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Through his career, Eggers covered a variety of major events, including two Summer Olympic Games, four Super Bowls, a World Series, two major-league All-Star Games, five College World Series, two national championship football games, three Davis Cup ties, a golf U.S. Open, a Pro Bowl, six track and field Olympic trials and many NBA Finals and NBA All-Star games.


Eggers is past president of Track & Field Writers of America and recipient of the Jesse Abrahamson Award as the nation’s top track and field writer. In 2014, he was honored with the “DNA Award” — recognizing “extraordinary passion and dedication to sport in Oregon” — at the Oregon Sports Awards.


This is Eggers’ eighth book. The others: Blazers Profiles (1991), Against the World (1993, with co-author Dwight Jaynes), Wherever You May Be: The Bill Schonely Story (1999), Clyde “The Glide” Drexler: My Life in Basketball (2004), Oregon State University Football Vault (2009), The Civil War Rivalry: Oregon vs. Oregon State (2014) and Jail Blazers: How the Portland Trail Blazers Became the Bad Boys of Basketball (2018).










Dedications



Kerry’s dedication:


To two of my friends and greatest sources of inspiration — legendary broadcaster Bill “The Schonz” Schonely, 92 and still kicking tail, and Bud Ossey, who at 101 has more zest for life than many half his age.


To Kiara Kersey, through whom Jerome’s spirit lives on.


To Teri Kersey Valentine, whose love and support for this book project provided much inspiration.


To the memory of Jerome Kersey, who was truly one of a kind.


— Kerry Eggers


Hoke’s dedication:


Special thanks to the person who made this book project come together. When I first stopped work on a book back in 1998 with it only halfway done, I had no idea it would ever be completed. Thanks to my friend Rohn Brown, it is now complete.


The story it tells is about a man whose exploits are well-documented, but that is only half the story. Rohn has helped us all discover that Jerome Kersey’s life was much more than just basketball. He is remembered by thousands of people, mostly as a good human being who cared about others and helped when he could.


— Hoke Currie









Preface: Hoke Currie


(The following is an open letter written in February 1984 by Hoke Currie, then sports information at Longwood College. It was directed to Longwood senior Jerome Kersey as he prepared for the final home game of his college career at Lancer Hall against Mason-Dixon Athletic Conference rival Mount St. Mary’s. Ten minutes prior to tip-off, a ceremony took place honoring the Division II All-American.)


Saturday night, you’ll step onto the Lancer Hall court for the last time. Here’s hoping you go out in a blaze of glory with a typical Jerome Kersey performance that leads to another Longwood victory.


But, no matter what happens Saturday night, I just want to say, “Thanks for the memories, Jerome. It has been a rewarding four years watching you play basketball.”


Coach Cal Luther talks about having nightmares thinking about what he’ll do without you next season. Well, I just want to say you have been a sports information director’s dream the past four years. You were pegged for greatness even when you were a skinny, wide-eyed freshman.


Assistant coach Mo Schoepfer came up with the nickname “The Cobra” because of your quickness. A nickname can’t do justice to your style of play, but as nicknames go, I feel it’s a pretty good one.


It’s gratifying to me that you’re finally getting the recognition you deserve. The coach at Pittsburgh-Johnstown said you are the best Division II player he has ever seen. What a lot of people don’t realize is that you were a heck of a player even four years ago.


People will remember the leading scorer and rebounder in Longwood history with over 1,700 points and 1,100 rebounds, but I’ll remember the other things — the little things.


Things like assists, steals, blocked shots, hustle, teamwork, 101 straight games without a miss.


I’ll remember a player with a ton of ability, but with an attitude that more than matched that ability. It’s a cliche you hear all the time — “He’s not only a great player, but also a great kid.”


Well, in your case, Jerome, it’s no cliche.


People will ask, “What will we do next season without Jerome?” It will be tough without you. But we all must remember you’re leaving behind a lot more than points and rebounds.


With a lot of assistance from several talented players, you’re leaving behind a winning tradition and a lesson for excellence gained through honest, old-fashioned work.


I’ve never seen a player work harder than you, and I doubt I ever will. Whatever the future holds for you — and here’s hoping you get a shot at the NBA — don’t ever change.


Just keep working.










Foreword



by TERRY PORTER


Jerome Kersey and I were close friends for 30 years. We played together for nine seasons with the Portland Trail Blazers and also one season with the San Antonio Spurs late in our careers. We had a bond and a mutual respect that lasted right up to his death in 2015. It was never broken.


Maybe it was because we had a lot in common. We were both small-school kids — me from Wisconsin-Stevens Point, an NAIA college at the time, Jerome from NCAA Division II Longwood in Farmville, Virginia. We were late draft picks, too — me with the 24th pick in the first round in 1985, he with the 46th overall pick in the second round the year before.


Did we have chips on our shoulders? Probably. We both wound up playing 17 seasons in the NBA.


Not too many guys from North Carolina or Kentucky or Kansas or Duke or anywhere else do that.


Jerome and I met at the first practice my rookie year, I think at the Mittleman Jewish Community Center in Portland. I remember sitting on a bench during a break. We started talking and hit it off right away. I asked him what school he was from and he said Longwood. I said, “What kind of school is that?” I’d never heard of it.


Later on, we’d all kid him about playing at a women’s college. Longwood had a few male day students but didn’t go fully co-educational until 1976, four years before Jerome started there. We would say he only was there because of the ratio between men and women. He and I would say, “These big-school guys, they don’t know what’s coming. We’re going to come at them with heart and compete hard.” That triggered our friendship. From that day on, we always watched out for each other and hung out together.


We had another thing in common. We both got discovered at the Portsmouth Invitational, predraft camp for college seniors held in Jerome’s backyard in Virginia. Off his performance there, Jerome got to go to the Chicago predraft camp. The next year, I got invited to the Aloha Classic, which was the elite predraft camp in those years. They took the projected top 48 players in the draft. All the NBA coaches, GMs and personnel were there.


My rookie year was Jerome’s second year in Portland. When he was a rookie, he, Steve Colter and Bernard Thompson hung out together all the time. My rookie year, I sort of replaced Bernard in the group. Steve, Jerome and I were the young guys on the team.


Jerome gave me a nickname — the “Tasmanian Devil.” It was about my style of play and the way I got after it. I picked guys up 94 feet. I was relentless. I kept coming after them. If you’ve ever seen that character in cartoons, you know what he meant.


We called Jerome “Romeo.” It was partly because it was a take on Jerome, but mostly because of the women. He liked them and they liked him. He just attracted the ladies. Women and cars were his passions. He loved cars. Always had to get the newest one. Always fantasized about a new car.


He had just about everything through his career. When he was with the Los Angeles Lakers, he had the Magnum P.I. I remember driving in that with him. It’s just not the thing you forget.


