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You may happen upon it without realizing that this is the work through which your whole life will sing. We should always be ready. We should always be humble. Creativity should always be a form of prayer.


—Ben Okri, A Way of Being Free

















PROLOGUE



LEBRON JAMES ARRIVED EARLY TO THE GYM, EAGER TO LEARN FROM the legend known as Dream. By the time Hakeem Olajuwon walked in at 10 a.m., James had already worked up a sweat.


It was summer 2011, and memories of the prior couple of months still tugged at James. His Miami Heat had lost in the NBA Finals against the Mavericks, 4–2, and James had struggled to score inside the paint, avoiding the area almost completely. The Chosen One, as James was called, seemed… mortal.


Walking back into the tunnel at American Airlines Arena in Miami, he knew his game needed to change. Reggie Berry, now an NBA agent with AMR Agency but also friends with many in James’s camp at the time, thought: ’Bron needs to see Dream. Berry had grown up in Houston and knew one of Olajuwon’s close friends, Frank Rutherford. He brought the idea of seeing Olajuwon to both Rutherford and James’s team, and they all agreed: Olajuwon was just what James needed. To win a championship and to ease the sting of failure, James had to master the paint. And who better to teach him than the center who shimmied and shook opponents into oblivion with his signature move, the Dream Shake?


“I feel like at the end of the day, for me to become a complete player, I’m ready to get down there and be more of an efficient player in the post,” James told Olajuwon on a group call. “I’m ready to make the change in my game.”


That summer, James and his team drove to Olajuwon’s gym, about forty-five minutes west of Houston in the small city of Simonton. The group soon realized this was no ordinary gym. Down a secluded, narrow dirt road lined with pine and oak trees, past a cracked driveway and miles of grassy land, lay the destination: Olajuwon’s four-hundred-acre ranch. The Rockets Hall of Fame center had converted a former livestock barn into his own state-of-the-art basketball gym. His number, 34, was painted at half-court above the word DREAM.


This is where a number of players had come to learn from Olajuwon, including the late Kobe Bryant just a few years before. That even perimeter players sought out Olajuwon was a testament to how unique he was as a big man. He was nearly seven feet tall but operated like a guard, using his quickness, creativity, and mobility to outsmart taller opponents. Whereas most centers were slow and flat-footed, Olajuwon was nimble and graceful.


And he was still in immaculate shape at forty-eight years old when James joined him on the court that day. Wearing a bright orange tank, Olajuwon demonstrated catching the ball above the right block, then spinning toward the middle. Next, Olajuwon showed faking one way, spinning the other way, and finishing with a silky, fallaway baseline jumper. Over and over, Olajuwon completed the move, and then James attempted to copy it. There was no music, no fanfare; one could hear only sneakers squeaking and Olajuwon’s command: “Again.”


“LeBron spent three days there, but he struggled with it,” says Ibrahim Arch, a close friend of Olajuwon’s, who was present. “The moves are absolutely complex. They’re simple, but they’re complex, because it’s all footwork.” As James tried to find his footing, Olajuwon realized how much pressure James had put on himself to win a title. “He was so determined,” Olajuwon later said. “That pushes me, when somebody wants it so much and is so eager.”


Olajuwon worked just as hard as James, sweating through his shirt. He didn’t know how to teach any other way. The joy, for him, was in the doing. He stopped James between each move because no detail was too insignificant to tweak: ducking the shoulder, looking off a defender. Each spin, each fake, needed to be crisp. “It was like a masterclass in the nuances of basketball,” Berry says. At one point Olajuwon and James paused, catching their breath, a smile emerging on each face. It was beautiful. Teacher and student, past and present, standing side by side.


James was finally mastering the moves. And by the next season, his game had evolved significantly. He had become comfortable—dominant, even—in the post. It was gratifying for Olajuwon to watch James win his first championship, over the Thunder in 2012. Olajuwon loved mentoring others as many had for him, including former Rockets star Moses Malone.


Today, Olajuwon’s footprints are all over the NBA; he embodied positionless basketball before the term was commonly used. He played forcefully yet elegantly. He considered himself an artist, and his moves resembled ballet as much as basketball. “He was doing something different [that] no one could do, and no one could teach it except him,” said Jerry West, who gave an interview for this book before he died in June 2024 at eighty-four.


