title game. There are the small rule 
changes, and it’s a decidedly more 
finesse brand of basketball. But the 
biggest difference is the fans.

“People appreciate women’s bas-
ketball more overseas,” McCoughtry 
says. “In the States, all I hear is the 
comparison: You can’t jump as high; 
you’re not as fast. Well, of course, 
I’m a woman. Over here, they just 
appreciate the art of the game.”

Players make a good living, and 
they travel the world while playing ball. 
There are plenty of perks, no doubt.

But the constant grind of 
year-round basketball becomes 
exhausting—both mentally and 
physically. Especially for a player like 
McCoughtry, who’s asked to do so 
much for her teams.

Between the busy domestic league 
and EuroLeague (sometimes Euro-
Cup) schedules, players have very 
little time off, if any at all. McCoughtry 
was unable to celebrate the holidays 
with her family for the better part of 
a decade while playing in Slovakia, 
Hungary and Turkey. (This season in 
Russia, she finally had a break around 
Christmas.)

“Going from season to season is 
like being locked down,” she says. 

For now, McCoughtry is enjoying 
herself in Russia. The ever-curious 
traveler has stayed busy exploring the 
“winter wonderland” and meeting new 
people. Her Instagram and Twitter 
pages are daily dispatches of local 
discoveries and new action shots in a 
Kursk uniform—the latter sure to invite 
confused comments from fans who 
only know McCoughtry as a WNBA 
star at home.

As we wrap up the phone call from 
thousands of miles away, I ask if she 
purposely left open the possibility of 
a return in her letter. With a laugh, 
McCoughtry says, “It’s looking limited 
right now. But let’s keep hope alive.”

She’s reached a point in her life 
and career where she’s content. The 
commentary, the trade rumors—every-
thing else is just part of the soundtrack 
to her perfectly imperfect path. “I’ve 
basically accomplished everything. All 
that’s left is a WNBA championship,” 
she says. “I definitely want to fulfill that 
goal, but if not, I’m satisfied with how 
my career has went.”

In a league where stars can be 
“cored” for up to four seasons, es-
sentially leaving players powerless, 
McCoughtry is flipping the script. It’s 
rare in the WNBA for a player to call 
the shots. But that’s exactly what she’ll 
be doing from here on out.

“At this point, I’m going to take it 
year by year,” McCoughtry says. “I’m 
not going to sign any long extension 
contract anywhere. Right now, it’s year 
by year.” S
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Like many women’s hoops stars, ANGEL MCCOUGHTRY spends her WNBA  

offseasons playing more pro ball overseas. Which is why the  

30-year-old is stepping away from the Atlanta Dream this coming season.

BY RYNE NELSON
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From the NBA on down to  
high school, a new  
wave of non-traditional,  
do-it-all PGs is taking  
over the game and  
revolutionizing the way we  
look at the position.

BY FRANKLYN CALLE

De’Aaron FoxDennis Smith Jr



t’s that time of the year, 
when conversation 
around the NBA’s MVP 
race is reaching its 
pinnacle while debates 
regarding the top 
collegiate prospects 
and the order of mock 
drafts are simultane-
ously heating up.   

Russell Westbrook 
and James Harden have 

owned the MVP conversation all year. 
At the college level, some mock drafts 
have Washington’s Markelle Fultz, 
UCLA’s Lonzo Ball and NC State’s 
Dennis Smith Jr as the potential first 
three picks in the 2017 NBA Draft.    

Inadvertently, the names above 
resemble a distinct evolution of the 
game over the past few years. The 
common thread? Every player men-
tioned is a point guard. 

Not only has the League shifted to 
a guard-dominated game—with PG 
emerging as the most competitive 
position in the Association—but the 
upcoming NBA draft, expected to be 
one of the deepest in history, will be 
top-heavy with highly touted fresh-
men point guards leading the way.

The top three scorers in the NBA 
heading into the All-Star break were 
all PGs, too, with the Celtics’ Isaiah 
Thomas sandwiched between 
Westbrook and Harden. Harden 
wasn’t even a point guard until this 
season, yet nonetheless is the 

League’s assist leader with 11.3 per 
game as of press time. Likewise, 6-11 
Giannis Antetokounmpo is now a PG, 
and he leads the Milwaukee Bucks in 
just about every major statistical 
category, assists included.

The top pick in the 2016 Draft, 
6-10 Ben Simmons, drew hype 
because of his court vision and play-
making abilities. Sixers head coach 
Brett Brown publicly stated last De-
cember that the team plans to make 
him the starting point guard when he 
makes his pro debut after fracturing 
his right foot last October. 

Whether in the body of a player 
standing 5-9 or 6-11, point guard play 
has gone through a transformation 
right before our own eyes over the 
last few years. Which brings us to 
bigger, overarching questions: Why is 
almost every great player, regardless 
of height, looking to run point? Why is 
the game, at every level, filled with star 
lead guards? Are we witnessing some 
sort of golden era for the PG position?

“I think before we used to get so 
caught up into positions,” says Jay 
Williams, current college basketball 
analyst for ESPN and a former star 
PG at Duke who was selected with 
the No. 2 overall pick in the 2002 
NBA Draft. “You heard a lot of GMs 
and scouts try to categorize you and 
tell you, ‘No, you fit into this box.’ But 
I think as the game evolved into posi-
tionless basketball, you now have guys 
who have the ability to do so many 

other things than what the prototypical 
style of a PG was 15 or 20 years ago.” 

Positionless basketball: A phenom-
enon that has taken the League by 
storm and subsequently has trickled 
down to college and high school ball, 
too. It’s enabled players who weren’t 
traditionally “allowed” to bring the ball 
up to now do so and make plays. 

“Guards are a lot more of combo 
guards now,” says Williams of where 
he thinks this trend stems from. 
“There’s not a lot of prototypical point 
guards. There’s been an evolution of 
the point guard position and you’ve 
seen that with the likes of Derrick 
Rose, John Wall, Kyrie Irving, Isaiah 
Thomas—all these guards are able to 
score prolific-like numbers but are 
considered PGs. That’s where our 
game is trending.”  

All of which is to say that the qualifi-
cations of the position have been 
modified. It isn’t just about being able 
to dish out great assists anymore. To-
day’s starring PGs are also expected 
to drop 35 or 40 points every so often.