Jerome was a nice guy, but he was so much more than that. He was always kind, which is a lot harder than being nice. He cared about people who were close to him. He didn’t take shit from anyone, though, on or off the court. He was approachable, but he didn’t like to be interrupted at dinner, or fans who got a little pushy and interrupted his time. He’d be like, “I’m not doing it right now. If you want to wait 10 minutes, I’ll take care of you.” That was with fans. He wasn’t quite as polite on the court.


Jerome always gave great advice, but he was willing to listen and take advice, too. That was something early in our career that we talked about — how to develop our skills, how to make the NBA into a career.
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Terry Porter and Jerome Kersey early in their career with the Trail Blazers. Porter and Kersey were teammates for 11 NBA seasons — 10 with Portland and one with the San Antonio Spurs. Courtesy Portland Trail Blazers


We also talked a lot about family stuff. He loved his grandmother, May Kersey, to death. She and her husband, Herman, raised him. Jerome’s dad wasn’t on the scene. His mother turned over parental duties to her parents, and they did a great job.


I remember when we went to Philadelphia on a road trip one year and he was going to meet his dad for the first time. He was nervous, because his dad wasn’t in his life. Jerome wanted to meet him and try to build a relationship with him. They developed a mutual respect for each other, but never in the parameters of a father-son relationship.


Jerome could light up a room. He was easygoing for the most part, very charismatic. He loved interacting with people. He didn’t mind being in a big group. Always had jokes. He loved being around friends and hanging out.


On the court, he was one of those rare athletes who could play hard and work hard. When it came time to play ball, he gave it everything he had — every ounce of his body and energy to try to do what was best for the team. He was a great teammate. Always a great team guy, a great locker room guy. I loved him as a friend, but I also loved what he brought to the team. He would run through a wall for you.


He was a bundle of relentless effort and energy. I remember how many times he chased down guys to block their shot at the rim in transition. We called him the ‘Rundown Man.” He was LeBron James before LeBron in that regard. Jerome would be a game-changer for us. He’d take the charge, sacrifice his body. He was not afraid to give up his body, ever.


Jerome never backed down from anybody. He was always a bruiser type, a banger. He liked to assert his presence on the defensive end. I remember many times when that approach helped us get through games. He played like that and got us all fired up. Even with all the tough guys he matched up with, he didn’t back down from anybody. He took on those challenges.


There were scary moments with Jerome. We played a game against Seattle at Memorial Coliseum and Benoit Benjamin undercut him on a dunk and he fell on his neck. But Jerome being Jerome, he bounced back up. He was very durable considering the way he played.


You look at his playoff numbers, he was a better player when it counted most. He was always good in big games and big moments and was able to come up with big-time plays. I remember Game 7 of the Western Conference semifinals series against San Antonio in 1990. He was the one who saved the pass thrown by the Spurs’ Rod Strickland and got it to Clyde Drexler, who was streaking downcourt and was fouled. We wouldn’t have won that series if Jerome hadn’t made that play. Countless times he had a key block or a rebound and put-back to lift us. That’s what he brought to that team.


Jerome never made an All-Star Game, but he certainly could have. A couple of years, he was close. During our run in the early ‘90s, we had three guys make it — me, Clyde and Kevin Duckworth. Even though we were dominant for that three-year period, it was tough to get a fourth. Buck Williams never made it. You had some big names at small forward in the West in those years. But Jerome was well-paid and well-regarded, and we did our best to let him know how important he was to our team.


We were co-captains for three seasons, from 1988-91, but that group didn’t have one voice. Everybody at different times would have a voice. Clyde and Buck, first of all, but also me and Jerome and Danny Ainge and Cliff Robinson. There were times when Jerome got in your face with things like, “You have to guard him better,” and you knew that he meant it. But really, that group collectively was the voice.


Jerome and I shared a sponsorship of a program with the Boys and Girls Club in Northeast Portland for several years. I grew up in the Boys and Girls Club. It was my life as a kid. When my family moved to the city of Milwaukee, I was always there. I took my first jump shot at a Boys and Girls Club. I swam for the first time there. My freshman and sophomore years in high school, I didn’t play high school ball — I played with a Boys and Girls Club team.


When Jerome and I became teammates in Portland, we were asked what we were passionate about in terms of community service, what we wanted to get involved with. Jerome wasn’t involved with one particular charity, so we decided to sponsor what we called the “Portland/Phoenix Exchange Club.”


We partnered with the Phoenix chapter of the Boys and Girls Club. We’d provide 10 kids and their chaperones a plane ticket to a Blazers game against the Suns in Phoenix each year. They would stay with Phoenix club members and visit their club or school. They’d come to a Blazers game-day shootaround. We’d take them to lunch, then they’d come to the game and get a chance to meet players. The Suns would do the same thing, sponsoring a group for a trip to Portland to watch them play us and visit our Boys and Girls Club. We’d also take them to visit places like the Oregon Museum of Science and Industry or Niketown. We did it for five or six years. It was really meaningful for both me and Jerome.


After Susie and I got married in 1990, Jerome and I were still close. He’d come over to the house for holidays. We’d do New Year’s parties together. Susie loved him. My kids grew up knowing him and loving him.


After I retired from playing and became a head coach for the first time in Milwaukee, I hired Jerome as a member of my coaching staff. We’d had conversations about it when I first got into coaching, so I knew that was my opportunity to bring him on. He was our third assistant with the Bucks, working out guys, doing player development stuff. He taught them what it was like to be a pro. His story resonated with young guys in particular. He related really well to the players. They respected him and his willingness to work with guys and try to make them better.


Through the years, his personality never changed. He was the same Jerome. For several years, he had a mentoring position for the Blazers with their players. Again, he was especially good with kids who were coming into the league at 18, 19 years old without college experience. They didn’t have a clue about how to become a pro and how to conduct themselves. Jerome was the perfect guy to teach them that.


When Jerome finally got married in 2013, he was so happy. Teri was great for him. They had a long relationship. I remember talking with Jerome about taking that next step with her. She balanced him out. I really liked her demeanor, and how I saw her interact with Jerome. They were a great match.


I’ll never forget the day Jerome died. I was picking up my son, Malcolm, from practice at Jesuit High in Portland, and Jerome’s friend, J.R. Harris, called me and said, “He’s gone, man. He’s gone.” I said, “Who you talking about?” He said, “Jerome. I talked to Teri. He’s dead.” I was in a fog. I got a photo radar ticket driving home. I had no idea how fast I was going. I started calling everybody else, all of our former teammates. It was a really tough day, a punch in the stomach. A lot of the good ones go too soon. We all lost a part of us that day.


Even so, Jerome lived a full life. He lived the best life he could have lived. We often talked about where we came from and what we were able to accomplish, the people we were able to meet, the places we were able to go. He provided a great life for his grandmother and his family. He was a kid who grew up with nothing, but had the ability to rise up and achieve so much because of his work ethic and drive.