Bill Russell changed the game with his defense. Wilt Chamberlain overpowered opponents with his strength and athleticism. Kareem Abdul-Jabbar redefined the position with his skill, talent, and sheer authority with the sky hook. But Olajuwon brought a different kind of dominance on both ends of the floor with his versatility. Olajuwon is the only player to win a championship, the MVP award, and Defensive Player of the Year in the same season, and is one of just four players to ever record a quadruple-double. He remains not just first all-time in career blocks in NBA history but is also in the top ten for steals, a remarkable feat for a center.


“Let me tell you this: there ain’t going to be another Dream ever in life,” says Gary Payton, former Sonics All-Star guard.


Since retiring in 2002, Olajuwon has kept himself out of the limelight. Some hoops pundits seem to have forgotten about him, leaving him out of all-time-best-player discussions. “I don’t think he gets the recognition he deserves,” says Rudy Tomjanovich, his former Rockets coach.


Olajuwon, though, has never cared for nor sought recognition. And although he may be one of the most underappreciated modern superstars, younger players have long admired him. “The future generations, you look at when everyone was just struggling at one time how to score. Kobe, LeBron. They all went to him. They went to him,” says Kenny Smith, Olajuwon’s former Rockets point guard. “For me, that’s the ultimate compliment, when the greatest players in the game said: ‘You’re the greatest in the game.’”
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A BIG, BOOMING VOICE FILLED THE LIVING ROOM; HIS LAUGH WARMED the entire home. It belonged to Olajuwon, who was visiting his close friend Henri de Ybarrondo one night in December 2022. Olajuwon regularly visited Ybarrondo here in Houston. Ybarrondo, eighty-nine, was his former lawyer and financial adviser, but the two maintained a more personal bond, for Ybarrondo considered himself a father figure to Olajuwon. I happened to be there at the time, interviewing Ybarrondo for this book. Ybarrondo passed away in March 2024.


During his interview, Ybarrondo had sometimes struggled to speak: he had Parkinson’s disease. But when discussing Olajuwon, the joy, the pride, in his voice was clear. He had a profound impact on Olajuwon when Hakeem stood at a spiritual and professional crossroads in the late 1980s. Olajuwon was materially successful, emerging as one of the best young stars in the NBA. But he was, by his own admission, untethered. Lonely, empty. Far from the serene, patient, sixty-one-year-old man of today, Olajuwon was getting ejected from games for fighting, unable to cool his temper, which spilled over off the court as well.


Ybarrondo recalled the concern he felt for Olajuwon, who was not even thirty at the time. “He was alone,” Ybarrondo said. “Hakeem was a kid who came over from Nigeria. He had no one to guide him.” Week after week, Olajuwon came to this very home, sitting in the living room, staring at the religious art and modern paintings on the walls, as Ybarrondo asked him layered questions:


“What do you value?”


“What does it mean to be successful?”


Olajuwon began to realize that Islam, the religion he was raised in, had mostly disappeared from his life. Since immigrating to America, starring for the University of Houston from 1981 to 1984, and then being drafted number one overall by the Rockets in 1984, he was no longer as observant. But after a period of soul-searching, and once he rededicated himself to Islam in the early nineties, he had found an anchor and an inner peace.


His game flourished, too; he became a two-time NBA champion and the 1993–1994 MVP. “He was an unbelievable competitor,” West said, adding later: “I don’t think I would have wanted to play against him and get embarrassed.” Shaquille O’Neal saw that firsthand as Olajuwon and the Rockets swept O’Neal’s Magic, 4–0, to win the 1994–1995 championship. “He was probably the only player I couldn’t intimidate,” O’Neal says. “He played the game the right way.” That series shaped his view regarding his list of the all-time greatest centers. “A lot of people look at championship criteria, a lot of people look at stats, but because he beat me, I always have him before me,” O’Neal says. “It’d probably be Bill [Russell], Kareem [Abdul-Jabbar], Hakeem, and then me.”


In December 2022, when Olajuwon visited Ybarrondo’s home, the two caught up with each other as they often do. Ybarrondo also had a few friends over, and they asked Olajuwon about the NBA recently renaming the Defensive Player of the Year award the Hakeem Olajuwon Trophy. Olajuwon just smiled and shrugged, deflecting praise, as he always does. Sometimes when he’s at an event and a host is announcing his career accomplishments, he thinks the host is talking about somebody else. “He could never have imagined that [his career] would have [gone] that way,” says Arch, also the former vice president of Olajuwon’s off-court venture, DR34M. “He himself is surprised.”


