



[image: image]













[image: image]
















Any third-party brand names, trademarks, or logos used in this book are the property of their respective owners. The owners of these brands, trademarks or logos have not endorsed, authorized, or sponsored this book.


Text copyright © 2021 by Marcus Thompson II


Illustrations copyright © 2021 by Yu-Ming Huang


Jacket design by Katie Benezra


Jacket copyright © 2021 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Black Dog & Leventhal Publishers


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas


New York, NY 10104


www.hachettebookgroup.com


www.blackdogandleventhal.com


First edition: October 2021


Black Dog & Leventhal Publishers is an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Black Dog & Leventhal Publishers name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.HachetteSpeakersBureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Thompson, Marcus, II, 1977– author.


Title: Dynasties: the 10 G.O.A.T. NBA teams that changed the NBA forever / Marcus Thompson II.


Description: First edition. | New York, NY: Black Dog & Leventhal, 2021. | Includes index. | Summary: “Acclaimed sports journalist Marcus Thompson explores the 10 teams that transformed basketball in this illustrated history of the sport”—Provided by publisher.


Identifiers: LCCN 2020046460 (print) | LCCN 2020046461 (ebook) | ISBN 9780762496297 (hardcover) | ISBN 9780762496280 (ebook)


Subjects: LCSH: National Basketball Association—History. | Basketball teams—United States—History. | Basketball players—United States—Biography.


Classification: LCC GV885.515.N37 T55 2021 (print) | LCC GV885.515.N37 (ebook) | DDC 796.323/640973—dc23


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020046460


LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020046461


ISBNs: 978-0-7624-9629-7 (hardcover); 978-0-7624-9628-0 (ebook)


E3-20210825-JV-NF-ORI














To my favorite little girl in the whole wide world.


You are an array of brilliant colors, making life more vivid. You are the rhythm behind my most random dance. You are the warmth in my laugh, the happiness healing my jadedness. You are the perfect princess.
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Black Dog and Leventhal logo]

















1



DYNASTIES MATTER





The NBA’s special sauce is hatred. It’s like a dollop of sour cream in pound cake batter, or a pinch of cayenne pepper in a latte.


What? You’ve never spiced up your joe?


That’s what hate is for the NBA. Spice. Admittedly, it might sound ridiculous. People love sports. Heart-in-place-of-the-o kind of love. They love their teams. They love the players. They love the games, watching them and playing them. Sports is such a huge industry and so central to American culture because people absolutely love it. They live for it, watch it constantly, talk about it incessantly, dream about it, spend what amounts to the price of a new car on season tickets. This is especially true with the NBA. One of the league’s most memorable marketing ploys was the I Love This Game campaign that ran from 1992 to 1999. Commercials filled with game highlights and fans having a blast were punctuated with celebrities declaring, “I love this game!” Love propelled the NBA, it would seem. People get team logos tattooed on their calves and have players’ likenesses shaved into the backs of their heads by barber artists. They wear hoop jerseys with pride despite revealing hairy shoulders or side boob. They get married at center court during halftime. All for the love of the game.


Yes, love is at the core of fandom, and people across the world love the NBA. But love alone didn’t elevate the league over the last forty years from an afterthought in America’s psyche to a sports behemoth with the kind of magnetism that can supplant politics as the lead story. It wasn’t love alone that pushed the NBA into the mainstream, past baseball in the hearts of many Americans, and made it popular enough to make the NFL pay attention. Love alone is not why the NBA’s biggest stars are among the most well-known celebrities in the world.


In the realm of sports, love is a metaphor for passion. A strong accelerant for that passion is hate. Yes. Hate is how the NBA and its story lines grow from a warm campfire enjoyed among hoop heads to a consuming blaze infiltrating society. Hate helps expand the NBA’s reach past that of diehards and into the curiosity of those who prefer binge-watching Ozark but can’t escape the NBA buzz.


Let’s explain a little further.


“Hate” is not exactly hate in this context. It has become more of an umbrella word used to encompass a host of negative feelings. Dislike. Disrespect. Animosity. Or just good ol’-fashioned jealousy. All of that fits under “hate”—hyperbole for the antagonistic component of fandom. Generally speaking, to be sure. Because sometimes it is actual hate. The real stuff. But that is usually masked, often poorly, behind acceptable sports animus. (More on that later.) In this sense, we’re talking about the “you hatin’” version of hate. The kind that prompts yelling at the television until the foam builds in the corners of the mouth. The kind that triggers frantic all-caps typing in an argument with a stranger on social media. The kind that finds more joy in ridiculing the loser of the game than celebrating its victor. When the hate rises, clashing with the aforementioned love, it creates a duality that explodes interest.




Look at your fists. If you can envision the brass knuckles of Radio Raheem from Do the Right Thing (played by the late Bill Nunn) with “LOVE” on the right hand and “HATE” on the left, you are the coolest person reading this.