He was my closest friend among any teammates. Early in my career, before I got married, we roomed together one summer at his house. We enjoyed life and did a lot of great things together.


I’m honored to write this foreword and happy this book is being written. Jerome was like a brother to me. We grew up as young professionals together, achieved things that we couldn’t have imagined as kids growing up. Our paths crossed and it became an unbelievable brotherhood. To be able to honor his life and his legacy is special for me.


Jerome Kersey’s story is one from which lessons can be learned. From how he conducted himself in the Portland community, to how its citizens respected him, to what he was about as a person, to what kind of man he grew up to be. Living is about the lives you’re able to impact through your journey. Anybody who came into contact with Jerome left that conversation the better for it. He touched your soul.










Introduction



In the Blink of An Eye


The day began in a normal way, though it was far from a normal day.


It was February 18, 2015, the 15th birthday of Madison, Jerome Kersey’s stepdaughter by marriage to Teri Donnerberg. Jerome and Teri had taken Maddie to The Original Pancake House in the morning.


After breakfast, Teri headed out to run a few errands. Jerome drove his 2011 Jaguar XJ to the Trail Blazers’ offices in Portland’s Rose Quarter to take care of some business in his job as the Blazers’ director of player programs and alumni.


The former Blazer forward had settled into his position with the team for which he had spent 11 of his 17 NBA seasons. Outgoing and immensely popular with Blazer fans, Kersey was the most visible of the club’s ambassadors on game nights at Moda Center. It was a way for him to stay connected to the team and its legions of followers in the City of Roses. He loved what he was doing, and he was beloved in the community.


Six days earlier, Kersey had undergone what was considered minor surgery to repair a meniscus tear in his left knee. Amazingly, it was his first-ever surgery. He had experienced several injuries that had caused him to miss games through his 24 years playing high school, college and NBA basketball, but never one that required surgery.


“The only reason Jerome had his knee scoped was because of golf,” close friend Ron Sloy says. “If he played three days in a row, that knee would burn. He wanted to be able to play without any pain.”


Kersey’s recovery from the procedure seemed routine. The day before, Jerome and fellow former Blazers Terry Porter and Brian Grant had appeared at a celebration of Black History Month at Portland’s Madison High. Later in the day, he spent time working the leaf blower in the backyard of his Lake Oswego home.


In the days following the surgery, Jerome had mentioned to Teri that the back of his knee felt tight, which didn’t seem unusual. Teri says as far as she knew, the only other person Jerome had talked to about it was former Blazer trainer Jay Jensen.


“Jay had him get on a (stationary) bike,” she says. “Jerome could have slammed his hand in the door, and he’d have never complained that anything hurt. He never said anything.”


Jerome was a little more revealing to a friend, with whom he confided, “The knee feels fine, but my calf is killing me.” Perhaps he didn’t want his wife to worry.


Kersey visited his Rose Quarter office on Feb. 18 wearing a sweatsuit. After attending to some duties, he headed downstairs to Rebound clinic, where a physical trainer put him on a stationary bike for 45 minutes. Then he headed home.


Teri returned from a hair appointment and found Jerome on the couch, drinking a Heineken and watching a basketball game on TV. She sat down and joined him. They had reservations for dinner at Benihana’s to celebrate Maddie’s birthday that evening. Jerome didn’t mention anything about pain or discomfort in his leg.


Jerome and Maddie went upstairs to get dressed for dinner. In a few moments, Jerome called out for Teri. Seconds later, he called out again.


Teri rushed upstairs to see Jerome in the bedroom, bent down on one knee.


“I’m having a hard time breathing,” he told her.


“Like we should call an ambulance?” she asked.


“Yes.”


Maddie called 9-1-1. Very quickly, an ambulance arrived with emergency medical technicians, who immediately administered oxygen as Jerome complained about difficulty in breathing. They hooked him up to an IV. Teri laid next to her husband, holding the IV bag.


“I love you, baby,” he kept saying.


“It’s OK. They’re here. You’re going to be OK,” she answered.


Six EMTs struggled to carry the 6-7, 260-pound Kersey — perched on a stair chair — out the door and to the ambulance parked in the driveway. When they laid him down, his body started to convulse. The paramedics worked on him en route to Legacy Meridian Park Medical Center in nearby Tualatin, where he was admitted to the emergency room.


Within the hour, the battle was over. He was gone, the result of a blood clot in the leg that traveled to his lungs, causing a fatal pulmonary thromboembolism.


Jerome Kersey was 52.


Life had ended far too soon for the man who became one of the true rags-to-riches stories in the NBA, an inspiring tale of a small-town boy raised by grandparents and his rise to fame and fortune in the game he loved.


But Kersey’s story was also about kindness and integrity and the many people whose lives he touched during his time on the planet.


And so it will be told in the pages that follow.
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It was the spring of 2020, a time of great change in our world due to the advent of COVID-19.


This was true in my personal life as well. In April, I retired after 45 years of writing sports for Portland newspapers.


The question I was frequently being asked, and perhaps was asking of myself: What was I going to do in retirement?


Well, relax a bit, of course. Not have a schedule. Maybe devote a little more time to my middling-at-best golf game. At least that’s what I thought.


Then I received an email that changed the course of my life through the next year.


It was from Rohn Brown, a Mechanicsville, Va., resident who had attended Longwood College at the same time as former Trail Blazer Jerome Kersey.


Would I be interested in being involved in a book project about Kersey’s life?


That depends, I wrote back. What did he have in mind?


Brown explained that Hoke Currie — the sports information director during Kersey’s time at Longwood — had begun writing a book on the school’s most famous alum during the 1990s. Would I like to complete it?


My response was no, that’s not something in which I would be interested.


But it got me to thinking. I knew Kersey — who died tragically in 2015 after a blood clot in a calf following surgery traveled to his lungs — pretty well from my time covering the Blazers during his heyday in the early ’90s. The relationship had continued through the 2000s and into the final years of his life, when we were occasionally on a panel together for a studio show called “Talkin’ Ball” on Comcast SportsNet Northwest, which carried Blazer games.


As was the case with just about everyone he’d met, I liked Kersey. He was, in fact, the only athlete I had covered to be invited to my house for a meal.


Shortly after the birth of Jerome’s only child, Kiara, we had Jerome, fiancé Anjela Stellato and Kiara over for dinner and an entertaining evening. My three young boys — old enough to be Blazer fans — were thrilled. To this day, they say it was one of the highlights of their childhood.


I had a good deal of respect for the way Jerome carried himself, for the way he had become such a revered and beloved figure in the Portland community through the years. I knew his life story was a compelling one — raised by grandparents in humble surroundings in a small town, a second-round draft pick who defied the odds to forge a very successful 17-year NBA career.