Aside from Fultz, Ball and Smith Jr 
possibly being selected with the top 
three picks (Kansas’ swingman Josh 
Jackson is making a case for top-3 as 
well, depending on which mock drafts 
you prefer), Kentucky’s freshman point 
guard De’Aaron Fox is projected to be 
among the first seven picks, too. Add 
that all up, and four of the first seven 
picks in the 2017 NBA Draft could be 
PGs. That would be unprecedented. 

Fultz is a dynamic offensive player 
who can score from anywhere on the 
floor in a smooth, effortless manner. 
And while his scoring prowess tops the 
list of his strengths, the 6-4 guard can 
do much more than just put up points 
in bunches. This season, on more than 
one occasion, the Maryland native has 
come close to becoming the first UW 
player to ever post a triple-double.

Ball, the oldest of the now world-
famous Ball Brothers out of Chino Hills, 
CA, has drawn comparisons to legends 
like Magic Johnson and Jason Kidd. The 
6-6 freshman literally averaged a triple-
double his senior year of high school: 
23.9 points, 11.3 rebounds and 11.5 
assists per game, leading Chino Hills 
HS to a perfect 35-0 season and the 
top spot in the national rankings. He’s 
helped turn the UCLA program around 
this season, placing them in the top-10 
national conversation after going 6-12 in 
the Pac-12 last year. 

Smith Jr is arguably the most 
explosive prospect in the college ranks. 
After missing his senior year of HS with 
an ACL tear, the 6-3 Fayetteville, NC, 
native has bounced back stronger than 
ever. Aside from making SportsCenter’s 
top plays periodically thanks to his high-
flying finishes, Smith Jr became the first 
ACC player ever to put up two triple-
doubles against league opponents in 
their entire career. And he did it all in a 
one-month span. 

Fox has drawn comparisons to fellow 
UK great John Wall, mainly because P
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of his lightning speed and agility. The 
freshman became only the second 
Wildcat ever to post a triple-double 
in the program’s rich history, when he 
finished with a 19-10-10 line against 
Arizona State in December. 

Sonny Vaccaro, the legendary 
sports marketing executive referred to 
as the godfather of grassroots ball—and 
who is best known for having signed 
Michael Jordan to his first sneaker deal 
with Nike—has witnessed this evolution 
into positionless basketball up close.   

“When basketball started, what did 
you do? Inside, out. You guarded the 
big man. You had to sign the big man. 
You had to draft the big man,” says Vac-
caro. “One of the biggest mistakes ever 
made was going for the big men and 
not getting Michael [Jordan]. In today’s 
game, Kevin Garnett would have been 
a 1. Kobe [Bryant] would have been a 1. 
Tracy [McGrady] would have been a 1. 
The mindset back then wasn’t ready to 
make them 1s yet.”

In Williams’ opinion, the globaliza-
tion of the game has also opened doors 
for today’s contemporary style of PG.

“We have a lot of European influence 
and one thing about European basket-
ball is that from a skill-level, they’re still 
better than us,” says Williams. “And 
so you’re starting to see a lot more 
younger players do this: Regardless of 
what their size is when they’re young, 
they’re working on the ballhandling and 
offensive skill set in order to be a more 
complete basketball player.” 

There’s also no denying that the 
athleticism and explosiveness of 
young players has hit unseen levels, 
ultimately allowing guys of different 
physical builds to play out of their 
traditional positions and still hold their 
own. That versatility was on full dis-
play at this year’s All-Star festivities, 
when for the second year in a row a 
big man won the Skills Challenge, 
which has historically been claimed 
by point guards. (The Knicks’ Kristaps 
Porzingis won this year’s; Minnesota’s 
Karl-Anthony Towns won in 2016.)

“It’s a scary place where our game 
is at—in a good way,” says Williams. “I 
think our game is at a place where we 
have the best athletes in the history of 
the sport. We’re seeing things we’ve 
never seen before. The athleticism is 
at an all-time high and now the skill 
set has started to catch up.” 

But considering the amount of 
love point guards are getting these 
days and that so many wings and big 

men are making the transition into the 
1 slot, could it be that there are also 
business reasons behind the trend 
of everyone suddenly wanting to 
play point? Because having the ball 
in your hands and being the team’s 
playmaker does increase one’s mar-
ketability off the court, right? 

“I don’t think you can consciously 
say that, but yes, it does,” says Vac-
caro, who is more qualified than any-
one to speak on the matter. “Just look 
at the big men in the league today. 
There are about four or five traditional 
big men today that are just great and 
stand above all of them, but none of 
them have the Shaq-type sneaker en-
dorsement. Shaq was an anomaly in 
that he was a personality. Giannis is 
going to get signed for a nice dollar. 
Now you got a foreign big guy that’s 
going to make a lot of money because 
he has that guard skill.” 

Vaccaro says it’s vital for players 
to be able to relate to the average fan 

in order to sell sneakers. That personal 
connection is the hook.   

“At first, it used to be the ‘We’re 
all like him’ narrative, meaning we can 
identify with him by being 5-10 or 6-feet 
tall,” says Vaccaro. “That was Jordan’s 
strength at the beginning. He could look 
like us. None of us could identify with 
Moses [Malone] or Wilt [Chamberlain]. 
So Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, one of the 
greatest ever, had a little shoe thing. 
But that didn’t fit then and it doesn’t 
fit now. The grand slam right now is to 
be the point guard who’s not a point 
guard—but he is a point guard.” 

At the moment, Stephen Curry is 
the face of Under Armour, Harden of 
adidas and Westbrook of Jordan Brand, 
while Kyrie is rising up the Nike ranks. 
All “point guards.” In the end, Vaccaro 
believes there’s an emotional connec-
tion that players must offer to ultimately 
allow them to become the face of major 
sneaker brands. And no other position 
offers that opportunity better than PG.  

“We all like to root for the little guy,” 
says Vaccaro. “Russell’s attempt at 
doing what Oscar [Robertson] did [by 
averaging a triple-double] is an unbeliev-
able thing because you’re putting the 
physical equations of everything. The 
game has changed—it’s so open now. It’s 
not 18 passes and then throw it to the 
post guy to dunk it. That game is over. 
This league is a point guard league. Even 
the big guys want to play point guard. 
They’re no longer your daddy’s point 
guards. Now they’re the show.” S

“You NOW have GUYS who have 
the ABILITY to do so MANY

other THINGS than what the 
PROTOTYPICAL style of a  
PG was 15 or 20 YEARS ago.”  
—JAY WILLIAMS 



Mr.  
Baske

A first-round draft pick 
of the Baltimore 

Bullets in the 1960s,  
TAL BRODY could 

have followed  
his NBA dreams. 