It’s akin to the Howard Stern Effect, unofficially coined for the radio personality in the 1990s. In his prime, most of his listeners were people who couldn’t stand him. They disliked him so much they couldn’t help but tune in to the shock jock so he could fuel their rage. They wanted more reasons to clutch their pearls and gasp in horror. So he had those who loved him listening as well as those who hated him, making him incredibly popular. The same happens in the NBA. And when the love is so strong, eventually it spawns hate. And as the hate rises, a phenomenon is created worthy of national attention. Both sides become so consumed, so invested, that casual fans can’t help but be drawn in for the spectacle.


It’s magnified when the hate is among the players. When the country was locked down in the spring of 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic, the airing of the ESPN documentary The Last Dance was pushed up two months to April 2020. In the second weekend of the five-week, ten-episode showing, the excitement was really turned up when it covered the rivalry of Michael Jordan’s Bulls and Isiah Thomas’s Pistons from the late ’80s and early ’90s. Just seeing Jordan’s disdain for Thomas, still after thirty years, instantly reignited the Pistons-Bulls enmity.


The thing about this love-hate dynamic, though, is that it requires a certain level of greatness. It’s so much more than just an unlikable star or a team with an irritating style of play. It takes all-time greatness to inspire these ardent levels of emotion.
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That’s why dynasties have always been good for the NBA.


The entire aura and appeal of the NBA is built on dominant teams with dominant players. The history of the league is segmented into dispensations based on the dynasty that controlled it. It is their collective excellence—usually spearheaded by an elite player whose ability, production, and personality is captivating—that is responsible for pushing the league to new heights.


The modern NBA as we know it began with the birth of the dynasties of Earvin “Magic” Johnson and Larry Bird, who rose to power simultaneously. The two captivated the nation when they were in college and clearly the best players in the land: Magic at Michigan State and Bird at Indiana State. They met in the NCAA title game in 1979 in one of the most anticipated matchups in history, fueled by their contrasting personalities and race relations in America. Magic, the inner-city kid with the boisterous personality and flamboyant game, against Bird, the aw-shucks Midwesterner whose game was fundamental brilliance. They led their respective teams to the tournament championship game, and 40 million people watched these two transcendent stars go at it, marking a 20 percent increase over the 1978 championship game viewership.


People followed their rivalry into the NBA. Magic was selected by the Los Angeles Lakers with the No. 1 pick in the 1979 NBA Draft. The Lakers were already a playoff team, led by Kareem Abdul-Jabbar and featuring exciting, young talents such as Norm Nixon and Jamaal Wilkes. Adding Magic lifted the franchise. The Lakers won the championship in 1980 as Magic famously started at center, in place of an injured Abdul-Jabbar, and played all five positions.


Bird was selected No. 6 overall by the Boston Celtics. The Celtics already had a Hall of Fame–bound point guard in Nate “Tiny” Archibald along with forward Cedric Maxwell and future Hall of Fame center Dave Cowens. But the addition of Bird produced a massive turnaround for the franchise. The Celtics went from 29 wins in 1978–79 to 61 wins in 1979–80 and a trip to the Eastern Conference Finals. A year later, Boston added veteran center Robert Parish and rookie forward Kevin McHale and won the 1981 NBA Championship with Bird leading a loaded Celtics squad.


Magic and Bird ushered the NBA into relevance. Before their arrival, the NBA was all but begging for credibility in the sports landscape. The 1980 NBA Finals featured two popular teams in the Los Angeles Lakers and Philadelphia 76ers. This series was stacked with Hall of Famers in their prime or near it: Kareem, Julius “Dr. J” Erving, Bobby Jones, Jamaal Wilkes, Maurice Cheeks. And the superstar rookie in Magic Johnson. Yet CBS aired three of the games on tape delay.


Game 2 and Game 5 in Los Angeles aired at 11:30 p.m. on the East Coast. The deciding Game 6—when Magic the point guard started at center and led the Lakers to the title—was televised on a two-and-a-half-hour tape delay. NBA ratings were so poor, CBS didn’t think the Finals were worthy of bumping ever-popular tv show Dallas out of its time slot. And that’s not even the craziest part.


In the spring of 1980, season three of Dallas ended with J. R. Ewing getting shot and sparking a whodunit mystery. This is especially memorable because fans had to wait until season four in November to find out the answer, and for eight months CBS ran the famous “Who shot J. R.?” commercials. Season three ended on March 21, 1980. Game 6 of the NBA Finals was nearly two months later on May 16. So the clinching Game 6 between the Lakers and Sixers, one of the most legendary performances of Magic’s career, was actually tape-delayed in favor of Dallas reruns.


Yes, reruns. So disrespectful.


But that’s where the NBA ranked in the hierarchy of entertainment. In the 1981 playoffs, seventeen games started at 11:30 p.m. on the East Coast. The last game to air on tape delay was still five years later, in the 1986 Western Conference Finals between the Lakers and Rockets.


Even with that, though, the NBA was percolating as the Lakers’ and Celtics’ dynasties were building. Bird followed Magic’s 1980 title by winning the 1981 championship. Then Magic won again in 1982, beating the 76ers.


The 76ers made it back to the Finals in 1983, beating the Lakers on the third try. Then, in 1984, the Lakers and Celtics met. It was Magic vs. Bird again. The NBA, fifteen years after the first Celtics dynasty ended, shifted to another gear.