Olajuwon gave much to basketball but was never defined by it. Basketball was part of his life, but it was never his life. He had little to say about the award or the magnitude of the honor.


But before heading toward the door to leave Ybarrondo’s home, Olajuwon asked about something he valued much more. He wanted to know one thing from me: “Did you go to the mosque? What did you think?”
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THE ISLAMIC DA’WAH CENTER, THE MOSQUE OLAJUWON FOUNDED and restored in the mid-nineties, lies in the heart of downtown Houston. Formerly a bank, the imposing space features elaborately painted decorative ceilings. The library on the third floor houses thousands of Islamic texts. Much of the place is finished in teak, Olajuwon’s choice. He has a passion for architecture and design, and he is just as creative off the floor as he was on it. A platinum ball from the 1996 Olympics signed by Olajuwon, alongside the gold medal he helped Team USA win, sits in a nearby glass case. “He still comes here to study all the time,” says Ameer Abuhalimeh, director of the center.


Olajuwon has been studying Arabic for years so he can read the Qur’an in its most original form. “Hakeem is a very, very competitive person,” Abuhalimeh says. “I think that’s part of his nature, to be competitive, and not only that, but he strives for excellence.” He continues: “Hakeem is not [just] practicing Islam; he tries to practice it to the fullest.”


Olajuwon is beloved by Muslims all over the world. Many fondly recall watching him regularly drop forty points while fasting during Ramadan, which commemorates the month of renewed spirituality for Muslims and the period in which the first verses of the Qur’an were revealed to the Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him). During Ramadan, Muslims, health permitting, abstain from food and drink from dawn to sunset. While facing some of the most elite centers in the NBA, Olajuwon refused to take even a sip of water during Ramadan.


After those feats, Olajuwon would speak to the press about Islam openly, lovingly, raising awareness with non-Muslim audiences. Olajuwon’s accessibility made him unique. He attended different US mosques on Rockets road trips, never missing the Friday Jumu’ah prayer. He was, and still is, deeply involved in the Houston Islamic community. “He walks in with humility,” says Majid Syed, Houston native and Rockets fan. “Sometimes you can get caught up in the hoopla and say [to him], ‘What do you think about this?’ And then he goes, ‘Brother, I’m here to pray just like you. Let’s leave worldly things outside of the mosque.’”


Aman Ali, a producer and comedian, was raised Muslim in Houston in the nineties. His mother asked him to begin fasting during Ramadan when he was ten. Waking up at 5 a.m.? No juice boxes? No, I’m not doing that, he thought. Then he saw Olajuwon on TV. A broadcaster noted that Olajuwon “wakes up an hour before sunrise, only has juice and oatmeal, and then has no water or anything else before sundown!” before dominating a game. So Ali began fasting.


Years later, Ali finally met Olajuwon and told him what it meant to see that interview when he was a child. Ali recalls Olajuwon telling him: “You have no idea how many people have come up to me and said, as kids, they saw that story, too, and that’s what got them more into Islam and more into basketball. That, to me, is a greater blessing than any championship, and any trophy I’ve ever won.”


Olajuwon has devoted much of his life to philanthropic work in mosques around the world, but those acts are not much heard about because he refuses to promote them. It is, he notes, against his religious beliefs to seek praise, for those deeds are between him and Allah. “He’s trying to say, ‘Look, it’s not about me. I humble myself. I’m a servant,’” says Lynden Rose, his close friend and college teammate. “He cares about letting his life journey be his legacy, his story.”


Olajuwon’s example as the NBA’s first African superstar continues to shape the next generation, helping usher in a much more internationally diverse hoops era. Recent MVP winners include Giannis Antetokounmpo (Nigeria and Greece), Joel Embiid (Cameroon), and Nikola Jokić (Serbia). And in September 2023, Antetokounmpo worked out with Olajuwon in Houston, the latest NBA star to seek the legend’s wisdom.