Instead, he  
brought basketball  

to Israel, where  
the game  

has flourished  
ever since.

BY YARON WEITZMAN
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Tal Brody’s voice is hoarse. He’s also 
just getting over a mild flu—repercus-
sions of flying his 73-year-old body 
back and forth across the United 
States to promote a new film. 

Still, Brody, who’s talking on the 
phone from his Tel Aviv home, is 
in good spirits. He usually is, but 
that’s especially the case whenever 
he’s given a chance to talk hoops. 
Conversations with Brody fre-
quently derail; almost all make their 
way back to basketball. A question 
about Israel’s political standing in 
the early 1980s could end with him 
talking about a chat he once had 
with “Billy” Walton or the time Bill 
Russell announced at an annual 
NBA All-Star Weekend legends 
banquet—an event Brody never 
misses—that his salary was greater 
than Wilt Chamberlain’s. 

But we’ll get to that in a bit. First, 
let’s back up and answer the question 
you—Young Basketball Fan Unaware 
of 1970s Geopolitics—are no doubt 
pondering: Who the hell is Tal Brody? 

“He’s the Forrest Gump of Israeli 
basketball,” says Dani Menkin, an 
Israeli filmmaker whose new movie, 
On The Map, documents the ’76-77 
Maccabi Tel Aviv basketball team and 
with it, much of Brody’s life. Few know 
as much about Brody as Menkin, but 
even that comparison—describing 
Brody as a Forrest Gump-like charac-
ter—doesn’t do the man’s life justice. 

Forrest Gump witnessed important 
events. The difference between For-
rest and Brody (aside, of course, from 
one being fictional) is that Brody didn’t 
just observe history. He altered it. 

ISRAEL IN THE 1970s wasn’t exactly 
a hot tourist spot. Emerging out of the 
shadows of the Holocaust and WWII, 
it was officially formed as a Jewish 
state in 1948, only to immediately find 
itself engaged in a virtually neverend-
ing war with its Arab neighbors. There 
was the war after Israel declared 
independence in 1948; the Suez Cri-
sis (where Israel, France and Britain 
attacked Egypt) in 1956; the Six Day 
War in 1967 (Israel, again, against 
Egypt, Jordan and Syria); and then the 
Yom Kippur War six years later.

The latter battle drained the soul 

of the country. On October 6, 1973, 
Egypt and Syria, with help from Arab 
allies, launched surprise aerial attacks 
on territories captured by Israel during 
the Six Day War. It was Yom Kippur, 
the holiest day on the Jewish calendar. 
Sirens rang through the country a bit 
after 2 p.m., halting the calls of repen-
tance ringing out of the synagogues, 
where many of Israel’s reserve soldiers 
were spending the day. 

The fighting raged on for 19 days, 
with heavy casualties on all sides and 
Israel, despite its miniscule size (it’s 
roughly as big as New Jersey), losing 
just under 3,000 men and women 
over that three-week span. Every Is-
raeli knew someone in the army, and 
so everyone knew someone who had 
been lost in the battle, and just 13 
months had passed since 11 Israeli 
athletes at the Munich Olympics had 
been captured and later murdered by 
a Palestinian terrorist group. 

Israel was in a state of mourning. 
Brody first traveled to Israel about 

eight years prior, to compete in an in-
ternational Jewish Olympics, the Mac-
cabiah Games. A native of Trenton, NJ, 
he was an All-American point guard at 
the University of Illinois before he was 
drafted No. 12 overall by the NBA’s 
Baltimore Bullets in 1965.

“Tal had a lot of talent,” says HOFer 
Rick Barry, who was drafted the same 
year as Brody and later traveled to 
Israel as his guest. “He was a damn 
good basketball player. I think he 
would have had a good NBA career.” 

Brody was Jewish and attended 
Hebrew school as a kid, but his 
connection to Israel—despite both 
his father and grandfather having 
emigrated to Israel from Europe before 
arriving in the US—was loose, at best. 
Still, that summer he leapt at the 
opportunity to play in the Maccabiah 
Games and represent Team USA. He 
led the Americans to a gold medal and 
afterward was approached by some of 
Israel’s top basketball decision makers 
as well as Parliament members about 
remaining in the country and helping it 
build a strong basketball program. 

The sport was new to Israel, where 
soccer was still No. 1. Professional 
hoops games were often held out-
side, sometimes in sandstorms. Israel 
was also struggling economically (due 
to boycotts from its neighboring Arab 
countries and the Soviet Union) and 
its underdeveloped culture was vastly 
different than America’s, too. 

“There was chicken every day for 
lunch and dinner,” Brody says. “The 
refrigeration wasn’t very good either.”  

And yet something about the 
experience, about living in a Jewish 
state surrounded by Jewish people, 
ignited a flame inside of him. Brody 
remained in Israel for the ’66-67 
season, only returning to the US in 
1968 so he could fulfill his manda-
tory military service for the Vietnam 
War. During the Passover holiday 
two years later, while at Fort Pope 
in North Carolina, he received a 
postcard from Moshe Dayan, Israel’s 
then-defense minister, asking him to 
return and “continue his work.” After 
completing his military service Brody 
made Aliyah—Hebrew for “going 
up,” and the word used in Israel to 
describe immigrating to the country. 

“My dream was always to play in 
the NBA—I was only supposed to 
be in Israel for that one year,” Brody 
says. “But I replaced that dream with 
a challenge. I saw what basketball 
was doing for the country and that I 
could help bring pride to Israel.” 

LEON WANDEL remembers hearing 
the sirens on Yom Kippur in 1973. 
Born nearly 40 years earlier in Bel-
gium, he and his parents survived the 
Holocaust by hiding in a neighbor’s 
home. Later in life, he became a FIBA 
official. But he had friends in Israel and 
that year decided to spend Judaism’s 
holiest day with them. Then war broke 
out. Wandel asked how he could help. 

“They said, ‘Make sure we can 
play this basketball season,’” Wandel 
recalls. “That’s all they wanted.” 

By then Brody emerged as the 
best player to step foot on Israeli soil, 
earning the nickname “Mr. Basket-
ball” and transforming Maccabi. But 
it took years for the club to rise to the 
level of its European counterparts. 