FOLLOW THE ANALYTICS: THE RATINGS


In the first five years after Magic and Bird entered the NBA, TV ratings rose. That couldn’t be said for any other sports league. After they met in the 1984 and 1985 Finals, CBS went from considering dropping the NBA to re-upping with the league for four years at $173 million. When that deal ended NBC swooped in and agreed to pay the NBA $600 million for four years to air games.


Since then, the fifteen most-watched games in NBA history involve a dynasty or a dynastic player. The absolute highest-viewed game in history was Game 6 of the 1998 NBA Finals featuring Michael Jordan’s Bulls, which held an average viewership of 35.89 million. An astounding 72 million people in America watched at least part of the game, which ended with Jordan’s last shot as star of the Bulls, his famous game-winning pull-up over Bryon Russell. Game 5 of that series averaged 30.6 million viewers, good for fourth on the list.


The second-highest viewership average was the series-clinching Game 6 in 1993, when Jordan beat Charles Barkley’s Phoenix Suns on the road. That game averaged 32.1 million viewers.


Seven of the top ten games with the highest viewer averages include Jordan.


The only other game since Jordan to average at least 30 million viewers was the 2016 winner-take-all in Oakland, when LeBron James completed a comeback from a 3–1 deficit to upset the Warriors. It peaked at 44.8 million and averaged 31 million. That was because the Warriors had risen to dynastic realms.


Golden State came out of nowhere and won the championship in 2015. It was the culmination of a three-year journey in which the Warriors constructed a core group and worked their way up the NBA mountain the earnest way—through the draft, through developing their own young talent and through the acquisition of perfectly fitting veterans complementing their core. Then they hijacked the nation by starting the 2015–16 season 24–0, breaking through the ceiling on their expectations. They started drawing comparisons to Jordan’s Bulls as they obliterated the league. Stephen Curry, the league MVP, put together a season like no one had seen before. Eventually, the Warriors broke the Bulls record of 72 regular-season wins, which Chicago set in 1996, a record nobody thought would ever be touched. In the process, the Warriors went from the sexy sleeper to the NBA’s beloved and, wait for it, behated franchise.


Highest NBA Finals Ratings


















	AVG. VIEWERS (IN MILLIONS)


	SERIES


	TEAMS







	35.89


	1998 Finals, Game 6


	Bulls vs. Jazz







	32.1


	1993 Finals, Game 6


	Bulls vs. Suns







	31.0


	2016 Finals, Game 7


	Warriors vs. Cavs







	30.6


	1998 Finals, Game 5


	Bulls vs. Jazz







	29.04


	1998 Finals, Game 1


	Bulls vs. Jazz







	28.2


	2010 Finals, Game 7


	Lakers vs. Celtics







	27.2


	1993 Finals, Game 1


	Bulls vs. Suns







	26.7


	1998 Finals, Game 2


	Bulls vs. Jazz







	26.3


	1998 Finals, Game 3


	Bulls vs. Jazz







	26.3


	2013 Finals, Game 7


	Heat vs. Spurs







	26.0


	2019 Finals, Game 6


	Warriors vs. Raptors1







	24.86


	1996 Finals, Game 1


	Bulls vs. Sonics







	24.7


	2019 Finals, Game 5


	Warriors vs. Raptors1







	24.47


	2017 Finals, Game 5


	Warriors vs. Cavs







	24.12


	1987 Finals, Game 1


	Lakers vs. Celtics







	23.88


	2011 Finals, Game 6


	Heat vs. Mavericks







	23.25


	2015 Finals, Game 6


	Warriors vs. Cavs










Indeed, all the fanfare developed a seething contempt, heightening their fame and the NBA’s along with them. The truth is, and it was true even for Jordan, that when anything gets too popular in the NBA, it inspires a contrary reaction. Add in the cultural elements these players and teams come to embody and the intensity gets real. Because of their visibility and how few of them there are, NBA players have a unique connection with the fan base. They become representations of ideals, beliefs, and perspectives. Fans get entrenched. In 2016, the Warriors had fans on both sides dug in about their greatness or overrated-ness. Then the Finals came around, and the Warriors earned the ire of the enormous and loyal fan base LeBron James has cultivated over his stellar career. Casual fans were like moths drawn to the flame of the heated beef between the warring factions dueling on social media, at proverbial water coolers and between pick-up hoop games across the nation.


The celebration of LeBron’s historic victory was short-lived for his faithful, likewise for the heartache of Warriors fans. The Warriors’ rebuttal was signing Kevin Durant, arguably the best player in the NBA. The Warriors went on to win in 2018 and 2019, vanquishing an overwhelmed LeBron. Of course, that only turned up the hate. The validity of the Warriors’ status was questioned by a legion of dissenters because of their stacked roster. Durant received the brunt of the discreditation and disrespect.




There is a dope book out about this—KD: Kevin Durant’s Relentless Pursuit to Be the Greatest. You’ll love (or hate) it.





And then the Warriors added another All-Star, albeit an injured one, in center DeMarcus Cousins.