Seven players of African or first-generation descent were selected in the 2023 NBA draft, including the number-one overall pick, seven-foot-four Victor Wembanyama from France, with ties to the Democratic Republic of Congo. Wembanyama is a generational talent, one who could reshape the NBA for years to come. In 2023–2024 there were fifteen players born in Africa on opening-night rosters. Those numbers are expected to increase. “Hakeem opened the door,” says Alphonse Bilé, president of FIBA Africa. “We call him the miracle. He was the pioneer.”


Olajuwon’s story has been framed as a dreamlike fairy tale and he himself almost as a mythical figure. Of course, he is neither otherworldly nor a saint. But his story, a powerful meditation on transformation and growth, has been less discussed as time has passed, as another generation has come of age. Unlike his contemporaries, many of whom have transitioned into TV broadcasting or coaching, building their brands on social media, Olajuwon continues his work quietly but meaningfully. He remains one of “the hidden ones,” says Imam Suhaib Webb, former resident scholar at the Islamic Center at NYU (ICNYU) who now runs an online religious school that trains imams and religious educators. Webb is referring to a certain hadith, the compiled record of the Prophet Muhammad’s (PBUH) life, words, and guidance: “Indeed, Allah loves the righteous, the pious, the concealed ones, those who, when absent, are not missed, and when present, are not recognized. Their hearts are lamps of guidance; they emerge from every obscurity into the darkness” (Al-Hakim, Al-Mustadrak, 3:270).


There is much to learn from Olajuwon, a hidden one who continues to guide.















CHAPTER 1



KING


HAKEEM OLAJUWON YEARNED TO DUNK. FOR WEEKS, THE SIXTEEN-YEAR-OLD had been memorizing the proper footwork to gather himself, leap up, and throw the ball down.


But no matter how many times he practiced the steps at the nearby outdoor court at Rowe Park in Lagos, he couldn’t pull it off. Sometimes he’d get nervous, rising to the rim but unable to jam the ball through at the last second. Other times, while focusing so hard on his footwork, he wouldn’t elevate as high as he needed and would land flat-footed, deflated.


It was 1979. He was still very green. The late bloomer had been playing basketball for only about six months, picking up the sport much later than his peers. He was playing for Lagos State, a state team comprised of high school players from various Lagos club teams. “He couldn’t dribble,” says Dominique Ojehonmon, one of his former Lagos State teammates. “He couldn’t do anything.”


But Olajuwon, who has said his last name translates to “being on top” in Yoruba, the language of his family’s background, had a gift that his teammates didn’t: he was six feet eight, taller than anyone else in his school, in his neighborhood.


It was a gift that up to this point he had not come to fully embrace. Strangers stopped and gawked at the teenage Olajuwon as he walked down the street. The attention made him uncomfortable, so he tried to shorten his frame by slouching to the height of his teammates. “Bending, bending, bending,” says Ganiyu Otenigbade, Olajuwon’s former Lagos State coach. Otenigbade, now seventy-seven, laughs, remembering how Olajuwon tried to hide: “Hakeem [was] the shyest kind of person.”


But on the court, Hakeem soon learned he couldn’t afford to be shy. He couldn’t shrink. He was too busy playing catch-up. What he lacked in experience he made up for with heart; Olajuwon didn’t quit on plays, especially when struggling to master a move, in this case the dunk.


During one basketball practice with Lagos State, Olajuwon and his teammates huddled under the hoop as Coach Otenigbade explained a concept. The team then briefly took a break. But Olajuwon, clutching a ball, seemed to have other thoughts. He eyed the rim as if by staring hard enough he might one day dominate it. Suddenly something in Olajuwon spurred him to… go. He bounced the ball hard, then rose to the basket, thundering in his first dunk, clean and commanding.


The gym fell quiet. His teammates looked at one another. Did… he… just…? A chorus broke out: “Hakeem dunked! Hakeem dunked!” Olajuwon was thrilled. “From that day onward,” says Gbade Olatona, another former teammate, “almost any ball that Hakeem [got] was a dunk.”


Soon Olajuwon looked as if he had been dunking for years. His body seemed pulled by some instinct, some power that had lain dormant, bottled, and waiting to be unsealed. Otenigbade smiled, watching Olajuwon learn to harness that power, day after day. This is what he had envisioned back when he had spent months trying to convince Olajuwon to quit handball, an emerging sport in Nigeria that he had taken to, and give basketball a try. Each time, Olajuwon politely resisted.


Olajuwon simply had no interest in hoops.


