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			LeBron James for GQ in 2017. The “King” flexing his royalty with a resplendent burgundy peacoat and a ball that might’ve been touched by Midas himself.
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			Throughout his career, Walt “Clyde” Frazier’s dominance on the court was matched only by his flashiness off it. Photographed on the Brooklyn waterfront—he was a New York Knick from 1967 to 1977—with his new Rolls-Royce, 1973.
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			At the 1988 NBA Slam Dunk Contest, Michael Jordan was still building his legacy as one of the most stylish players of all time.


			
WHAT’S STYLE?


			George “Mr. Basketball” Mikan barreling across the lane and banking his signature hook for two . . . Bill “Secretary of Defense” Russell leaping almost to the Garden’s rafters to knock a high-arching shot damn near into the nosebleeds . . . Julius “Dr. J” Erving defying physics as he swoops behind the backboard, his planetary ’fro close to kissing the foam, and reverses a one-handed layup over outstretched Lakers . . . George “The Iceman” Gervin all but floating the length of the court and, over a packed key, finger-­rolling a ball that falls from heaven straight through the net—swish . . . Larry “Legend” Bird shooting a silky baseline floater in the game he played with his off hand just because he could . . . Earvin “Magic” Johnson fast-breaking in the Forum with his signature high dribble and legerdemaining defenders with a wide-eyed lookaway that finds a divining Michael Cooper for the score . . . Michael “Air” Jordan soaring from the free throw line in that mythic dunk contest, the GOAT’s sky-walking legs abaft, right arm double-­clutching the ball above his head, left arm winged at his side . . . Allen “A.I.” Iverson step-back crossing Tyronn Lue off his feet—ankles, ankles—then stepping over his fallen foe with the aplomb of a human who feels implacable . . . Steve “Captain Canada” Nash zigging and zagging and spinning and twirling through a whole team of confounded defenders before sinking a crunch-time mid-range fadeaway . . . LeBron “King” James bounding from a whole other dimension to smack Andre Iguodala’s crunch-time, could’ve-been-a-game-sealing layup almost through the glass, an astonishment that helps his Cavs win their very first championship . . . Stephen “Chef” Curry launching a f-i-f-t-e-e-n-t-h all-star three-pointer from a deep corner and turning to a section of gobsmacked courtside fans while the ball arches to affirm what he knows: splash . . . Temetrius “Ja” Morant turning the Nuggets into a facile skills challenge and soaring into a sublime 360 that ends with an immaculate off-hand finger roll.

			The transcendent ones.

			WHAT’S FASHION?

			We watch sports for exemplars of excellence, for the chance to see a human flout physics, best odds, prove mettle, for the sagas born of the perennial pursuit of victory.

			We remember feats like the ones above for how they testify to physical gifts and bear on the outcomes of games, but also for the flair in which they were achieved.

			In other words: The greats, or soon-to-be greats, enthrall us not only by what they do but by how they do it.

			By their style. 

			Style—a way of doing and seeing and being seen. A way of expressing taste, a sense of beauty. A reflection of whether one tends toward conforming or fancies oneself an iconoclast. Style—one of the most explicit ways to define individualism, personality, identity.

			This is me. This is me. Only me, is its aspirational mantra.

			But this book ain’t about style in general nor style of play, but personal style/fashion. That is to say: what someone wears; how they wear it. 

			Personal style demands a stance on aesthetics. At its purest, it proclaims someone as a one of one, declares that they’ve discovered the most apt expression of the truth of themselves. At its best, personal style is intentional to the hilt but looks oh-so effortless.

			While the choices that comprise it are individual, personal style never occurs in a vacuum. Rather, those decisions are ever and ever a reflection of politics and economics; cultural shifts and popular trends; of broader values, beliefs, mores. Style, you see, is always an amalgam.
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			LeBron James of the Los Angeles Lakers arrives at the Crypto.com Arena dressed to the silky nines on February 7, 2023, the night he became the NBA’s all-time leading scorer, breaking a long-standing record held by former Laker Kareem Abdul-Jabbar.
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			76ers star Allen Iverson pushed the limits of NBA conformity throughout his career—including with his trademark devil-may-care lollipops. He spurred a diaspora of style around the league, personified by the likes of (above, from top) Stephen Jackson, Richard “Rip” Hamilton, and Carmelo Anthony (left, with LeBron James).

			

			INFLUENCE

			For most of its first seventy-five years, the NBA has been dominated by what some sports outlets have dubbed teams of the decades. 