It all seemed to break the psyche of the basketball world. No team ever assembled has caused so much dread. Their team was so daunting—five players who are All-Stars in their prime on the same roster—as to render the regular season meaningless. It didn’t even matter that Cousins was available because he tore his Achilles and no one knew if he’d ever be the same. The sackcloth, ashes, and wailing commenced nonetheless. The annual question shifted from who would win the title to how easily would the Warriors win it. Fans bemoaned their favorite team not having so much as a pipe dream of a chance. Media and analysts pontificated endlessly about the state of the league with such a dominant team. The hot takes and think pieces churned. Former players and opposing players decried the decisions of Durant and Cousins to even join the Warriors, questioning their competitive spirit and even their character for choosing to win in such a way. The entire time Warriors fans reveled in the glory of their team’s preeminence.


Golden State leaned into its new role as NBA bully. At one team party, they erected a series of alphabet balloons that spelled out “Super Villains.” Curry, the cornerstone of this sudden behemoth of a franchise, mocked the popular narrative with his Under Armour shoe campaign, which featured the tagline “Ruin the Game” as an inspirational slogan.


The Warriors were bad for basketball, allegedly. For four straight years, they played Cleveland in the NBA Finals. It became a summer tradition. The clashes became decidedly less competitive as the rivalry progressed: The Dubs were seen as the league’s big problem. But maybe everyone should have listened to Warriors All-Star Draymond Green.


“Everyone wants to say, ‘Ah man, this is boring and this, that, and the other,’ but you usually don’t appreciate something until you don’t have it anymore. And so, I think maybe there’s just a lack of appreciation for greatness. But then when you look at a situation, most people have never reached greatness. So maybe there’s just not an understanding of what you’re watching. I think you’ve found two great teams, and we’ve played that way, and maybe people don’t appreciate it because of a blowout or because of a sweep. But people may want to be careful, because I think right now you’re witnessing greatness.”


LeBron eventually left the Cavaliers, dismantling Cleveland’s reign in the East and leaving the Warriors without a formidable opponent to get excited about. It ended up being the Toronto Raptors. The Canadian team didn’t inspire much excitement in the States, but the series was riveting theater. In Game 5 of the 2019 NBA Finals, Kevin Durant returned from a previous injury and tore his Achilles tendon—and weeks later, he ended a season of speculation about his future when he became a free agent and signed with the Brooklyn Nets. In Game 6, Klay Thompson, who’d already missed a game with a sprained ankle, tore his ACL. Cousins played with a torn thigh muscle on the mend. Kevon Looney played with a broken clavicle. The Raptors beat the hobbled Warriors.


The crash landing of Golden State back to earth coupled with Canada’s entire country on tilt over the Raptors ranked as one of the most-watched series as two games landed in the top fifteen most-watched of all time—Durant’s return in Game 5 and the Raptors’ clinching game.


With Golden State out of the picture, their dissenters had the parity they clamored for during the Warriors’ reign. The common refrain was how their dynasty robbed the league of suspense and trivialized the regular season. And now, they’d lost Durant to the Nets and Thompson to injury. Four games into the 2019–20 season, Curry broke his hand and was out four months. The Warriors were off the throne. This was supposed to be a good thing for the NBA.


In October 2019, just before the 2019–20 season began, an article in the Sports Business Journal told of how excited networks that air NBA games were for the coming season. LeBron finally got his costar in Los Angeles as Anthony Davis was traded to the Lakers, making them instant title contenders. Then Kawhi Leonard left the Raptors for the Clippers, returning to American households and joining the No. 2 market in the country. He did it because Paul George joined him by forcing a trade out of Oklahoma City, creating a powerhouse out of the already-good Clippers team. The NBA had two contenders in Los Angeles.


The balance of power shifted again when Russell Westbrook asked to be traded from Oklahoma City following George’s trade. Westbrook landed with Houston to play with former teammate James Harden, pairing two MVPs. With Milwaukee and Philadelphia already in the mix as contenders, the NBA suddenly had several teams entering the season with legitimate hopes for a title.


In addition to the new powers formed, some good young teams were expecting to be even better. The young Denver Nuggets, which finished No. 2 in the Western Conference in 2018–19, returned with postseason experience. Dallas had a healthy and ready-to-go Kristaps Porziņģis, whom the Mavericks got from New York, to give young superstar Luka Dončić a sidekick.


Then rookie Zion Williamson came out of Duke as the most hyped rookie since LeBron sixteen years earlier, landing with New Orleans.


“I haven’t been this excited for an opening day for a long time,” Craig Barry, executive vice president and chief content officer for Turner Sports, told the Sports Business Journal. “We’re coming off one of the most interesting and provocative off seasons, maybe in the history of the NBA—certainly in the thirty years that we’ve been covering it [on TNT].”


Four months after its first article, the Sports Business Journal ran another piece: “NBA’s Local Ratings Dip, Matching National Trend.”