I told Brown I’d be interested in writing my own book on Kersey — using Currie’s work for background purposes — but only if there were sufficient funds for an advance payment and a publisher prepared to take the book to print.


All of that is doable, Brown responded.


The results were serendipitous. An agreement was reached with Wayne Dementi, president of Dementi Milestone Publishing in Manakin-Sabot, Va. Rohn would be involved as a “project coordinator.” Hoke and his wife, Nancy, would serve as the book’s benefactors. It was their dream to see the book finished, and we are indebted to their financial backing.


It would prove to be a true “book team,” with regular “Zoom” sessions and the most organized approach to any of the eight books I’ve written through the years.


Many thanks to Wayne, a wonderful fellow who was most understanding of my methods for putting a book together. His cooperation in terms of use of photos, copy editing, length of manuscript, deadlines and everything else involved in the process of bringing the book home could not have been better.


I knew I would use material from the portion of a book on Kersey that Hoke had written, along with many pages of notes from interviews he had conducted with family, friends, teammates and others involved in Jerome’s life. I didn’t fully appreciate, however, how much I would lean on him for information I couldn’t have gotten elsewhere.


The most difficult part of writing this book was the inability to interview the protagonist. I was able to use quotes from a book I’d written in 1991 (Blazers Profiles) and several interviews we’d had through the years. But Currie’s extensive interviews with Jerome in 1998 about his life until then proved invaluable. Hoke did a wonderful job asking the right questions and drawing out thoughtful, informative responses. He also provided interviews from a number of subjects who are no longer with us — notably former teammate Kevin Duckworth, ex-Blazer front office executive Stu Inman and sports psychologist Bruce Ogilvie.


I am most indebted to Rohn, for whom the title “project coordinator” doesn’t do justice. He was truly the Swiss Army Knife of the writing process of this book. He patiently answered every question I asked through phone call, text and email diligently and expediently. He went the extra mile to provide every piece of information possible about Jerome’s four years at Longwood, including contacts for friends and family members.


When I visited Virginia for four days of research and interviews, Rohn reserved a room in Farmville in which the book team could gather for a two-hour meeting (he even arranged for lunch), set up a confab with Longwood University officials and served as tour guide, showing me the campus while pointing out particular places of interest in terms of Kersey’s time there as a student. He even sent me a “Jerome Kersey” bobblehead to add to the collection in my study.


Many thanks to the folks at Longwood, including Trey Eggleston and Chris Cook — and especially athletic director Michelle Meadows and senior associate AD Katie Pate — for their cooperation and support of the book endeavor.


Thanks to Bluestone High and Mecklenburg County Schools, notably superintendent Paul Nichols.


A shout-out to the Portland Trail Blazers, who embraced this book with the fervor of a Jerome Kersey hug. In particular, to director/corporate communications Hilary Gorlin, visual content manager Bruce Ely and president/CEO Chris McGowan.


To Jayne Hushen, our graphic designer. Thanks for your calm demeanor and great work.


To Steve Brandon, my partner in crime through all but one year of my newspaper career, for your work as copy editor of this book. Nobody does it like you do.


To my better half, Stephanie Holladay, for your proof-reading, fact-checking and overall support through the past year. Love you, girl.
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OVER THE COURSE of nine months, I interviewed about 80 people for this book.


Thanks to those with NBA and/or Trail Blazer connections who contributed your thoughts, including Rick Adelman, Charles Barkley, Herb Brown, Bucky Buckwalter, P.J. Carlesimo, Rick Carlisle, Dwane Casey, Tom Fletcher, Brian Grant, George Karl, John Lashway, Michael Lewellen, Geoff Petrie, Traci Rose, Bill Schonely, Mike Schuler, Mike Shimensky, John Stockton, Terry Stotts and John Wetzel.


Thanks to those who were coaches, teammates, friends or associates of Jerome during his childhood and time at Longwood, including Bill Bowles, Ira DeGrood, Kenny Ford, Franklin Grant, Ms. Weston Gupton, Tommy Hargrove, Dale Hite, Bryan Kersey, Lonnie Lewis, Troy Littles, Cal Luther, Michael McCroey, Mike Mosely, Ernie Neal, Ron Orr, John Rusevlyan, Mo Schoepfer, Dave Strothers, Doug Toombs, Michael Tucker, Orlando Turner, Mitch Walker and Mike Wills.


A hearty thanks to Jerome’s former NBA teammates who offered their observations, including Danny Ainge, Sam Bowie, Mark Bryant, Kenny Carr, Wayne Cooper, Clyde Drexler, Chris Dudley, Sean Elliott, Hersey Hawkins, Michael Holton, Steve Johnson, Steve Kerr, Nate McMillan, Jim Paxson, Will Perdue, Kiki VanDeWeghe, Darnell Valentine and Buck Williams.


Much appreciation to longtime friends and family members, including Eddie Bynum, Doug Gorman, Joe Khorasani, Mary Jones, Tracy Roberts, Anjela Stellato, Andy Stokes and Rick Ziebell.


Also, to John Hargrove, Jerome’s birth father. I’m appreciative that you were willing to discuss what I’m sure was a difficult subject.


And to May Kersey, the very first person I interviewed for this book. Bless you, Grandma Kersey.


While writing the book, I made multiple calls to Jerome’s close friends J.R. Harris, Ron Sloy and Mitch Walker to fact-check and ask opinions. I appreciate all you guys.


In Virginia, several people went above and beyond to help. In Clarksville, Jerome and Pat Watson offered lunch and a delightful couple of hours of conversation over lunch. After dinner, “Junnie” Kersey took the time to give me a brief tour of the town and showed me the neighborhood in which his late cousin was raised. Kevin “Huggy” Brandon was kind enough to drive from his home in Durham, N.C., rent a hotel room in Farmville and provide an extended in-person interview. Kevin Ricks came to my hotel in Norfolk from his home in Newport News for an interview about his former teammate.


To Terry Porter, you did a superb job in writing the foreword. You did your good friend proud.


To Kiara Kersey, thank you for the support as we pay tribute to your father.


To Teri Kersey Valentine, I can’t thank you enough for the time and thought you put into reliving some painful memories. My admiration for you grew through this process. Your reflections were invaluable.
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AS WORD GOT OUT about this book project, I received the following email from a Blazer fan named Paul Register:


“I’m so very grateful you are writing Jerome’s biography. I can’t put into context how important Jerome was to me, and yet he never knew me. When you’re a kid, sometimes you need something — a vision of hope — to help you become who you want to be. Jerome was that for me.


“For some unbeknownst reason, when Jerome appeared in his first slam dunk contest, he intrigued me enough to begin following his story. As his playing time increased, I only wanted to emulate him more. So much so that many of my close friends, and occasionally their parents, called me ‘Jerome.’ Pretty amusing for an under six-foot Caucasian kid.