			In the early years, it was Mikan and his Minneapolis Lakers, who won five championships from 1949 to 1954. Russell’s Boston Celtics won eleven championships in thirteen seasons from 1957 to 1969. Johnson’s Los Angeles Lakers and Bird’s Celtics together won eight of the ten championships of the 1980s: rivaling bicoastal dynasties that propelled the league to tremendous growth. 

			Jordan’s Chicago Bulls dominated the 1990s, doubling up on three-peat championship runs that helped cement Jordan as not only the most influential NBA player of all time, but at one point during his playing days, the most famous human being on Earth. Since then only the Kobe-and-Shaq Lakers have completed a three-peat, though the Steph-Klay-Draymond Golden State Warriors are at four total chips and counting.

			While soccer is the most popular sport in the world, the top ten spots on Forbes’ 2022 list of The World’s Most Valuable Teams were owned by American sports teams. (The NBA was represented by the New York Knicks at number 6 with $5.8 billion; the Golden State Warriors at number 8 with $5.6 billion; and the Los Angeles Lakers at number 10 with $5.5 billion.) As well, the United States owns the largest share of the global sports market: 32.5 percent as of 2018.

			Not only is the U.S. sports market the most lucrative in the world and its teams the most valuable, NBA players—many of whom display remarkable personal style—are the most well-known athletes. In 2019, ESPN published its most recent World Fame 100, a respected statistical ranking of athletes’ global influence. There were three NBA players in the top twenty. LeBron James came in at number two overall and number one in endorsements ($52 million), followed by Steph Curry at number nine and Kevin Durant at number eleven. In fact, those three were the only Americans in the top fifteen. The highest-ranked American football player? Tom Brady at number thirty-one. And the lone baseball player on the list was Bryce Harper, who squeaked in at number ninety-nine.

			STYLE MATTERS

			While exceptional play is no doubt the nexus of why an NBA player matters to the masses, personal style has become an undeniable part of what commands our attention. 

			Prior to the release of Beats by Dre, the trendy headphones that hit the market in 2008, Jimmy Iovine—the legendary rock producer and partner of Dr. Dre in the creation of Beats—met with Maverick Carter, one of LeBron’s confidants and business partners. Iovine ended up sending LeBron fifteen pairs of the headphones. 

			As a result, LeBron bopped off the plane—as did many of his ­teammates—for the Beijing Olympics wearing an Olympic T-shirt and a pair of the headphones, birthing a pivotal viral moment. The headphones had been marketed as equipment for musicians, and as a way for regular consumers to “hear what the artists hear.” But LeBron and a planeload of NBA Olympians showed the world that Beats weren’t just useful for audiophiles. Beats were cool.

			Sales of the headphones boomed. 

			Prior to 2008, it seemed Madison Avenue believed athletes could do little more than shill apparel and equipment; sports drinks and cereals; the occasional car. But that year, LeBron’s impact on Beats by Dre—­magnified by the fresh age of viral marketing—signaled to ad execs that, perhaps like never before, star basketball players could exert massive influence beyond sports and its adjacent realms.

			Soon the NBA players themselves—and not just the megastars—discovered what hip-hop had known going back at least as far as Run-DMC’s 1980 collaboration with Adidas, a sentiment distilled in Jay-Z’s famous line on Kanye West’s “Diamonds from Sierra Leone”: “I’m not a businessman / I’m a business, man.”

			Nowadays NBA players are brands unto themselves.

			The story of NBA fashion over the past seventy-­five years is also, in many ways, the story of America. Basketball and fashion have always been intertwined in a way that reflects our national ethos. See remnants of America’s World War II rigidity in the crisp, minimal uniforms of the 1950s. The newfound freedom of Black men to express themselves in the fur coats and bare chests of the 1970s. The flouting of corporate respectability in Iverson’s baggy denim and ample tattoos. 

			The confluence of professional basketball and fashion holds a mirror to American culture. But it also, as we shall see, helps define it.
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			Julius “Dr. J” Erving always understood the importance of individuality. Uniondale, New York, 1974.
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			Miami Heat superstar Dwyane Wade proving he understood the assignment for Paris Fashion Week 2018.


			THE ERAS

			This book is organized by eras rather than decades. Decades are arbitrary measures of time. But an era is different. An era is a report on the times, a span defined by the zeitgeist, by the political and cultural milieu, by the events that will go down in history—years that often forge distinct fashion.