But after he dunked that ball and eventually committed to the sport, his life would take on a surreal quality. The novice who only reluctantly started playing at sixteen would somehow become one of the greatest basketball players ever? It was a… dream.


“He’s destined to be where he is today,” Otenigbade says. Growing up, Olajuwon never thought about playing in the NBA. For him, basketball was not a vehicle to get somewhere. Be somebody. All he knew was that unbridled joy coursed through him when he hammered home the ball with such force that Rowe Park’s metal-chained nets would rattle for several seconds after each blast.
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AS A CHILD, OLAJUWON PLAYED EVERY SPORT EXCEPT BASKETBALL: football (soccer), handball, field hockey, track, volleyball, table tennis. Anytime there was a competition, Olajuwon was there. Many boys like him began playing football almost as soon as they could walk, as natural as one’s first breath. It had long been the dominant sport of the African continent.


Olajuwon and his classmates would watch weekly telecasts of British football—and sometimes clips of Brazilian legend Pelé. In 1977 they witnessed one of the most upsetting defeats in Nigerian football history, a 1–0 loss to Tunisia in Lagos. Had the team tied, Nigeria would likely have made the 1978 World Cup. Shock permeated Olajuwon’s entire neighborhood. Many internalized the loss. Olajuwon realized that football was more than a sport; it was part of the pride of the country.


Although Nigeria played basketball in regional competitions, it didn’t play at the national level until approximately 1964, four years after becoming independent from Great Britain. Back then, soldiers from Nigeria’s army largely represented the country at the national level, playing pickup games in the quarters of the Dodan Barracks, the official military seat where Olajuwon would later find himself playing against some of Nigeria’s most talented players.


But back when Otenigbade first spotted Olajuwon, a high school junior walking by the basketball courts to get to handball practice one afternoon in 1978, he didn’t know if the young man had any basketball skill: “I fell in love with his height.” Otenigbade, who in addition to coaching Lagos State, served as the basketball coach at Olajuwon’s high school, Muslim Teachers College, so named because it offered additional curriculum for aspiring teachers. He had previously played point guard for Nigeria’s national team from the late sixties to the mid-seventies. He then coached various teams in Lagos, including assisting with the University of Lagos program.


When Otenigbade first caught a glimpse of Olajuwon, he asked some of his players who he was. “That is Hakeem,” they said, “the one we’ve been talking about.”


Olajuwon seemed reserved as Otenigbade introduced himself: “Stay and come have a workout with me.” Olajuwon, respectful in the way that his parents, Salam and Abike, had raised him to be, turned him down. Otenigbade wasn’t about to give up, but he knew that Olajuwon, like many of the boys he coached, was more focused on his studies. Olajuwon often had to sneak out to play football (soccer) in the street because his parents didn’t approve. “Hakeem’s parents were the same as most parents at that time,” says Oliver B. Johnson, another coach who tried to steer Olajuwon to the basketball court. Johnson, now eighty-three, is considered the godfather of Nigerian basketball. “Coach OBJ,” as he is affectionately known, served as Nigeria’s first full-time paid national team coach, from 1971 to 1986: “They always thought that doing sports was for those who didn’t really want to study. They were called wayward people.”


Education was seen as the key to success; sports was viewed more as an extracurricular activity, one that could not interfere with one’s academic pursuits. Many of Olajuwon’s classmates dreamed of studying at a university abroad and returning home to a well-compensated job. Salam and Abike wanted that for Hakeem and his siblings, who included one sister, Kudirat, and three younger brothers: Akinola, Tajudeen, and Abdul Afis. He also had an older brother, Yemi Kaka, fourteen years his senior. The siblings were not competitive with one another because they were in different schools, studying at different grade levels, but Hakeem’s older siblings provided an example of success. Kudirat in particular was “very, very studious,” Hakeem later recalled. She ended up studying at American University in Cairo.


Salam and Abike, devout Muslims, instilled a sense of discipline and commitment. “In that house,” Otenigbade says, “they put God first.”
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OLAJUWON WAS BORN IN 1963, ALMOST THREE YEARS AFTER NIGERIA gained independence from Britain. Salam and Abike raised the family in a bright-red, concrete, one-story, three-bedroom home behind a modest, fenced-in courtyard. They lived at 19 Bank Olemoh Street in Surulere, a middle-class, suburban neighborhood. It was a quiet, idyllic enclave inside the bustling, vibrant, cosmopolitan city of Lagos. Lagos was a hub of innovation, of culture. Of joy. Of honking cars. Of the traffic jams known as go slows, where drivers were helplessly trying to will the traffic to move. Everyone seemed to be going somewhere.