“My fondest memory of a game Jerome played in wasn’t a game the Blazers won. It was a game they lost — badly. In the waning moments of this horrible loss, Jerome did something to force Rip City fans to erupt with pride.


“I don’t recall who the opponent was, if we were losing or the player involved, but I’ll never forget that moment. We were losing by 20 points or so … a breakaway dunk was about to ensue and the night was going to end in shameful fashion. But Jerome wouldn’t have it.


“That night, Jerome Kersey invented the “Chase-down Block,’ decades before LeBron James became a name. The ball was sent into the second row of the stands. Rip City had an overwhelming moment of pure elation despite the one-sided loss. Those cheers went up not because of one play, but because we had Jerome Kersey, and the rest of the NBA did not. He was that second-round gift from above. It’s too bad we had to give him back so soon.”
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I AM PLEASED that proceeds from sales of the general edition of this book will go to both the Jerome Kersey Foundation in Portland and to the Jerome Kersey ‘84 Men’s Basketball Scholarship at Longwood University in Farmville, Va.


During the interview process, several subjects made mention of just how extraordinary Jerome’s life story is.


“Every kid needs to read this book,” Jerome’s friend Doug Gorman told me.
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Kevin and Rhonda Brandon, close friends of Jerome, established a scholarship in his name at Longwood. Courtesy Longwood University


“If anybody deserves to have his legacy incorporated in writing, it’s Jerome,” said Mike McCroey, his college teammate.


Instructed former Blazer teammate Sam Bowie: “Make sure in your book that you let people know: Jerome Kersey was special.”


He was. I’m hopeful that Blazer fans will enjoy reading about one of the true greats in the franchise’s long history.


During a long, thoughtful phone interview with Buck Williams, he made mention of something I’ve written about a couple of times. The Trail Blazers need to retire Jerome Kersey’s No. 25 jersey. I’m hopeful the powers-that-be in the organization will make that happen sooner rather than later.


In the process of writing this book, I’ve thought often about Jerome, the life he led and what kind of person he proved to be. It’s probably the most difficult book I’ve done because it’s a posthumous endeavor. I tried to do you justice, my friend. I hope I did you right.
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Jerome at six years old. Courtesy Kersey Family.










Chapter One
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The Beginning


JEROME KERSEY came into the world on June 26, 1962, in the rural town of Clarksville, Va., just a few miles from the North Carolina state line. He was born to Deloris Kersey, the oldest of the seven children of Herman and Mary Kersey.


Deloris had just turned 18 years of age. The father, John Hargrove, was 20. Neither would play a major role in Jerome’s life.


Jerome was raised by his maternal grandparents, alongside his aunts and uncles. Deloris is the oldest, followed by Lawrence, Mary, Jean, Joyce, Calvin— known as “Buck” — and Brenda.


Deloris would soon move to Richmond, Va., and would mostly see Jerome for a few weeks each summer until he turned 18. Soon after Jerome’s birth, she yielded her parental rights to her own parents. Through his life, Jerome regarded Deloris like an aunt.


John, who had recently been released from the Army when Jerome was born, says he was living in Philadelphia and was married to another woman when he learned he was Jerome’s father.


The de facto parents were Herman and Mary, the latter called “May” since her childhood by most of those who knew her. The couple raised Jerome as if he were their son.


“I don’t call Jerome my grandson,” May Kersey said in an interview with Hoke Currie in 1998. “I feel like Jerome is mine because I raised him from a baby.”


Jerome felt the same way.


“I called them ‘Mom’ and ‘Dad,’ ” Jerome told Currie. “I owe everything to them.”


“He called his grandmother ‘Mama,’ ” says a cousin, Clifton Kersey Jr., who was always known as Junnie. “He called his mother ‘Deloris.’”


Herman was born on January 3, 1923. He died from a heart condition in May 1993 at the age of 70. May, still alive and living in Clarksville, was born on June 29, 1928. They were married for 49 years.


Until the age of nine, Jerome lived in a two-bedroom house outside of town on a tobacco farm owned by a man named Charlie Parker. Jerome’s earliest memory was that “there were five of us living there — my grandparents, me, my aunt Brenda and uncle Calvin.”


Brenda, the youngest of the seven offspring of Herman and May, was only three years older than Jerome. Calvin was six years Jerome’s senior. He looked at them as if they were a sister and brother.


Along with her parents, a sister and two brothers, May grew up in Soudan, Va., about five miles south of Clarksville. Her father raised hogs, grew vegetables and got milk by tending to a neighbor’s cows. Her mother worked cleaning houses for neighbors. They were members of the Second Baptist Church.


May was born during the Great Depression. “My parents never owned a home,” May said during an interview with the author in November 2020. “We stayed on different farms.”


May has a seventh-grade education. She was 16 when she got married to Herman, who was 21. Through the years, Herman worked at a sawmill, as a truck driver and at a factory. May did domestic work, worked at the Russell Stover Candy factory and at the Burlington Industries woolen plant. With seven children of their own, money was tight.


“They were very poor,” says Jerome Watson, Jerome Kersey’s basketball coach for two years at Bluestone High. “But they made it work.”


In 1966, when Jerome was four, Deloris married Thomas Florence. They would have three children together.


“My grandfather was my father, but Thomas was like a step-father,” Jerome said. “He was always good to me. He treated me like a son.”


His grandfather, though, was whom he considered his real dad.


“He was a real solid person,” Jerome said in 1998. “He didn’t say a lot except on the weekends, when he had a few drinks. He had selective hearing. I didn’t really start to enjoy my grandfather until I was in college.


“He liked kids a lot. He wouldn’t outwardly show it, but when all the little cousins were born, he’d be like, ‘Bring that child over here!’ They’d wind up on his lap. It was a side of him most people didn’t see. He had a rough, rugged side. Every day he’d come home from work at the sawmill and it was like, ‘I’m ready to eat. Then I’ll be ready to take a nap.’ He had to get up at 5 the next morning to be to work again. It wasn’t like he wanted to get into a lot of horseplay in between.


“My grandmother did most of the discipline, and my aunts. Every once in a while he would give you the overflow whipping for being hard-headed with my grandmother. I could never understand it. My grandmother had already whipped me; then she would tell him what I’d done, and he would whip me, too. That only happened once in a while, but the ones he would give you would last.”


In an article in the Mecklenburg Sun, Jerome said this about May Kersey:


“She was my hero, my inspiration. She was the rock of the family. She set a great foundation for me. When she was waking up before her 11 p.m. shift at Russell Stover, tired from cleaning the machines the previous night and silently feeling the aches and pains, I would watch her and tell myself there isn’t anything I can do to compare to her.”