In the article, it reported TNT’s viewership of national NBA games was down 13 percent. Local ratings were also down as thirteen teams posted ratings drops of at least 19 percent. Despite more teams having a chance, and the star power more evenly distributed across the league, the ratings were dropping. The declining ratings was a major point of discourse throughout the 2019–20 season before the COVID-19 pandemic eventually shut down the NBA and all of sports. Then as the season continued in the bubble at Disney World, the ratings suffered even more despite the long wait and supposed appreciation for live games. Even with LeBron, the ratings for the 2020 NBA Finals hit an all-time low. Many factors played into the sharp decline. The pandemic, a recession, and the nation reckoning with race relations were chief among them. Also, the sports calendar was significantly altered. The NBA Finals kicked off four months after its normal time and in a fall cluttered with sports. But undoubtedly, one of the factors was the absence of the Warriors, the magnetic dynasty dethroned by injury and free agency. The bubble produced the Lakers’ first title in a decade but it didn’t feature a dynasty.


History had repeated itself, and it was laid bare for all to see. The NBA thrives on dynasties. So many were in their feelings about the Warriors they forgot what butters the NBA’s bread. The league thrives when a superpower is at the top—setting the bar for the rest of the league to clear, giving the divided fan bases a galvanizing force, giving a single market a reason to go all in, sparking the interest of casual fans with something spectacular. The NBA lost that with the collapse of the Warriors. LeBron James, Anthony Davis, and the Lakers might have left the bubble as a potential dynasty in the making but they didn’t have a sexy rival to generate enough hate, especially after Kawhi Leonard’s Clippers lost early and thwarted the Battle for Los Angeles many wanted to see. It was just the latest and newest example of what makes the NBA arguably the greatest sports league in America: dynasties.


Footnote


1 Includes Canadian viewership
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WHAT IS A DYNASTY?





“To be able” or “to have power” or “dominion.”


That is what the Ancient Greek word dynastéia means and where the word “dynasty” has its origins. The concept carried with it this idea of elongated dominion, sustained by bequeathment.


Merriam-Webster defines a dynasty as both a succession of rulers from the same line, in which the power is passed down, and as a powerful group or family that maintains its position for a long time. Dictionary.com adds a dynasty is a family that is distinguishable by its success, wealth, and the like.


The Qing Dynasty is a prime example, ruling for nearly three centuries in what is now China. Familial dynasties also fit the mold, à la the Kennedys, or even in the fictional form like the Ewings of the ’80s television show Dallas or the Roys of Succession.


But sports dynasties? They are much less official, much more metaphorical.


Dynasties aren’t familial. Well, except in ownership, such as Lakers’ owner Jeanie Buss, whose 2020 championship adds to the legacy of her father, late Lakers owner Jerry Buss. But NBA fans don’t care too much about ownership reigns. Neither are dynasties in sports passed down to the next generation.


Sports dynasties are entities that hold on to power for a sustained period. Being labeled a dynasty is the ultimate accomplishment in team sports. NBA fans don’t dish out such a label lightly. So though there isn’t a tangible bar, it must be cleared.


How long do they have to hold power? How thorough must their dominion be? What are the characteristics that separate dynasties from mere ordinary greatness?


The easiest answer perhaps mirrors the Supreme Court explanation of what makes something pornography. As Justice Potter Stewart put it: “I know it when I see it.” The same could apply for whether a team meets the criteria for a dynasty: You just know it when you see one.


But we’ll get a little more scientific with hopes to qualify and quantify which teams get the ever-so-important designation. Let’s define an NBA dynasty.



DYNASTIES ARE WILDLY SUCCESSFUL


Multiple championships are the bare minimum requirement. Consider it an application fee.


To be classified as a dynasty, a team must go above and beyond multiple championships. Their success needs to be something extra, reach historic levels. Their excellence must be sustained in a way that is memorable and distinguishable.


While at least two titles are required, it helps the case if they are consecutive. A three-peat essentially guarantees a seat at the table. Since it is indeed an incredible feat to make it to the NBA Finals, trips to the championship level are worthy bonus points.


DYNASTIES ARE EVOLUTIONARY


A critical mark of a dynasty is how it raises the level of the NBA and basketball itself.


Dynasties are born of excellence. They are led by players who transcend previous notions of what could and should be done on the court. They dominate with a style of play and scheme that is often revolutionary. As a result, they influence the entire league by becoming the gold standard, forcing opponents to adapt and adjust, even imitate.


So a dynasty should have some kind of pioneering element. Or maybe it went about its success in a different way, a way that forced the game to change. Dynasties should be agents of evolution.


DYNASTIES ARE CULTURALLY RELEVANT


Throughout the life of the NBA, the reigning dynasty has been illustrative of its time. The team is either a microcosm of the society in which it exists or an example of shifting cultural winds. Maybe the team is the one powering the gust. The ability to make such an impact is one of the strengths of the NBA.


Because there are only five players on the court and fifteen players on the team, the audience has always had an intimate relationship with NBA players—especially in the early years, when marketing the game required a level of intimacy. The NBA has been driven by stars from its inception. It has always sold a special kind of access to the best players. When the Lakers moved from Minneapolis to Los Angeles, they’d travel around the city in a truck or van, with a hoop court connected to the back, holding live practices and exhibitions. Jerry West, the inspiration for the future logo of the NBA, was part of pop-up camps in random neighborhoods as part of a grassroots marketing effort.