His neighborhood was a melting pot. Olajuwon and his family spoke Yoruba at home, but he was surrounded by many other cultures, languages, religions, and ethnicities: Igbo and Hausa, Muslims and Christians, Europeans and Asians. He was proud to be Yoruba, enmeshed in the culture, especially when it came to fashion.


Teenage Olajuwon loved fashion, thoughtfully piecing together outfits. In a kind of game, he and his friends would try to dress in something so bold they’d be considered trendsetters. They enjoyed going to a popular spot called Keyside, along the marina in Lagos Island, where some of the world’s trendiest styles could be found. “Growing up in Lagos,” says former teammate Oritsejolomi J. Isebor, one “must be a good dresser.”


Olajuwon and his friends also often spent hours plucking fruit for fun from trees behind the last row of houses in his neighborhood. Fresh mangos hung low, ripe enough to eat straight from the tree. Across the street was a makeshift, sandy football field surrounded by scrubby trees and a homemade goal that was made of two skinny poles leaning to one side. Olajuwon, a goalie, loved playing pickup games with anyone who dared to try to scoot one past him. It was easy for him, with his long, lanky body, to stretch one leg out and stop a ball. He also had the quickness to dribble faster than anyone, surprising defenders that someone so tall could move so fluidly.


The field was, in a sense, the center of the neighborhood. Parents could watch their kids playing through their windows. They were close enough to come out if any fights erupted. It was a small, tight-knit community, where everyone knew one another.


A short walk from Olajuwon’s home was the National Stadium, home of the Super Eagles, the national football team. The modern multisport facility, where Olajuwon also trained, had indoor and outdoor basketball courts. It was a concert venue as well, which, from January 15, 1977, to February 12, 1977, hosted FESTAC ’77, the Second World Black and African Festival of Arts and Culture. More than fifteen thousand Black artists, intellectuals, and performers from more than fifty African nations gathered in Lagos for the event.


Olajuwon and his neighbors lived so close they could hear echoes of Miriam Makeba and Stevie Wonder and feel the warmth of the community—of a hundred thousand people marching and dancing at the opening ceremony. Ebony magazine captured the scene in its May 1977 issue: “For the first time since the Slave Trade, for the first time in 500 years, the black family was together again, was whole again, was one again.” It was the “peak of Pan-Africanist expression,” wrote Marilyn Nance, the photographer for the US contingent of the North American delegation, in her collection of photographs from the event, Last Day in Lagos. “For me, it was all about imaging joy.” FESTAC ’77 symbolized the sense of unity that many felt in the country, the culture.


Years later, when Olajuwon attended college in Houston, Texas, and when predominantly white American sportswriters asked him uninformed questions that assumed Nigeria was nothing more than a war-torn, poverty-stricken nation, he was quick to explain the beauty of Lagos: the culture, the food, the fashion, the wealth, the music, the dance.


Fela Anikulapo-Kuti, creator of Afrobeat in the early seventies and a political activist, lived in the neighborhood. Late into the night from their bedrooms, some of Olajuwon’s teammates could hear Fela practicing with his band, Egypt 80, singing songs about the stain of colonialism, maintaining Pan-African identity, and standing up to government oppression. From an early age, Olajuwon learned his country’s history, the shadow of colonization. Things Fall Apart, by acclaimed Nigerian writer Chinua Achebe, was his favorite book.


Lagos, an international port city, pulsed with the steady rhythm of shipments being loaded in and out of the busy wharves. The port was so active that in the mid-seventies it was not uncommon for five hundred ships to sit in the harbor, waiting to be unloaded. Olajuwon’s parents worked nearby in their cement business. Salam and Abike would buy bags of cement from foreign shippers, then resell them to a wide range of customers.


Abike monitored the ships docking at Apapa Wharf, one of the busiest ports. She’d hand out business cards to clients that read “Mrs. S. O. Olajuwon and Sons, Dealers in All Kinds of Cement.” Both the cement and oil businesses were booming. Time magazine declared at the time that “Nigerians can revel in their emergence as black Africa’s richest and most powerful nation—and a rising economic force on the world scene.”