To Currie, Jerome added this: “My grandmother never complained about anything. Even if she didn’t feel good or her legs were hurting, she still went to work. She endured all the pain and hardship and continued to, along with my grandfather, provide for the family. I would see that and think, ‘Well, if she can do all this, there’s nothing I can’t endure.’ It instilled in me that I can go out there and work hard. I can be the guy who works just a little bit harder. That’s something that comes from deep inside, and they can’t take that away from you.”


For nine years, May also did housecleaning twice a week for a Clarksville resident named Harriet Overstreet. This was while May worked the night shift at Russell Stover.


In 1998, Harriet told Currie that May was “one of the finest people I knew. My children were small then. They loved her. She was 1,000 percent honest and loyal — one of the most pleasant people. One of my friends described her as like having your best friend come to see you, but she cleaned the house while she was there. I attribute Jerome’s success and his staying out of trouble to his grandmother’s influence.”


Jerome recalled going to the Overstreets at times when his grandmother provided housework. At other times, he’d visit his great grandmother, Channie Kersey.


“When my grandmother worked at Russell Stover, (Channie) would keep me during the day,” Jerome said. “She loved going fishing every morning. I would go to her house at 8 o’clock. She was probably 60 then. She’d get her straw hat and her bucket, and we would go fishing for perch for two to three hours. She would come back and cook the fish we caught on an old wood stove. I was so bored fishing.”


Jerome said he could be difficult as a child.


“I got real hardheaded at times,” he said. “I was stubborn. I wanted to do things my way. I bitched and moaned. I cursed. I wasn’t a saint. I talked back and sassed. My grandma took it in stride. She knew when to get on me, though.”


May was three days short of her 34th birthday when Jerome was born. Though she had her hands full with her own offspring, she was young enough to handle having another one.


“It wasn’t hard,” she says today. “Jerome was always a lovable person. He was a good student. He mostly behaved himself. He just enjoyed life.”


Jerome Watson and his wife, Pat, were members of the Second Baptist Church in downtown Clarksville along with May.


“We were in the same missionary group,” Pat says. “Lovely family. She’s a sweet person. She dearly loved Jerome.”


All of the Kerseys attended Second Baptist Church during Jerome’s childhood.


“Jerome and I went to church every Sunday when we were kids,” Junnie says. “It wasn’t just expected of us. It was expected of the whole community.”


Those who knew the Kerseys held Herman and May in high esteem.


“The most loving people in the world,” cousin Junnie Kersey says. “I was at their place a lot growing up. Whatever they ate, I ate. They treated me like I was their son. That’s the way our families grew up. Everybody took care of everybody else.”


“I called them ‘Miss May’ and ‘Mr. Herman,’ ” says Tracy Roberts, who lived on the same block as the Kerseys. “To this day, Miss May is very sweet. Mr. Herman was quiet, but he was a disciplinarian. He believed in doing the right thing. They were good people.”


“I used to see Jerome’s granddaddy every morning at the post office,” says Dale Hite, who owns a clothing store in town and is the same age as Jerome’s uncle Buck. “Herman was a hardworking man, a good person. I knew him pretty well. I knew May better. One of the sweetest ladies you’ll ever meet. A lot of Jerome’s personality was the result of those two. They were such good family people.”


“May instilled a lot in Jerome — the attitude, the work ethic, his general approach to things,” says Bill Bowles, who was Jerome’s football and basketball coach as a senior at Bluestone High. “In that respect, he had things a lot of other kids didn’t have. She did a great job with him. As a coach, you try to bring those things out, if they’re already there. She was the one who put them there.”


Tommy Hargrove is the nephew of John Hargrove, Jerome’s birth father, and was 17 years Jerome’s senior. Tommy’s mother, Susie, was Herman Kersey’s twin.


“Jerome was at our house more than at his own mother’s house,” Tommy says. “His grandparents were exceptional people. Jerome was a very reserved young man coming up. As an adult, he never forgot where he came from. His upbringing made him what he ended up being — a great individual. His grandparents really nurtured him through his formative years.”


Jerome Watson was Kersey’s basketball coach at Bluestone when he was a sophomore and junior.


“His grandmother was just super,” Watson says today. “She would never worry about him as long as I’d go pick him up. I said, ‘Mrs. Kersey, I want to carry Jerome down to Winston-Salem for a clinic.’ She said, ‘That’s fine, as long as he’s with you.’ She is a beautiful lady. Herman did an excellent job with Jerome, too. He was crazy about Jerome. He talked about Jerome all the time.”


DRIVE WEST ON U.S. Route 58 from Norfolk to Clarksville across southern Virginia today and you’ll see roads lined with pine trees that wind through small towns and old farmhouses, and dwellings located precariously close to the highway. In March 2021, there were still plenty of “Trump/Pence” signs along the way, and even a Confederate flag or two waving on a pole.


It is conservative country, not unlike it was in the 1960s and ’70s when Jerome Kersey was raised there. It is still a rural area. Clarksville’s population in 1962 was about 1,500; today it has dipped to about 1,100. In 1962, Mecklenburg County had about 31,000 residents, about the same as it is today.


In one way, Clarksville has changed dramatically since Jerome grew up there.


“We were a blue-collar industrial town,” says Dale Hite, whose family has owned a clothing store in town for decades. “Those things are gone. Russell Stover is gone. Burlington Industries is gone. It’s all about tourism and outdoor activities now. The lake sucks people in from everywhere.”


“Those were two huge employers,” says Mike Mosely, sports editor of the Mecklenburg Sun and a Bluestone High grad. “When Clarksville didn’t bring in any businesses to replace them, people just could not stay here. They had to pull up stakes and move to live somewhere else.”


Clarksville sits just above the North Carolina state line, located along the Roanoke River and along Buggs Island Lake, the state’s largest aquatic playground. Kerr Reservoir straddles the North Carolina/Virginia border and is home to Occoneechee State Park.


“The lake was about five or 10 minutes from our houses,” Junnie Kersey says. “Us kids could walk through the woods to get there. We’d play cowboys and Indians, run around the edge of the water, fish just about every day.”


“We’d go there to have picnic and family reunions,” says Jerome’s cousin, Mary Jones. “My dad would go fishing. We’d walk down the hill to the lake. Jerome would come sometimes. It’s still a popular place for people to go.”


Jones, who is Tommy Hargrove’s sister, was almost a year older than Jerome.


“We grew up together,” says Mary, who everyone called “Meme” (as in Mimi). “I have very good memories of our childhood. Jerome and Junnie came to our house every morning to catch the school bus. My grandmother, who is their great grandmother (Channie Kersey), would fix us hot biscuits. My mother raised Junnie’s father, Clifton, from the time he was three months old. My brother, Kenny Christmas, taught Jerome how to play basketball.


“We played together every day. We’d eat together. We’d run up and down the court. We played baseball, softball, basketball — all kinds of sports. Jerome was such a kind, sweet, loving, good-hearted person. We got along very well — all of us.”