The star of an NBA team, even the second and third star, experiences a relationship with the fan base similar to that of a quarterback on a football team, or a star of an individual sport. They are able to build a bond with viewers because of how much they impact games. The emotions of wins and losses, of moments, get superimposed onto them because they are in the mix and recognizable. Players who directly affect the outcome of games tend to develop a more intense union with fans. Their contributions are tangible. Since basketball has fewer players on the court than other team sports, that relationship is easier to forge.


In baseball, it’s been decades since the stud pitcher took the mound every day. The starting pitcher throws once every five days now. Also, nine players take the field at a time, and twenty-five are on a roster. In football, eleven players are on the field at a time for each team, and fifty-three are on every roster. And they’re all wearing helmets, which makes it more difficult for fans to recognize and develop a personal vibe with the players. It’s why players want to take off their helmets when they do something great, which is now a penalty in the NFL. In sports with more players, it’s harder for fans to feel that connection. It takes more for players to stand out.


NBA stars, on the other hand, have been able to supplement their performances with their personalities—because who they are is so much more on display. All of that means more adoration, and more scrutiny, and a stronger individual connection with the diehards. With such comes influence. With such comes the perspective of the basketball player, perspectives shaped by the world from which he comes. Thus, central figures of dynasties become spokespeople for an era, ambassadors for causes, inspirations, prominent voices in culture, setters of trends. Their plights and successes are on the table; their convictions become part of their story. The best players, and thus the best teams, have a relevance that extends even beyond the game.


That was perhaps never more true than in 2020. On March 11, Utah Jazz center Rudy Gobert tested positive for COVID-19, and the NBA responded by suspending play. The league was the first domino in what would be a historic nationwide halting of sports.


Some three months later, the NBA worked out a plan to finish the 2019–20 regular season and hold the playoffs inside a bubble created at Disney World. Initially, many players did not want to participate. Video had surfaced of a Minneapolis police officer killing George Floyd, an unarmed African-American man, by holding his knee on the man’s neck for eight minutes, forty-six seconds. People watched him die on social media under the weight of police brutality, and it sparked months of protests around the globe in a plea for the end of racial injustice. Several players voiced a preference to join the marches and protests instead of being isolated from the historic movement that spread into other countries. For some players, playing basketball seemed secondary to the fight for equality. Eventually, play resumed after the National Basketball Players Association and the league reached an agreement. Part of that agreement included the NBA becoming a platform for the players’ participation in the movement. Their jerseys had phrases expressing messages of social justice. The courts were emblazoned with “Black Lives Matter.” Postgame interviews included monologues about policing and the importance of voting.


The clout of NBA stars and their teams, their cultural relevance, was on full display.


DYNASTIES ARE FOREVER


Perhaps the most significant mark of a team, and an indicator of its dynastic prowess, is the legacy it leaves behind.


Does its impact survive and span the generations? Do we end up talking about the team, using it as a barometer for the future? Does the team still captivate us? Does what it did still impress long after its reign has ended?


For the first month of the pandemic, sports fans went through withdrawals as live games were canceled during the country’s shutdown to stop the spread of the novel coronavirus. Accustomed to an unrelenting list of sports options, fans were left with replays of old classic games or binging on Netflix like a recovering addict leans on cigarettes. To appease a desperate fan base, ESPN moved up the date of its ten-part series on Jordan’s Bulls, originally scheduled to release in June 2020. For five Sundays straight, an average of nearly six million people tuned in to watch a documentary about the Bulls dynasty featuring behind-the-scenes footage of their final season. It was called The Last Dance. All ten episodes topped five million viewers each. Only the NFL Draft, a NASCAR race at Darlington, and a special golf match featuring Tiger Woods and Phil Mickelson drew more viewers during the stoppage of sports in the pandemic. More than two decades after they played, Jordan and the Bulls still mattered. And it wasn’t just a thirst for sports because none of the other documentaries that aired in the same window—one about Lance Armstrong, one about the 1998 home run chase between Mark McGwire and Sammy Sosa—got near the amount of viewers as The Last Dance. Nor did any of the seeding games once the NBA season resumed in the Orlando bubble.


The Bulls were just that iconic.


There has to be something special about a dynasty. Something we can’t explain and just know. Let emotion decide. Let the gut have the final say. You’ll know it when you see it.
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THE GEORGE MIKAN LAKERS





In the locker room pregame, George Mikan took off his glasses while putting on his uniform. He could hardly see without them. So he didn’t know what was going on around him. But when he put them back on, his Minneapolis Lakers teammates were in street clothes.


Surprised, he asked what was going on. Slater Martin, the Lakers’ rookie guard, told the big man it was about the marquee on the face of Madison Square Garden. It declared the NBA attraction happening inside that night, December 14, 1949: the host New York Knickerbockers vs. George Mikan.


“It says you’re playing the Knicks. Go out and play ’em,” Mikan told the New York Times, recalling Martin’s reply. “Slater was the instigator of them giving me the rib. Well, I gave them a few choice words, and we all broke out laughing.”


