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1988–1999


The Early Charlotte Years


To get a sense of Stephen Curry’s NBA career, take a peek at the back of his basketball card. To get a sense of Stephen Curry’s childhood, take a look at his dad’s.


Dell Curry played sixteen seasons in the NBA, earning a reputation—much like his son would one day—as a deadeye three-point shooter. In the spring of 1988, however, Dell was just a twenty-three-year-old shooting guard playing his second professional season with the Cleveland Cavaliers. That explains why, on March 14, 1988, Wardell Stephen Curry II was born in Akron, Ohio, the hometown of his one-day on-court rival LeBron James. That night, Dell scored fifteen points against the Knicks at Madison Square Garden and hit the only trey he attempted—a good omen for his son.


Stephen’s mother, Sonya, was herself a great athlete. A three-sport star in high school, she played volleyball at Virginia Tech, where she met Dell. Many fans make the obvious connection between Stephen’s and Dell’s skills on the court. (Dell ranked in the top ten in NBA three-point percentage in seven different seasons.) But in the ways he surpassed his father as a player, Stephen owes a lot to his mom.


“A lot of people say whatever defensive abilities I have, I get from her,” Stephen once told a reporter. “My toughness and grittiness.”


The off-season following Dell’s one year with the Cavaliers, the newly formed Charlotte Hornets took him as their first pick in the 1988 expansion draft. Sonya, Dell, and baby Stephen moved to North Carolina, where they would spend the next decade. During that time, the family would see the birth of Stephen’s younger brother, Seth (now a point guard for the Dallas Mavericks), and his younger sister, Sydel (a volleyball player at Elon University). In those ten years, Dell would score 9,839 points, still the most in Hornets franchise history.


Though they produced two NBA players, Stephen’s parents made sure no one felt the pressure to follow in Dad’s footsteps. Faith and academics always came first in their house. In fact, when Stephen was a first grader in 1995, his parents founded Christian Montessori School of Lake Norman, which Sonya still runs. There, Stephen learned with his family all around. He and Seth were in a class taught by his aunt India Adams. His grandmother, Candy Adams, was the school’s cook.


With Dad playing basketball, Mom had to handle discipline at school and at home. She did not allow her kids to go to Dad’s games during the week, or they would be out until eleven o’clock on a school night. She once made Stephen miss one of his own middle school games; she called her son’s coach to explain that he had not washed the dishes.


When he got on the court, however, Stephen showed some of the traits that now make him an NBA superstar. At age six, he joined the Flames, his local rec center’s team. With Stephen bombing from deep, they never lost. Like his dad on the Hornets, little Stephen had the ability to heat up from behind the three-point line.


The team was so good that they changed their name to the Stars and eventually advanced to the ten-and-under national championships held at Disney World in Orlando. In the tournament’s title game, the Stars faced off against the Potomac Valley Blue Devils, who rallied late to take the lead. Down three points with one offensive possession left, the Stars called a time-out, during which the coach drew up a play meant to get Stephen open for a three-pointer. He got the shot off, and the defenders had to foul him to preserve their lead. Now a 90 percent free-throw shooter in the NBA who regularly leads the league in that category, he stepped to the line for three attempts. He had to make all three. The first shot missed.


“It was a moment that defined my childhood,” Stephen would later tell Sports Illustrated. “It was all I thought about for a year. I felt I could go one of two ways afterward. I could run from that moment or I could want it again. I decided I wanted it.”


Stephen played other sports, too, including baseball and football. Still, the idea of following in his father’s footsteps proved irresistible, and he put hoops above the rest. Appearing with his dad in a Burger King commercial as “Dell Curry & Son,” little Stephen told his dad he wanted to be a basketball player when he grew up. “Boy… that’s going to take a lot of hard work and practice,” Dell tells his son in the ad. “You’ve got to study hard, too.”


“I know,” Stephen replies. Turns out, he wasn’t kidding.
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1999–2002


O Canada


Dell Curry did something during the lockout-shortened 1998–1999 NBA season that not even Stephen has accomplished: he led the league in three-point percentage, making 47.6 percent of his shots from behind the arc. That performance allowed him to sign a multiyear deal with the Toronto Raptors. The Currys were going to Canada!


The move proved a great opportunity for Dell—he had never made the playoffs with the Hornets, and the Raptors were a team on the rise. It also gave Stephen a chance to hang out with budding stars like Vince Carter and Tracy McGrady. He even shot around with his future Golden State Warriors coach Mark Jackson.


Though small, Stephen impressed his dad’s teammates. Despite having over a foot in height on him, Alvin Williams remembers guarding Stephen tightly at professional three-point distance. Vince Carter finished his pregame workouts with a one-on-one game with Stephen.


“He had it all then,” Carter would later recall in a TV interview, when he and Stephen were playing against each other in the NBA. “His mindset was, ‘This time, I’m going to beat you.’”


While Stephen got to meet stars on his dad’s team, he became a star at his new school. Now a thousand miles from North Carolina, the state that produced Michael Jordan, Stephen stood out as an eighth grader. Queensway Christian College did not have a very good middle school basketball team. His coach at Queensway, James Lackey, remembers Stephen’s game being so far ahead of his peers’ that he would bloody their noses in practice with passes they weren’t expecting him to make. But with Stephen and Seth manning the backcourt together, the Saints went undefeated.