Mary says blacks experienced “a lot of racism” in Clarksville during those years.


“Sometimes you’d go in stores, they’d follow you around because you were African-American,” she says. “But the kids — we got along good with the ones we went to school with. We became good friends with a lot of them.”


In the early 1960s, schools were integrated in Clarksville. By the late ‘70s and ‘80s, race relations had changed considerably there.


“Sports helped that,” says Jerome Watson, who coached the Kerseys at Bluestone High. “When I got over there, the athletes banded together, black and white. They walked to class together. They were just real close. That carried over to the rest of the kids in school. When West End kids started going to the high school at Bluestone, that’s when things changed. Sports was a big factor in all of that.”


“It wasn’t as bad for us coming up as it had been for the previous generation,” Junnie Kersey says. “Things were breaking by the time we got into our childhood. We were fortunate that way. We grew up with a lot of white friends. We had a lot of support from the community, both white and black people. It was a good place to grow up.”


Dale Hite, who is white, was six years older than Jerome.


“I’m not saying we didn’t have race issues, but it was probably not as bad as it was in the cities,” Hite says. “With the kids, we all knew each other. We grew up together. We played sports together. White guys had black friends and black guys had white friends. I lived on a farm. I worked with black kids my age picking tobacco. We rode bicycles together. We went to the creek together. Everybody got along.


“And I can tell you, Jerome was so easygoing and well-liked. If you couldn’t get along with Jerome Kersey, something was wrong.”


Says Mosely, who is black: “You knew (racism) was out there, but Jerome never let it affect him. He had as many white friends as he did black friends.”


Today, Clarksville’s racial makeup is 71 percent white and 27 percent black.


“It’s been a good place to live,” says Mosely. “I know white people who can’t stand black people. I know black people who can’t stand white people. But the majority of people around here now do try to respect each other.”


JEROME ENJOYED outdoor pursuits as a child, especially after his family moved into town and onto Eighth Street, a few houses down from relatives. The Kerseys moved from the Parker farm, May Kersey says, because “the landlord said they wanted the house.”


The home they rented on Eighth Street was bigger, with six rooms. There were fewer of the Kersey kids still at home, so there was more space for Jerome to maneuver. Cousin Junnie — seven months older and in the same grade in school — provided companionship and competition. Junnie lived on the same block with his parents, Clifton Sr. and Jo-ann Kersey. Clifton — the son of Fannie Mitchell, who was the sister of Herman Kersey — ran his upholstery shop next door to the house.


“We started fighting more,” Jerome said. “I fought everybody. I was stubborn and always wanted to do things everybody else was doing. I wanted to stay out longer. I wanted to stay on the court longer. Sometimes you’d fight the kid two years older than you just to prove yourself. Me and Junnie fought more than anybody. I guess we were alike in certain aspects. But we were probably closer than both of us realized.”


At the time, it was a fair fight. They were roughly the same size. That wasn’t the case later. Jerome grew to 6 foot, 7 inches tall. Junnie topped out at 5-6.


“We fought every day,” Junnie says of the childhood years. “Fistfights. Kids would egg us on and we’d fight. I’d say it was pretty even. We were competitive in everything. We were competitive in sports. We were competitive in school, too.”


Even before that, though, the boys were competing.


“When we were four or five, we’d put a clothes hamper in the corner of a room and make it a hoop, and make a basketball out of socks,” Junnie says. “That’s when it started.”


The fights ended in their teenage years, though a competition between the two continued on the athletic fields.


“They’d fight some, but they were just being kids, both of them trying to be the best in the sport that they were playing,” says Jones. “They loved each other. We were all tight. We couldn’t go a day without seeing each other — none of us.”


“Jerome and Junnie were cousins,” Mike Mosely says. “But really, they were like brothers.”


While May and Herman were Jerome’s parents, they didn’t have to go it alone.


Junnie’s father, Clifton Kersey Sr., “was like a father to me, too,” Jerome said. “Clifton was one of my heroes. He was very influential in my life. I was a little jealous of Junnie because his dad owned an upholstery shop. Junnie used to get just about anything he wanted. But really, anything he gave Junnie, he gave me.”


Says Junnie: “If Jerome was jealous, it was probably that I had a father in my life. But Dad helped him, too.”


“Jerome had some good mentors growing up,” says Jerome Watson, who coached Jerome in basketball during his sophomore and junior seasons at Bluestone. “Clifton Kersey was one. He took the boys around to basketball camps and games when they were small.”


It wasn’t just Jerome whom Clifton Kersey looked after.


“My dad took care of a lot of family members,” Junnie says. “A lot of them didn’t have their own father. He rented out tobacco fields and helped support the rest of the family by giving them all summer work. All us kids worked in them.”


When Jerome and Junnie were six or seven they started picking tobacco for Clifton Sr., along with Jerome’s uncles, Buck and Lawrence. Jerome and Junnie continued working in the fields every summer through high school.


“We’d start about 6 in the morning,” Junnie says. “We’d come home for lunch and Dad would work in his upholstery shop from about noon to four o’clock. We’d go back and work from maybe 5 to 8 p.m. through high school. It was hard work. Sometimes I didn’t want to get up in the mornings, but Dad kept on calling me.


“My mom went to work at 4 p.m. We’d go to my aunt’s house and walk all the way from there to the farm about a mile away. As soon as we got there, we’d get pails of water from the well in back of the house. Jerome and I would each get two buckets of water. We’d see who could take it longer before he had to set it down.”


IN HIS 1998 interview with Hoke Currie, Jerome recalled his years attending Hillcrest Elementary School in first grade, then Clarksville Elementary from second to sixth grade.


“Mrs. King was my first-grade teacher,” he said. “She would spank us on the hand with a ruler if we were chewing gum, talking, acting up. She would tell you to put your hand out and spank you on the palm. If you jerked back, you got another one. Some days she used two rulers. She would get you early morning, too. We didn’t want to get the ruler from Mrs. King.


“Me and a kid named Ricky Crow used to get in a fight all the time in fourth grade. I went to the office so many times for fighting that guy. He was a white kid. He was just nuts. I guess he thought I was nuts, too. One morning, I pushed him into the closet and locked the door and he couldn’t get out while the teacher was out of the room. She sent both of us to the office when she came back.”


As he got into junior high, Jerome had a bit of puppy love with a neighbor two houses down.


“We were kind of childhood crushes,” Tracy Roberts says today. “He was two years older than me. We lived so close. Junnie was right down the street. Mary was around the corner. It was a close-knit neighborhood. Everybody looked out for each other. That’s how we were as a community.”


Tracy says the Roberts’ house was a gathering place for her friends.


“We’d play records and dance around,” she says. “We watched sports together. Normal stuff. Fun stuff. Innocent stuff. My mom would load us kids up in the car out in the country to collect soda bottles, and take that money to buy hot dogs and hamburgers for a cookout. Or we’d pick blackberries and she’d make pies. Or we’d all go to the drive-in together.