Before Lakers big man Anthony Davis leapt his six-foot-ten frame in the air, extending that seven-foot-six wingspan to catch one of his Inspector Gadget alley-oops, there was Mikan. Every time 76ers seven-foot center Joel Embiid gets the ball down low and goes to work in the post, he is carrying on the legacy of Mikan.


The NBA has an addiction to size. For most of its history, big men have always been the most coveted possession. Some serious draft disasters—Portland passed up on Michael Jordan and Kevin Durant—were born of desperation for a center. The genesis of the NBA’s affinity for a big man is Mikan.


And the genesis of George Mikan is Ray Meyer.


Meyer—the son of a candy wholesaler from Chicago who passed on his plans to be a priest—became a coach after graduating from Notre Dame, where he played for famed basketball coach George Keogan. Meyer ended up working as an assistant under Keogan before an opportunity to be the head man at DePaul opened up. When he got there, he came across Mikan and had a great idea.


Mikan was six foot eight when he graduated high school. He hated being tall. He described himself as round-shouldered because he spent so much time hunching over to hide his height. He was gangly and clumsy. He was so nearsighted, he wore glasses thick like a Coke bottle. He was the walking definition of why basketball was not a sport for big men. He didn’t play in high school, just recreationally in the summer. He wanted to go to Notre Dame, but Keogan thought he was too clumsy.
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But Meyer, the rookie coach, had a vision. And he was quite the taskmaster, with a temper to boot. One of his former players, Jim Marino, told the Chicago Tribune that when he played for Meyer at DePaul they’d race to the locker room at halftime to get the seat farthest from Meyer.


“We were terrified of him at times,” Marino said. “When I signed with DePaul, people came to me and told me what a mistake I had made. ‘He’s a maniac,’ they said. I couldn’t understand what they meant. Here was this nice man who came to our house and ate with us and seemed so jolly. Then I got here and knew what they meant.”


That same energy is what pushed Mikan, who was willing to put in the work. Meyer worked on the clumsiness. He had Mikan jumping rope, shadowboxing, punching a speed bag, and taking dancing lessons. Meyer even developed Mikan’s touch. He taught him the hook shot with both hands, which became Mikan’s trademark. He built his foundation with a drill still used today, even at the NBA level. Stand under the basket and convert a layup on the right side with the right hand. Get the rebound (without the ball touching the ground) and convert a left-handed layup on the left side. Then back to the right side, and back to the left side. It’s called the Mikan Drill. Meyer had Mikan doing hundreds of them. He’d put a towel under Mikan’s armpit on the off hand to keep his form tight.


He was developing not only Mikan’s basketball skills but also his confidence. The not-so-clumsy Mikan was a different breed. He went from Clark Kent to Superman. He went from averaging 11.3 points as a freshman to 23.3 points as a junior. He was named All-American three times.


What Meyer produced was the greatest work of his storied career: the first NBA superstar.


Mikan started with the Chicago American Gears of the National Basketball League in 1946 and led them to the title. His team folded in 1947, so he was signed by the Minneapolis Lakers the following season. In 1948, the Lakers and three other NBL teams joined the new Basketball Association of America and won the title that year, too. In 1949, the BAA became the NBA.


Mikan was instantly dominant, professional basketball’s first superstar. He averaged 28.3 points in his debut season with the Lakers. He upped that to 31.3 in the playoffs as Minneapolis won the first-ever NBA title.


His height and touch made him a terror around the basket. He would park right outside the lane, his teammate would dump the ball down to him, and he was one simple turn from being at the rim. In 1950, the Fort Wayne Pistons developed a unique strategy to counter Mikan: keep away. The NBA didn’t have a twenty-four-second shot clock then, so the Pistons just held the ball. Forever. Fort Wayne won 19–18. Yes, two teams combined to score just 37 points in a forty-eight-minute game. Mikan had 15 of the Lakers’ 18 points.


That regular season, he averaged a career-best 28.4 points. Before the 1951–52 season, the NBA changed the rules to keep Mikan from being able to post so close to the rim. The painted area was widened from six feet to twelve feet, pushing Mikan farther away from the basket.


He responded by leading the Lakers to the next three NBA titles. He won five total, including the first one in the BAA. He made four All-Stars and won three scoring titles.


Mikan turned the giants of the land into coveted basketball commodities. Height became the most precious of metals. In a game where the goal was ten feet high, the humans closest to the rim turned out to be the most valuable. For Mikan, that value translated to confidence, a comfort in his own skin. And because of it, the extremely tall had a new career option.


NBA Finals Appearances
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THE ORIGIN STORY



King Boring was a middle-class accountant in the city of Dearborn, Michigan. His business partner, Maury Winston, was the owner of Winston Jewelers, also in Dearborn. Both sports fans, and looking to get into this new pro sport called basketball, they created the Detroit Gems. Winston came up with the Gems nickname, for obvious reasons.


The Gems entered the National Basketball League for the 1946–47 season, the league’s second season. The Detroit Falcons started the same season in the Basketball Association of America.