Then the 1977 FIBA European 
Championship Cup [known today as 
EuroLeague] arrived, and Maccabi 
Tel Aviv won its first two games to 
advance to the semifinals. No Israeli 
team had ever made it that far. There, 
Israel was slated to face CSKA 
Moscow, one of the league’s top fran-
chises, boasting some of the world’s 
best players.

“The odds of Maccabi winning 
that game were maybe 10 percent,” 
Wandel says.

There was just one problem: the 
Soviet Union had broken off diplo-
matic ties with Israel about a decade 
earlier, and politically supported 
Israel’s Arab enemies, too. CSKA 
Moscow refused to travel to Israel 
for the game, and the Soviet Union 
refused to grant visas to the Israelis 

and host the game itself. It was up to 
Wandel to find an alternate location. 
The game wound up being played in 
the tiny Belgium town of Virton.

With hundreds of Israelis in at-
tendance and millions more tuning 
in on TVs back home, Brody and Co. 
stunned the world with a 91-79 win. 
After, a euphoric Brody had a mes-
sage for Israelis and also the world.

“We are on the map!” he 
proclaimed in Hebrew to an Israeli 
TV camera as thousands of Israelis 
flooded the streets. Brody forcibly 
waved his right arm while yelling, as 
if wanting to further drive the point. 
“And we are staying on the map–not 
only in sports, but in everything.”

Three weeks later, they knocked 
off Mobilgirgi Varèse to capture 
Israel’s first EuroLeague title. Israelis, 
and Jews, knew whom to thank.

“Tal was the symbol of somebody 
who made Aliyah, who became 
Israeli, and who has been vocal about 
his pride for his home country,” says 
former NBA commissioner David 
Stern. “This was an event that tran-
scended basketball. That’s the magic 
of the sport, and few people illustrate 
that more perfectly than Tal.” 

BRODY RETIRED soon after but has 
remained a strong presence in Israel. 
He served as an assistant coach and 
front office member for Maccabi Tel 
Aviv. He’s worked as a broadcaster 
and helped cultivate the relationship 
between Israel and the NBA. He ran 
for office and in 2010 was named 
the country’s first Goodwill Ambas-
sador by Prime Minister Benjamin 
Netanyahu. It’s a position and title 
he’s embraced. 

“He set an example for so many. 
He was a trailblazer,” says former 
Cleveland Cavaliers and Maccabi Tel 
Aviv coach David Blatt, who made 
Aliyah himself in 1981. “He showed 
how an immigrant could come to Is-
rael, become a citizen, be embraced 
by society and mold Zionistic and 
sports dreams together.”

“He’s dedicated his life to being a 
real advocate for Israel,” says Sacra-
mento Kings forward and Israeli na-
tive Omri Casspi. “That’s something 
I’ve looked to emulate.”

Sometimes Brody wonders what 
his life would have looked like had 
he remained in the NBA. Then he 
sees people like Blatt and Casspi, 
and Maccabi Tel Aviv becoming 
a premier EuroLeague franchise, 
and stories from Stern about all the 
NBA-crazy Israeli fans who stay up 
until 3 a.m. watching games, and 
he thinks about all the endangered 
Jewish people Israel has saved over 
the past 40 years and any regret 
he might have momentarily felt sud-
denly washes away.

“I see how basketball influenced 
my country,” he says, “what winning 
gracefully and beating teams like 
Moscow meant to Israelis. The jour-
ney has been a beautiful one.” S

“I see how BASKETBALL

INFLUENCED my country...
the JOURNEY has  
been a BEAUTIFUL one.”P
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Outside t
Led by standout guard  

Billy Donovan and 

aa young coach named Rick 

Pitino, the 1986-87

PROVIDENCE FRIARS

made an improbable  

run to the Final Four and

changed the waw y  

college ballllwwasas pplayey d 

along the waway.

BY MICHAELL BRABRADLEDLEY
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B
illy Donovan 
remembers 20,000 
people coming to the 
Superdome—to watch 
practice. And he can’t 
forget how long the 

jog was from the locker room to the 
court. It was a long trip, but it had 
nothing on the journey the Friars had 
taken from Big East obsolescence to 
the college mountaintop.

For the first seven years of the 
league’s existence, Providence 
finished either last or next to last, 
a slap to the face of former Friars 
coach Dave Gavitt, one of the Big 
East’s founding fathers who at the 
time served as league commissioner. 
If it hadn’t been for Seton Hall’s even 
greater futility at that time, Providence 
would have been the conference’s 
biggest charity case. 

In 1985, a fast-talking New 
Yorker who had won 64 percent of 
his games over five years at Boston 
University and had spent the previous 
two as an assistant with the Knicks 
took over. At his introduction, Rick 
Pitino told everybody to forget invest-
ing in the stock market; Providence 
basketball tickets would provide a 
much better return. People laughed 
at that, and Providence Journal writer 
Bill Reynolds ripped him. “I told Bill in 
1987 that if he bought eight season 
tickets, he would have gotten rich sell-
ing them,” Pitino says, laughing. 

At his first team meeting, two 
players showed up 30 minutes late, 
according to Donovan, and Pitino 
made them run five miles six days in a 
row at 5 a.m. (30 minutes = 30 miles). 
He was hardly impressed with his 
roster, which included 10 guys “who 
were not any good,” Pitino once said. 
The 5-11 Donovan, at a robust 191 
pounds, was one of them. Donovan 
wanted out, and Pitino was happy 
to accommodate him. One problem: 
Northeastern and Fairfield, Donovan’s 
two preferred destinations, didn’t want 
him. So, Pitino told the guard to lose 
30 pounds and come back ready to 
run and press for 40 minutes. 

“He told me, ‘If you do everything I 
ask, you will have the greatest year of 
your life,’” Donovan says.

The first year was great. Provi-
dence finished fifth in the Big East, 
won 17 games and made it to the NIT 
quarterfinals. The next season was 
even better. The Friars reached the Fi-
nal Four, and their jaws were agape at 
20,000 people watching layup lines. 
“It was a crazy setting,” Donovan says. 

Nobody worked harder than the 
Friars, who practiced three times a 
day before the NCAA instituted its 
20-hour rule limiting activity. Nobody 
ran like them: playing 94 feet every 
second of the game. And nobody shot 
like them: After experimenting with the 
three-point shot for a few seasons, the 
NCAA made it universal in '86, and 
thanks to Pitino’s experience with the 
Knicks, he understood its importance 
and how to exploit it. In a conference 

known more for bloody noses than 
rainbow jumpers, Providence’s long-
range assault was unheard of. 