That is not to say Canada provided no competition for the Curry brothers. During one game against Hillcrest Junior Public School, bigger opponents slowed Stephen down. When Lackey called a time-out with a minute left and his team down by six, he seemed all but willing to give up. Then Stephen piped up.


“Give me the ball and we will win,” Stephen said.


“You heard him,” Lackey told the team. “Give him the ball and get out of his way.”


His teammates did as they were told, and Stephen delivered. He fired off a series of deep buckets, and the Saints didn’t just win—they won easily.


While living in Toronto, Stephen also joined an all-star travel team called the 5-0. They went 33–4 and won the local championship. Stephen’s legend in Canada grew after each spectacular performance. During one game, Stephen missed the first half while attending a Raptors practice, and the 5-0 trailed. He came into the game without warming up and made a three. During another contest, he had the “hot hand” that would later make him a must-watch superstar in the NBA. He seemed to make every shot, ending up with sixty-three points.


“I had to get out of there,” Dell would later tell Sports Illustrated. “I felt bad for the other team. I couldn’t watch what he was doing to those kids.”


Stephen’s days as a big fish in a small pond would not last forever, though. By the time he was nearly ready for high school, his dad’s career was winding down. In the 2002 NBA playoffs, the Raptors faced off against the Detroit Pistons. After going down 0–2 in the series early, Toronto evened the series in two games at home. In the deciding Game 5 in Detroit, Dell led the Raptors in points with seventeen, despite playing only twenty-two minutes. He went a perfect three for three from behind the arc, including a shot with eleven seconds left in the game that put Toronto within two points of tying. The elder Curry’s heroics were not enough, however, as the Pistons won, 85–82. Dell had played one of his most memorable games, and his last.


With no job holding them in Toronto, the Currys moved back to Charlotte, where Stephen, Seth, and Sydel attended high school. Playing basketball once again in North Carolina would be a challenge for Stephen, but also an opportunity. Many of the nation’s top college basketball programs are in the area, including Duke, North Carolina State, and the University of North Carolina. Trying to earn a scholarship from a top university would be the next step toward Stephen’s NBA dream.
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2002–2005


Making Varsity


Stephen Curry did not play varsity basketball his freshman year at Charlotte Christian School. That fact seems crazy now, given his superstardom. As a high school freshman, LeBron James stood at six feet, two inches and weighed 185 pounds, nearly the exact height and weight at which Stephen plays in the NBA now. But at the same age, Stephen stood at just five feet, six inches—and he was skinny. The player who would one day be known as the Baby-Faced Assassin looked, at the time, like a little kid.


Shonn Brown, the coach of the Charlotte Christian Knights, thought keeping Stephen on the junior varsity team would help him learn to be a leader. When Stephen finally did get a crack at varsity, he made a good impression. As a late season call-up, Stephen subbed into a game the Knights were losing in the first round of the state tournament. He sunk his first shot—a three-pointer, of course. Brown turned to his assistant coaches and told them they would give Stephen “the keys to our program.”


As a sophomore, however, Stephen was not quite ready to take those keys. At that time, he did not resemble Stephen Curry, NBA superstar, in several important ways. He stood just five feet, eight inches, an improvement from his freshman year but still short for a basketball player. Unsure of his place on the team, he did not demand to play in the big moments. And, most crucially, Stephen lacked the effortless jump shot for which he is now famous.


Due to his size, Stephen had developed an unorthodox shooting form. He started with the ball at his hip and heaved it toward the hoop. He probably could have continued to get away with that technique in high school. His dad knew, however, that if Stephen wanted to play in college and eventually the pros, he would need a shot that taller opponents could not so easily block.


Stephen took his dad’s advice to heart. But the switch was not easy. Since his earliest days in Charlotte to his dominant middle school career in Toronto, Stephen’s shooting had always been his special talent, what set him apart from other kids. Now everything he knew about what he did best had to be unlearned. The summer of 2004, before his junior year, Stephen worked with Dell to develop new mechanics.


“It was tough for me to watch: them in the backyard, late nights, a lot of hours during the day, working on his shot,” Seth Curry said in an ESPN interview. “They broke it down to a point where he couldn’t shoot at all. He’d be back there at times crying, not wanting to work on his game. He had to do it rep, after rep, after rep, to a point where he was able to master it.”


For weeks, Stephen had a hard time making a shot outside of the paint, much less from deep. At camps, his peers wondered why a short kid who couldn’t even shoot was trying to play basketball. Focused on his ultimate goal of becoming an NBA star, however, Stephen endured that tough summer and worked hard on the improvements his dad had suggested. While he was tempted to show those other kids that he could score by using his old shot, he persevered.


By the time school started again, Stephen had figured out the form that would make him famous. The ball starts above his eyes, well out of the reach of would-be shot blockers. Then, needing just a flick of the wrist, it leaves his hands before defenses can react, taking a route to the hoop more like a rainbow than a line drive.
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