The Detroit Gems were easily the worst team in the league, and pretty much one of the worst teams in pro basketball history. They went 4–40. While the Falcons played at Olympia Stadium, the cool home of the Red Wings dubbed the Old Red Barn, the Gems didn’t even have a home court. They were hoping to play at the Dearborn Forum that was under construction, but it was never finished. So the Gems started at Ferndale High School. They eventually downgraded to the smaller Holy Redeemer High School and averaged about three hundred fans per game.


With a debt that got as high as $25,000, Boring and Winston sold the team in 1947. Ben Berger paid $15,000 for the Gems, which calculates to be more than $174,000 today with inflation. Berger owned a bunch of theaters, a big restaurant, and multiple real estate properties. He got his start as a promoter in the early 1900s who dabbled in boxing and wrestling.


Pro basketball was far from a sure thing. College, high school, and even AAU basketball was more popular. But basketball was gaining in popularity after World War II and Berger had a vision, so he brought the NBL to Minneapolis.


“I have been in contact with professional basketball people for more than a year,” he told the Minneapolis Star Tribune in its June 5, 1947, issue. “They have convinced me that professional basketball will be a successful operation in the future even though it is not balancing the books in several spots now. I think professional basketball will be something that is good for Minneapolis. I intend to eventually make this a home-grown team that Minneapolis will call its own. As big league basketball prospers, it will be a credit to Minneapolis to have a team.”


He called them the Lakers since they were playing in “the land of 10,000 lakes.” One of Berger’s first moves was to sign Jim Pollard. The Oakland, California, native and former Stanford star, who left school to join the war, starred for the Coast Guard basketball team in Alameda, California. Pollard took to the AAU circuit after the war. He played a year for the San Diego Dons and a year for his hometown Oakland Bittners, making the national championship game with both teams. Pollard was one of the most coveted amateur players in the country. In September 1947, Berger got him. Even the mayor of Oakland tried to get Pollard to stay with the Bittners, but to no avail. Pollard was the Lakers’ new center.


Two months later, the Chicago Gears squad featuring Mikan disbanded when its league was dissolved. The players were dispersed among NBL teams in an expansion draft. And the newest team, the Minneapolis Lakers, had the top pick.


So Berger, in a span of five months, bought the Lakers and signed Pollard and drafted Mikan. Minneapolis was 3–1 when they finally landed Mikan. They really took off once he came aboard and moved Pollard to his natural position, a small forward. In April 1948, the Lakers played in the Chicago Herald-American world championships, a three-game tournament that drew forty-four thousand total fans. They beat the New York Renaissance—“a Negro touring aggregation” known as the NY Rens—75–71 in front of 16,982 fans. Mikan had 40 points, setting the tournament record. The Rens got 24 points from Nathaniel “Sweetwater” Clifton, who would become the first Black player to sign with the NBA. The Lakers then resumed the NBL season and won the title that year. Mikan averaged 24.4 points in the playoffs.
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In May 1948, the Lakers made the jump to the Basketball Association of America, along with Indianapolis and Fort Wayne. The BAA was an upgrade over the NBL, which operated in small cities. The BAA played in major cities and in larger arenas.


The Lakers drew nearly eleven thousand in the 1949 championship game in St. Paul, beating Red Auerbach’s Washington Capitols as Mikan dominated with a broken wrist. In the crowd watching the game was Vern Mikkelsen, a star at nearby Hamline University. Watching the Lakers win the title made him eager to join Minneapolis.


On August 3, 1949, the NBL and BAA merged to form the National Basketball Association. The Lakers made it to the first-ever NBA Finals, in 1950, against the Syracuse Nationals. The Lakers played the first two home games in the St. Paul Auditorium, getting 10,288 fans in Game 3 and a St. Paul record 10,512 in Game 4. The Lakers clinched the title at the Minneapolis Auditorium before 9,812 fans, a venue record.


Three leagues, three championships, and record crowds. Berger’s gamble paid off. The Lakers were the hottest thing in basketball.





When This Dynasty Reigned




• In the heart of the five-championships-in-six-years run by the Minneapolis Lakers, the United States got involved in the Korean War. Data shows 1.5 million men were drafted to support South Korea in its war against North Korea, backed by China and Russia.


• The “Golden Age of Television” kicked off with shows like The Lone Ranger, I Love Lucy, Dragnet, Lassie, Gunsmoke, and The Honeymooners.


• The Blues, migrating from the deep south to places like Memphis and Chicago, were creeping into the mainstream. Blues legends like Muddy Waters and Howlin’ Wolf paved the way for 1950s stars like Bo Diddley and Chuck Berry, which planted the seeds for Rock ’N’ Roll.







THE FORGOTTEN STAR


The opening slate of games for the NBA’s inaugural season included the Minneapolis Lakers at the Philadelphia Warriors. Mikan, who starred in the BAA before the merger, was the main attraction, but the key matchup was between two leapers. Joe Fulks, a six-foot-five small forward from Birmingham, Kentucky, was the star of Philadelphia and had also been dominant in the BAA. He was known for jumping on his shot, which was uncommon then as most players took set shots. But Minneapolis had a rookie from the West Coast, a six-foot-four forward who was so springy they called him the Kangaroo Kid. Jim Pollard was known for how high he could get up.
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