“We used the three-pointer to our 
advantage,” says Carlton Screen, a 
freshman guard on the team. “Our 
goal was to take more threes than the 
other team. We also wanted to defend 
the three-point shot better than any-
body. We did both very well.”

PITINO WANTED the Friars to jack up 
three-pointers in '86-87, but it wasn’t 
until Providence took on the Soviet 
Union in an exhibition before the 
season that the coach realized even 
he had underestimated how often the 
team should launch threes. The So-
viets had finished second to the US 
at the ’86 World Championships and 
were aficionados of the trey ball.

“We felt like if we took 12-15 
threes a game and made five, we 
would lead the nation,” Pitino says. 
“That night, I think we took 18, and the 
Russians took 30. I realized my projec-
tions were too low. We changed our 
estimates to 23 to 25 a game.”

While the Friars were working to 
increase their output from beyond the 
arc, the rest of the Big East was ap-
proaching the area behind the line as 
if it were a moat filled with crocodiles. 
Coaches like Syracuse’s Jim Boeheim, 
Villanova’s Rollie Massimino and St. 
John’s Lou Carnesecca regarded the 
three-pointer as blasphemy. For the 
season, Providence averaged 19.5 
3PA per game, which was more than 
the Orangemen, Wildcats and Red 
Storm combined (19.1). And since 
PC made 42.1 percent of its shots 
from deep, it was getting tremendous 
return on its long-distance service. 

The approach was pretty basic. 
Donovan would either launch from 
beyond the top of the key off a screen 
when a defender was too lax, or he 
would penetrate and kick to either 
Delray Brooks or Ernie “Pop” Lewis 
on the wing. Donovan and Lewis took 
more than 220 threes apiece that 
season, and Brooks put up 157. Each 
shot above 40 percent behind the arc.

“We were a whole bunch of guys 
who hadn’t played much before Rick 
got there, and we were just thrown 
into the river,” says Jacek Duda, a cen-
ter on the team. “Rick made everybody 
believe in themselves, and after that 
Soviet Union game, we just shot more 
from behind the arc. It was great.”

Donovan made the transformation 
from a chubby reserve into “Billy the 
Kid” and Pitino was quick to outfit him 
in a cowboy hat and boots for the ’86-

87 media guide. Even more impressive 
was Brooks’ metamorphosis from a 
beaten-down former prep phenom into 
a key piece of a Final Four team.

Brooks was such a heralded prep 
player that Indiana's Bob Knight 
invited him to the 1984 Olympic trials. 
But when the ’84 USA Today POY 
reached Bloomington, he struggled 
in Knight’s structured setting and 
didn’t respond well—as many did 
not—to Knight’s abuse and constant 
haranguing. He transferred from IU to 
Providence halfway through the ’85-
86 season, and Pitino set about the 
business of building his confidence. 

“When you play for Bob Knight, 
you can either be broken down or fall 
in line,” Pitino says. “He came to me a 
beaten guy, and I had to get his confi-
dence going. It worked out great.”

When Pitino took over, the Friars 
were a casual bunch who enjoyed 
hanging out and weren’t pushed 
too hard in practice by kindly coach 
Joe Mullaney. But early on, the 
Friars learned that while they were 
good-time buddies, they weren’t all 
that close. Pitino challenged them 
to learn more about each other, the 
better to build a tight link on the court. 
He supplemented that bonding with 
a grueling practice schedule that 
included three workouts a day, along 
with late-night two-on-two games 
involving the coach. “During our first 
meeting, Coach Pitino told us we 
would be the hardest working team in 
America,” Screen says. 

During Pitino’s two seasons at 
Providence, he stressed basketball 
and academics; that was it. Gradu-
ate assistant Jeff Van Gundy was in 
charge of making sure the players at-
tended class. “If you were one minute 
late, you ran at 5 the next morning,” 
Screen says. There was individual 
instruction, walk-throughs, film study 
and three-hour afternoon workouts. 
At night, Pitino and Lewis would chal-
lenge Donovan and Brooks. “I was in 
pretty good shape then,” Pitino says. 
“The games were pretty even.” 

Fueled by hours of prep and ready 
to shoot the three-pointer at all times, 
the Friars went at the Big East bullies 
and thrived. Providence finished 10-6 
in league play, its best-ever confer-
ence mark. When Georgetown visited, 
the Friars earned a win with late triples 
by Brooks and Lewis, and Pitino al-
most got in a fight with Hoyas coach—
and PC graduate—John Thompson. 
Thompson was shouting at Pitino, and 
Pitino wouldn’t back down. They had 
to be separated at midcourt. 

“I was standing there, looking at his 
navel, ready to fight him,” Pitino says, 
laughing at the image. “After the game, 
he put his arm around me and said, ‘I’m 
proud of what you’re doing with my alma 
mater, but when you come to George-
town, we’re going to kick your ass.’”

Georgetown did rough up the 
Friars in DC. And the Hoyas handed 
Providence an 84-66 defeat in the Big 
East semis. But the Friars were headed 
to the tourney for the first time in nine 
years, and that was big. Providence 
rolled past UAB in the first round, 90-
68, behind 35 points and 12 dimes from 
Donovan. But things weren’t so easy in 
the second round against Austin Peay. 
In fact, it took some good fortune for 
the Friars to survive, but they did, barely, 
winning 90-87. 

Next was a talented Alabama team, 
but Donovan’s 26 and Brooks’ 23 
propelled a 103-82 rout and set up a 
regional final with…Georgetown. After 
the Big East tourney loss, Pitino assured 
the Friars they wouldn’t have to see 
the Hoyas again. Now, he was saying 
Thompson’s team was an easy mark.

“I told them they were the luckiest 
bunch of guys I had seen,” Pitino says. “I 
said, You don’t realize it, but there is only 
one team that isn’t afraid of you. They’re 
going to take you so lightly that it will be 
a cakewalk to the Final Four.”

And it was. Georgetown pushed 
its defense out to the three-point line, 
so the Friars went inside. Providence 
attempted only nine treys—12 fewer than 
the Hoyas—and Donovan and Brooks 
drove and fed the big guys. Donovan 
scored 20, but so did forward Darryl 
Wright. Big man Steve Wright had 12, 
and forward Dave Kipfer added 11 in a 
surprisingly easy 86-73 win.