			The Conformists: 1946–1963

			Flamboyance: 1964–1980

			Jordan: 1981–1998

			The Iverson Effect: 1999–2009 

			Dress Code: 2010–2015 

			The Insta-Tunnel Walk: 2016–beyond

			The indelible ones across the eras:

			Picture Wilt “The Big Dipper” Chamberlain in baggy pleated pants and long sport coat, his fifties-style fit paired with a dark tie and pocket square. 

			Bill Russell and Lew Alcindor (a few years before he renamed himself Kareem Abdul-Jabbar) with their arms slung over the dwarfed-in-size-but-not-stature Muhammad Ali at the famous Cleveland Summit—the Secretary of Defense decked out in a three-piece suit and patterned tie, the Captain in a double-breasted suit with paisley neckwear. 

			Julius Erving swaggering outside the Nassau Coliseum in a cream-colored shirt and bell-bottom pants, the tint of Dr. J’s oversize shades matching the burgundy of his leather lace-ups, plus golden: both his digital watch and his pinkie ring. 

			Walt Frazier strutting from his car into Madison Square Garden, “Clyde” in a fur-trimmed sport coat—part of a three-piece getup—his fedora cocked just so, a luxurious leather bag in hand. 

			Envision Earvin Johnson all smiles in a light-colored suit with wide-legged pants and gator-skinned boots, Magic shaking the hand of his coach Pat Riley as he cools on the hood of a Corvette, his Finals MVP trophy gleaming beside him. 

			Shaquille “The Diesel” O’Neal, towering on the sidelines during a night off from the Lakers, a seeming infinity of buttons on his knee-length Laker-purple suit jacket, a hefty gold medallion hanging to the middle of his broad chest. 

			Michael Jordan at the Space Jam premiere—Air Jordan’s left ear adorned with a signature gold hoop, the jacket of his capacious gray suit, the one with the collarless black shirt beneath it, about as long as his wingspan.

			Dennis Rodman a shock on the red carpet of the MTV Video Music Awards, the Worm in a sparkling crop-top camisole, baggy jeans, and scuffed combat boots, his mini Afro dyed pink. 

			Allen Iverson sideline posted on a night off, A.I. quintessentially, unabashedly hip-hop in an oversized Pelle Pelle sweat suit, giant diamond bracelets, pair of long diamond chains, diamond studs the size of a basketball, and his intricate braids wrapped in a thick white headband. 

			Dwyane Wade swanking to a Balmain show during Paris Fashion Week, D-Wade decked out in an off-white sport coat, tab-collar black shirt, and jeans, his combat boots strung with mismatched laces—polka-dot green in one, fluorescent orange in the other—his look finished with mirror-tint shades. 

			LeBron James swaggering through a tunnel during the NBA Finals, the King so fresh so clean in a Thom Browne signature suit, striped socks, and skinny tie, all gray, plus a green alligator version of the Mr. Thom bag and sunglasses dark as limo tint. 

			Russell Westbrook broadening the boundaries of NBA fashion during New York Fashion Week—the Brodie dressed in an ankle-length skirt, ivory cardigan, and wingtip combat boots—all Thom Browne—daring made more emphatic by his shirtlessness and his electric-blue hair.

			See Jayson Tatum sauntering into Chase Center for Game 1 of an NBA Finals, the young star LeBron nicknamed “The Problem” super chic in Dolce & Gabbana’s two-face sport coat (one side of the jacket featuring a navy-and-white pin-striped fabric with a paisley lapel and the other side a pink top half with a black pin-striped bottom), the sleeves rolled to flaunt its leopard-print lining—a sartorial boldness paired with colorful Nike Dunks. 

			Jalen Green—so new he hasn’t been christened with a handle yet—ultralight beaming on draft night in a sparkly pin-striped bell-bottomed Balmain suit, a high-fashion look he complemented with a white lace shirt and a diamond-encrusted choker chain and number four pendant.

			Picture them, envision them, see them, the next ones and the next . . .
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			Russell Westbrook epitomizes the redefinition of masculinity during New York Fashion Week 2022.
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			Style in sports often mirrors the culture at large. This photo shows three extraordinary athletes looking dapper— (from left) Bill Russell, already a Celtics legend; Muhammad Ali, former and future heavyweight boxing champion; and Lew Alcindor, a star at powerhouse UCLA who would become a Hall of Famer as Kareem Abdul-Jabbar—as they gathered to support the rejection of the draft at an event in Cleveland in 1967.
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