“He was very quiet, very shy, but he was very competitive. We’d all play games. It didn’t matter whether you were a girl or a boy, if you did something, he’d defend himself. He didn’t let anybody take advantage of him. One time I hit him and I turned around and ran. He chased me and knocked the breath out of me. I remember telling his grandfather, ‘Mr. Herman, he hit me.’ Jerome got in trouble. He was punished for it. It didn’t happen again.”


Tracy’s mother called Jerome “Jeremiah.”


“I don’t know why,” says Tracy, chuckling. “He’d come to my home and do things to help her. We had a Saint Bernard. He was the only one my mom could find to walk the dog. All the guys would tease him about it, but he didn’t care. He did it anyway, just to be helpful. He was just good that way.


“My brother is much younger. One time all of us went to see the movie ‘Friday the 13th.’ On the way home, Jerome had my brother in his lap. I don’t know if it was because the movie was scary or not, but he threw up all over Jerome. He just laughed it off.


“He had a simplicity about him, a purity. An innocence about him. He was kind. In my life, there will never be a person who views me the same way he did when we were teenagers. It was an innocent, pure feeling. I can’t tell you how good of a person he was.”


ONCE THE KERSEYS moved to the house on Eighth Street, Jerome began playing basketball. There was a court in a park across the street from where the Kerseys lived, next door to where Junnie lived. Clifton Sr. erected a hoop there. “We played on what was a dirt court, with roots on the ground,” Junnie says.


“Jerome spent endless hours on that court, a lot of times alone just shooting and shooting,” neighbor Tracy Roberts says.


“One time when we were 12 or 13, it snowed,” Junnie Kersey recalls. “Jerome came knocking on the door and said, ‘Junnie, let’s play some basketball.’ I said, ‘I ain’t playing no basketball in that damn snow.’ I looked outside, you know what he was doing? He had a shovel out there digging the snow.”


It became a ritual whenever it snowed in Clarksville.


“He’d work for a long time just to get the snow out of the way; then he’d play basketball the rest of the day,” says his grandmother, May Kersey.


Clifton Kersey Sr. and Perry Penn coached the youth basketball teams of Jerome and Junnie from fifth to seventh grade. They would practice on the outside asphalt court at the elementary school. Games were scheduled against school teams from neighboring towns, against YMCA teams and Boy Scout troops.


“Cliff would drive us in his truck to games, and sometimes Perry, too,” Jerome said. “You’d get some money from your parents, but they basically paid the way for all of us. We got to play our games in high school gyms. It was my first taste of organized basketball.”


Junnie recalls an English assignment in sixth grade. Each student had to write a paper on lifetime aspirations.


Says Junnie: “Jerome wrote, ‘One day I’m going to play against Dr. J in the NBA.’ And everybody laughed at him. I know I did.”


Even at 11 years of age, Jerome was all about setting goals — and reaching them.
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Jerome, wearing a bow tie and a smile, at four years old. Courtesy Kersey family
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Jerome at 10 years old, as a fifth-grader at Clarksville Elementary School. Courtesy Kersey family
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Jerome with an Afro at 12 years old, as a seventh-grader at Clarksville Junior High. Courtesy Kersey family
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Bluestone High School in Skipwith Virginia, Jerome’s alma mater. Bluestone will be replaced with a new county-wide high school in fall 2022. Courtesy Wayne Dementi
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Jerome (holding trophy with his left hand and pointing with his right, not wearing glasses) celebrates Bluestone’s Southside district championship that Bluestone earned as a junior in 1979 with a 62-55 win over Brunswick High. Cousin “Junnie” Kersey (left) was hurt and did not suit up the second half of the season. Head coach Jerome Watson stands next to Junnie. Courtesy Jerome Watson/taken by Bob Howerton, formerly of Mecklenburg Sun
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Jerome Watson and wife Pat are now retired and live in Clarksville, Va. Watson coached Jerome Kersey during his sophomore and junior seasons at Bluestone High. Courtesy Kerry Eggers
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Jerome and fellow senior William Park were co-captains for Bluestone High during the 1979-80 season. Jerome’s No. 12 hangs in the Barons’ gymnasium along with No. 6 — the baseball jersey of Michael Tucker, former Bluestone, Longwood and major league baseball stalwart. Courtesy 1980 “Golden Link,” Bluestone High’s yearbook
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The Bluestone High class of 1980 donated this banner shortly after Jerome’s death in 2015. The banner hangs in the Barons’ gymnasium and commemorates Kersey’s career from high school to the NBA. Courtesy Patrick Love, Bluestone High/Mecklenburg County Public Schools
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Jerome is joined by Longwood teammate Kevin Ricks (front row with sunglasses) and Jerome’s grandparents, Herman and May Kersey, at “Jerome Kersey Day” in Clarksville, Va., in 1985. Courtesy News-Progress, Mecklenburg County, Va., taken by Rick Magann
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Jerome is flanked by grandparents May and Herman Kersey at “Jerome Kersey Day.” Courtesy News Progress, Mecklenburg County, Va., taken by Rick Magann
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Clifton Kersey, Sr., and wife Jo-ann in 1986. Clifton, Jerome’s uncle, was a father figure to him during his formative years. Courtesy Clifton “Junnie” Kersey, Jr.
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Jerome (in background) made a surprise visit to Clarksville for the 20-year reunion of the Bluestone High class of 1980 in 2000. From left are Rita Marrow, Marcellette Foster-Rice and Jerome’s cousins, Junnie Kersey and Mary Jones. Contributed by Junnie Kersey/Courtesy Tracy Y. Roberts
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Jerome displays his Virginia Sports Hall of Fame plaque with grandmother May Kersey at his induction in April 2008. Later that year, Kersey was inducted into the Oregon Sports Hall of Fame. Courtesy Teri Kersey Valentine
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Jerome with Bill Bowles, his football and basketball coach as a Bluestone High senior, at the Virginia Sports Hall of Fame induction in 2008. Courtesy Bill Bowles
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Junnie Kersey and Kevin “Huggy” Brandon stand in front of the former Clarksville Elementary School. Junnie was Jerome’s cousin, Huggy one of Jerome’s closest friends. Courtesy Wayne Dementi
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The town of Clarksville is in Mecklenburg County, Va., just north of the North Carolina state line. Known as Virginia’s only lakeside town, it is a popular fishing and boating destination and hosts an annual balloon festival each July. Courtesy Justin Eubank Photography
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Jerome (far right) wasn’t yet a physical specimen during his junior year at Bluestone High. Here he trails play as teammate Chris Watkins shoots against Gloucester (Va.) in the Class AA Regionals. Courtesy Jerome Watson. Photo by Bob Howerton/Mecklenburg Sun
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