“Before the game, [Pitino] told Delray 
and I that we couldn’t shoot the ball,” 
says Donovan, who attempted only 
five shots but was 16-18 from the line. 
Brooks took two shots. “He said he 
wanted us to pass the ball.”

If there was one team the Friars 
didn’t want to see in New Orleans, it 
was Syracuse. The Orange had three 
future pros: guard Sherman Douglas, 
forward Derrick Coleman and center 
Rony Seikaly. “They had our number,” Pi-
tino says. Cuse gained a 36-26 halftime 
lead and held Providence to 36 percent 
shooting (26 percent behind the line) in 
a 77-63 win. The magic ended.

But the memories remain rich. “We 
defied a lot of logic,” Donovan says.

Duda still marvels at the turnaround 
keyed by a coach whom players thought 
was “completely crazy.” And Screen 
simply calls it “an unbelievable ride.” 
Pitino has won two national titles and 
countless games since, but considers 
that '86-87 season perhaps the most 
important of his career.

“I’m in my 42nd year of coaching, 
and because of that Cinderella team, 
I believed for the rest of my coaching 
career that anything was possible,” he 
says. “Any comeback is possible, and 
any team can accomplish great things. 
Providence kept that alive for me.” S

“Because of that Cinderella team, 
I believed for the rest of my 
coaching career that anything was 
possible in basketball.” -P itino
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THE FAN
WHAT’S YOUR STYLE?



Support your squad with the Create Yours collection from adidas. From uniforms to tees,  

the collection honors each school’s rich heritage and emphasizes creativity in sport.

TO GET YOUR OWN, HEAD TO ADIDAS.COM/US/COLLEGE

IMAGE TOM MEDVEDICH
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ON COURT

O , $

a C s
O , $ 0

N G
O ,

2 S O C O M

ON COURT

Under Armour Charged Controller
Out now, $100

sive Low
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Nike PG1
Out now, $110

adidas Crazy Explos
Out now, $120



g
O , $

J d E Fly
O 0

AND  Al ha
O  , $ 0

S O S O D
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A
O

ILLUSTRATIONS BURN & BROAD

Li-Ning WOW5
Out now, $165

Jordan Extra.Fly
Out now, $120

AND1 Alpha
Out now, $80

S L A M O N L I N E .C O M  73



74   S L A M O N L I N E .C O M

OFF COURT

adidas Originals x White Mountaineering  
Out now, $160

AND1 Tai Chi Low  
June 2017, $90

Converse Chuck Modern
Out now, $110

Nike Air Max 90 Ultra Flyknit 
Out now, $180

Reebok Zoku Runner
Out now, $115

adidas Originals Iniki Runner 
Out now, $125

Converse Chuck Modern Breathable
May 1, $115

Jordan 1 High
Out now, $140

Nike Match Classic Suede 
Out now, $100

Timberland Amherst High Chukka
Out now, $125

Converse Chuck Modern Future Mesh
April 1, $100

Jordan J23  
Out now, $120

Nike Air VaporMax
Out now, $190

Under Armour Threadborne Slingflex
Out now, $100

adidas Originals NMD_C1
Out now, $110

AND1 Tai Chi Low
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FIRST TAKE
Nike’s list of on-court kicks named after  
current NBAers is a short one, so when  
PAUL GEORGE got his first signature sneaker,  
the public—and the players—waited with  
bated breath. The verdict? One of the hottest 
silhouettes in the game today.

THE SAN GABRIEL MOUNTAINS lie just past northern Los Angeles. On the 
other side of the mountains is Palmdale, a small city in the desert. It’s dry and 
hot and known for its airport and surrounding aerospace community. 

Palmdale is where Paul George grew up and developed his love of fishing 
and camping, as well as his pragmatic personality. And Palmdale is part of the 
inspiration for George’s first signature sneaker, the Nike PG1.

Designer Tony Hardman says he and his team built the silhouette to reflect 
George’s duality.

“He’s this down-to-earth guy from a small town, but he’s also this red carpet, 
bright lights kind of dude,” Hardman says. 

Hardman souped-up the PG1 with Flywire cables, bottom-loaded Nike 
Zoom tech that helps with explosiveness, an internal bootie and a little bit of 
volume on the sockliner so that the step-in comfort is nice and crispy. The 
forefoot strap? That was George’s idea. 

“Initially, Paul had a little sketch that he did,” Hardman says. “It wasn’t a 
great sketch, but it had a forefoot strap on it. We knew aesthetically that’s 
what he wanted. 

“It was cool just for him to have something like that,” Hardman adds, 
regarding the sketch. “Paul was really involved, more so than we usually can 
get our athletes involved. His injury actually extended the time we were able to 
spend with him and learn about him and his personality.”

It’s that personality (and the $110 price) that has the PG1 buzzing. A few 
days after the All-Star break, Knicks guard Brandon Jennings tweeted, “Paul 
George has the best signature shoe in the NBA right now.”

“It’s usually a little more polarizing,” Hardman says. “You’ve got people that 
hate it, you’ve got people that love it. For this one, it’s really been overwhelm-
ingly positive, which is great.” —Max Resetar

LONG BEFORE he was dunking on 
defenders in the League, Rockets 
forward Montrezl Harrell was follow-
ing his older cousins around North 
Carolina, learning about sneakers. 
It was the “He Got Game” XIIIs that 
hooked him. 

“Me growing up when I was 
younger, I hung around a lot of my 
older cousins,” the 23-year-old Harrell 
says. “I seen those, they had them. 
So I was like, Yo! Those were always 
the ones that stuck out to me.”

Fast-forward a few years and now 
Harrell’s taking to the air in a new pair 
of neck-breaking kicks every night. 
We’ve seen him in flashy Air Jordans 
this season, ranging from custom 
Xs to “Playoff” VIIIs to XVIs and IXs. 
He even broke out the “Gold Medal” 
KD IVs. He says each night he picks 
from an on-court shoe collection that 
runs about 70 pairs deep—he has 

about 300 more that he doesn’t play 
in—and that he just goes with what 
he’s feeling.

“I’m not one of those guys that 
needs to break in their game shoe 
a thousand times before they wear 
them. With me playing a lot since 
high school, I would always change 
shoes a lot like that. It doesn’t really 
faze me. Whatever shoe I put on 
when we do shootarounds that 
morning, I’ll have it on. I’m good to 
go after that.”

Harrell’s been going hard for the 
unofficial NBA sneakerhead crown 
this season. As his numbers have 
nearly tripled since his rookie year, 
with averages of 9.4 points and 3.8 
rebounds per game, Trez has more 
than solidified himself in the League’s 
sneaker culture. And he’s on the 
lookout for one more pair: the “Fruity 
Pebble” LeBron IVs. —MRFr
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CREP CHECK

MON  
STAR
Rockets forward 

MONTREZL HARRELL 

is mounting a strong 
campaign for the 
unofficial title of the 
NBA’s most noteworthy 
sneakerhead.





T
he road to becoming one of 
the nation’s top prospects 
can be a bumpy one, rife 
with experiences that a lot 

of kids would rather forget. But the 
early days of top-10 recruit 
Brandon McCoy’s basketball 
career are fresh on his mind. 
Especially one game, and one play 
in particular. 

In eighth grade, the 6-11, 
250-pound center had decided to 
take up hoops seriously. He relo-
cated from Chicago’s West Side 
to sunny San Diego to live with 
his uncle and joined his youth or-
ganization club team, Ground Up. 
But McCoy wasn’t really getting 
minutes at the time. And so when 
he did get on the floor, a mental 
lapse on his part led to a sequence 
he would never forget. 

“We were blowing a team out 
and there was like two minutes left. 
I come in and they were press-
ing us so that we wouldn’t get 
the ball on the court,” recalls the 
undecided five-star senior. “They 
were pressing us so hard that it 
made me feel like we were on our 
side of the court, you know? So as 
soon as I got the ball, I shot it think-
ing we were on our side. I ended 
up scoring on the wrong basket. 
Everyone started laughing. Ever 
since then people would call me 

‘doo-doo’ and ‘negative-two.’ There 
was a time when I didn’t want to 
play basketball [after that].”

While the embarrassing moment 
was one McCoy could have done 
without, it’s one he credits for get-
ting him to this point.

“And now I’m one of the top 
seniors,” he says. “Those days are 
what keep me going. There was a 
point when everyone overlooked 
you and now everyone has seen 
you come up.” 

Today he’s highly touted for the 
impressive mobility he demon-
strates at his size. His presence in 
the lane alone causes problems for 
opponents; he almost averaged a 
double-double in the prestigious 
Nike EYBL summer circuit last year, 
posting 17.7 points and 9.2 re-
bounds per game for Cal Supreme.

Aside from being slept on at the 
outset of his career, McCoy, who 
cut his college list to five in the fall 
(San Diego State, Arizona, Michi-
gan State, UNLV and Oregon), 
also credits his mother, an Army 
veteran, for his meteoric rise up the 
national rankings. Having a parent 
in the military offered him a much 
different upbringing than his peers. 

“I was used to moving around 
a lot when I was younger—moved 
with my auntie for a couple of 
months here and my grandma a 

couple of months there because my 
mom would have to go overseas at 
any given moment,” recalls McCoy. 
“She’s been there for 21 years, I 
think. She was a Master Sergeant 
E8 and is now a reserve. So that 
played a role in being comfortable 
wherever I was at. Moving around 
made me tougher and made me 
mature as a person.”

When he’s not on the hardwood, 
McCoy could be found playing the 

trombone for Cathedral Catholic’s 
school band, performing at every 
one of the football team’s home 
games. He likens the experience 
to basketball in that it all has to 
“synchronize—if one sound is off, 
the whole thing sounds off,” just 
like on-court team chemistry. 

With his dad having some DI 
collegiate experience under his 
belt—he hooped at Southern 
University—and the discipline 
McCoy garnered from his mother, 
the makings of something special 
were already there. But, in 
retrospect, that middle school 
game helped provide the extra 
push that would give him a reason 
to go for it all.

“One thing my mom always 
instilled in me was accountability,” 
says McCoy. “I was put in a posi-
tion to shine and I think when it 
came, I did enough to push me to 
where I’m at now.” S

THE REAL  
IS BACK
BRANDON MCCOY’s basketball career 
began humbly. But thanks to determination 
learned from his family, the five-star  
big man is now one of the most sought- 
after recruits in the country.

“
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MOVING AROUND 
MADE ME 
TOUGHER AND 
MADE ME 
MATURE AS A 
PERSON.”
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ST. RAYMOND’S point guard Isaiah 
Washington and Teaneck, NJ, point 
guard Ja’Quaye James originally 
conceived of the “JellyFam” moniker 
as a way to get girls. But thanks to 
social media, #JellyFam has spawned 
into a full-fledged movement that has 
Carmelo Anthony, Brandon Jennings 
and rapper Dave East flocking to the 
Bronx to catch Washington’s signature 
“Jelly”—a modern, stylized finger roll 
that’s made George Gervin proud.

“I just thought it would be a little 
group that people would know around 
New York and in the boroughs,” says 
Washington of JellyFam. “But for us to 
be known around the whole country is 
crazy. It’s a blessing.” 

The hype around the Minnesota-
bound guard started to bubble over 
last summer when he dominated the 
city’s street circuit, and it reached a 
fever pitch at Under Armour’s Elite 24, 

where he went head-to-head with top-
10 Class of 2017 recruit Trevon Duval 
and scored 36 points to take home 
MVP honors. With all eyes watching, 
and the city on his back heading into 
the season, Washington has played 
well in a tough New York City Catholic 
league and recently dropped a 50-
spot on rival Cardinal Hayes. 

The Harlem native bucked the 
recent trend of top NYC recruits 
heading out of state to attend high 
school, something he learned from 
former Lincoln star and current Nets 
PG Isaiah Whitehead. “I was thinking 
about leaving but I spoke to Isaiah 
and he said, ‘It makes no sense to 
leave. You got everything you wanted 
and now it’s time to keep New York 
on the map.’ Everyone is saying that 
New York City basketball is dead, so 
if I stay here and other good players 
stay here, we’ll be lit.” —Peter Walsh

WHETHER SPENDING TIME with Diddy at his L.A. mansion or hanging with 
Kevin Durant at All-Star Weekend, Jordan Tucker has been around high-profile 
celebs ever since he could remember. His father, Lewis, was the president 
of Sean Combs Enterprises, which included Bad Boy Records, before becom-
ing a sports agent and representing the likes of LaMarcus Aldridge, Charlie 
Villanueva and Ben Gordon among others.

It afforded Jordan the opportunity to experience the industry from a 
behind-the-scenes perspective and ultimately, it would shape his approach for 
the future.  

“Being there for business calls, around the NBA guys, the Bad Boy Family 
Reunion Tour—the rehearsals—25 years in the business and to see Puff take it 
so seriously and be a perfectionist,” Jordan recalls. “I’d have to come to the 
office with my dad when I was like 6 years old and we’d stay there ’til 12 o’clock 
at night because they were still working. It really translated to me. Just seeing 
the way my dad was and how hard everyone worked, it just carried over.” 

It didn’t take long for that work ethic to rub off on the younger Tucker. By his 
freshman year of HS, he was regarded as one of the top prospects in America. 
Today he’s touted as a top-50 recruit in the Class of 2017. A versatile 6-7 wing 
with guard skills, he’ll be deciding between Indiana, Villanova, Georgia Tech 
and Oregon this month. 

“Being around all those guys motivated me,” says the New York native. “It 
was something that I really wanted. And I now feel that I could play at the 
highest level.” —Franklyn Calle

AND THE FAMILY
JORDAN TUCKER
Marietta (GA) Wheeler  
6-7, F

JUST JELLY
ISAIAH WASHINGTON
Bronx (NY) St. Raymond
6-1, G
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W
ell, my high school play-
ing career has officially 
come to an end. It’s 
bittersweet because on 

one hand, I’m ready to graduate, 
move to the next level, play at the 
highest collegiate level and enjoy 
my time in college. On the other 
hand I want to hold on to all the 
high school memories and cher-
ish these last moments. This sea-
son went by in a blink. I remember 
fall practice like it was yesterday, 
and now it’s all over—crazy. 

Recently, I was very fortunate 
to be named one of the five 
finalists for the Naismith National 
High School Player of the Year 
award. There are several highly 
deserving candidates and it’s 
honestly unbelievable to even 
be mentioned alongside them, 
regardless of who wins. If you 
look at the history of guys who 
have won that award, and look at 
the great careers they went on to 
have, it says a lot. It illustrates all 
the hard work that is put in both 
individually and as a team, much 
of which goes unaccounted for. 

This semester I’m taking a 
number of interesting courses, 
one of which is Liberation Theol-
ogy. I’ve loved it so far. I’m also 
in a class called Environmental 
Social Justice, which does a really 
good job of illustrating current 
world problems and how we can 
go about being change leaders 
rather than passively letting 
things happen the way they al-
ways have. We’ve covered a wide 
range of topics, from global warm-
ing to systemic racism. At first, a 
topic like global warming seemed 
pretty distant to me. That may 
sound silly with all the awareness 
surrounding it these days, but 
coming from Harlem, I grew up 
more concerned with issues like 
poverty, gang violence and school 
dropout rates. For instance, 
poorer countries have significantly 
more exposure to pollution than 
developed countries. In reality, the 
two topics are more correlated 
than I ever imagined.

MOHAMED 
BAMBA

B AS K E T B A L L D I A RY 
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ASK KIANA WILLIAMS to talk about the strengths and weaknesses of 
her game, and she can discuss the improvements she’s made as a scorer 
and defender, or explain all the areas—consistency in her three-point shot, 
especially—where she knows she needs to get better. But if you really want 
to hear her elaborate, ask Williams about those aspects of her game that 
statistics can’t measure.

“I’ve been improving in a lot of areas, but I think my leaderships skills are 
where I’ve improved the most,” she says. “But I also know I need to be more 
vocal. Sometimes I feel like I go through the motions out there. Being a point 
guard, I know I have to be the quarterback of my team.”

The focus on leadership says a lot about Williams, a 5-7 PG from San 
Antonio’s Wagner HS and a consensus top-10 player in the 2017 class. It 
also speaks to why she’ll probably be a great fit at Stanford, where longtime 
coach Tara VanDerveer recently won her 1,000th game. “I feel like it’s the 
best of both worlds—it was hard to say no to Stanford, even if you took away 
the basketball element,” Williams says. “I’m going to join an already pretty 
good team and hopefully make them even better.”

She’ll do so with a game heavily inspired by her favorite NBA point 
guard: “I watch a lot of Chris Paul film,” she says. “I like to get my teammates 
involved as well as score, and that’s who I model my game after.” —Ryan Jones

LOUDER
KIANA WILLIAMS
San Antonio (TX) Wagner
5-7, G

JAREN JACKSON JR has zero 
doubts regarding his future.

“I see myself in the NBA. No 
question about it,” he says. “If I keep 
working as hard as I’ve been working 
to get to this point, I think I should 
definitely be in the NBA—no doubt.”

The confidence Jackson Jr 
speaks with is a testament to how 
much effort the 17-year-old has put 
into the game. Under the guidance 
of his role model/father/trainer/
coach, former NBA player Jaren 

Jackson Sr, the La Lumiere star 
learned the ropes, despite flying 
under the radar for much of his 
high school career.

“[My dad] expects great things 
out of me. At times, he’s more 
confident than I am about my abil-
ity. He’s always seen greatness 
[in] me since I was little.” 

It wasn’t until Jackson Jr’s 
performance last summer at the 
Nike EYBL that he really raised 
eyebrows, boasting averages of 
17.1 points, 6.9 rebounds, 2.1 
blocks, 1.2 steals and 1.1 assists. 

“Each time I stepped on the 
floor, I wanted to prove myself,” 
says the Michigan State signee. 

Prove himself, he has. Jack-
son’s versatility and defense-first 
mindset helped lead his Lakers 
to No. 1 in the state and a top-10 
national ranking. On an individual 
level, he recently added McDon-
ald’s All-American to his list of 
accolades. 

“The things I’ve received and the 
things I’ve achieved aren’t flukes.”

Rather, they’re milestones al-
ready marked on a young player’s 
journey who has quite a bright 
future ahead. —Habeeba Husain

’BOUT 
THAT 
ACTION
JAREN JACKSON JR
La Porte (IN)  
La Lumiere
6-11, F
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JULIUS ERVING 1975

THE 
INSPIRATION



FOLLOW US ON INSTAGRAM! @SLAMKICKS



New Orleans is where creativity, improvisation, and individual 

expression reign. From the brass bands in the French Quarter to the 

second-line parades of Treme, NOLA’s rhythm is the perfect theme 

VRQJ�IRU�6WHSKHQoV�UHWXUQ�WR�WKH�FLW\�ZKHUH�KH�ƮUVW�EHFDPH�DQ�$OO�6WDU�





03 31 17
© 2017 adidas AG