Olajuwon and his family lived in comfortable circumstances. There was always a warm meal, likely featuring some of Hakeem’s favorite dishes, including fufu, a traditional African staple he’d have with soup, and dodo, fried, sweet plantains. His family traveled often. Olajuwon would go to Europe, visiting his older brother, Yemi, who studied abroad at Oxford. Olajuwon also had friends in Italy. But the family wasn’t particularly affluent. Things weren’t always easy when Olajuwon was younger. “We struggled like most families, with modest financial resources,” Olajuwon’s father, Salam, later said. “But we have always been a closely knit and contented family.”


One photograph in the family’s home featured Salam’s father seated on a horse, wearing traditional Nigerian clothing (Olajuwon’s parents also wore aso okes and filas, the traditional gowns and caps of the Yoruba). Hakeem, who, for the most part, preferred to dress in what he considered Westernized attire, would look at this picture often, marveling at his grandfather: how tall he sat, how regal he looked.


Early on, Olajuwon had a skewed view of his parents’ finances, thinking they were rich because every evening after work, he and his siblings would see them counting money by hand. He didn’t realize their palms contained their entire life savings, stuffing each day’s profits under the mattress, as he’d later recount in his 1996 memoir, Living the Dream.


But Salam would teach his kids about what truly mattered in life. “Our wealth is not material wealth,” Salam later said. “Our wealth is born from the fact that every member of this family is his brother’s keeper.” That was especially true for Yemi. He always looked out for Hakeem, reminding him of three family tenets: “Face your studies squarely. Keep away from bad friends. Stay calm, collected.” Yemi was educated, successful, and financially independent. Hakeem knew that he needed a similar work ethic to match his brother’s success, but he wasn’t as focused yet. Like any kid, he just wanted to play in the street. Olajuwon would later recall his parents telling him: “You’re not serious. People who are going somewhere, who are successful, they work. There must be balance.”
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AS COMFORTABLE AS HIS HOME WAS, POLITICAL INSTABILITY OUTSIDE never seemed too far away. Three years after Olajuwon was born, two military coups in 1966 temporarily incapacitated the civilian administration and resulted in the death of prominent political leaders, including Prime Minister Abubakar Tafawa Balewa and the head of the northern region, Ahmadu Bello. The coups planted the seeds for Nigeria’s deadly civil war, the Biafra War, from 1967 to 1970, between the federal government and the army of the breakaway would-be nation of Biafra.


By 1968, some historians estimate that more than a thousand Biafrans were perishing each day. The war would ultimately kill up to one million people and lead to the militarization of federal politics, ensuring that the army would continue to have a prominent role in civic life. As a result, with the exception of a period of short civilian rule under Shehu Shagari from 1979 to 1983, the military ruled Nigeria continuously from 1966 to 1999.


Olajuwon came of age as power continued to shift. In 1975, when he was just twelve, Nigeria had its third coup in under ten years. A year later, General Murtala Ramat Muhammed, the Nigerian head of state at the time, was assassinated in a failed coup attempt. Olajuwon later recalled being fearful: “They were killing people at the top of the government on their way to work. If you were going to work, you might mistakenly get hurt. So everybody went back home.”


In some ways, the country seemed far from the optimistic views that prevailed prior to independence. “The possibilities for us were endless, at least so it seemed at the time,” Achebe wrote in his memoir, referring to earlier days.


Olajuwon poured his energy into his studies. He attended boarding school, a vestige of British colonization. In secondary school his teachers barred students from speaking any other language but English, the national language of Nigeria. Olajuwon saw a big sign that said: “Speaking vernacular is totally prohibited.” That’s when Olajuwon realized Yoruba wasn’t welcome. Students were charged the equivalent of a dime each time they spoke Nigerian languages in class.


The language, however, was welcome at home. “He was a child that was properly brought up,” says Tari O. Preh, a former teammate who currently serves as financial secretary/treasurer of the Basketball Coaches Association of Nigeria (BCAN). When Preh went to Olajuwon’s home, he noticed that “the discipline is there.” Olajuwon’s family “didn’t go out, and stay nights out.”


Olajuwon’s parents sought to teach him Islamic values, including sincerity, honesty, humility, confidence, respect, selflessness, and compassion. They also taught him that “prayer is the answer,” recalls Otenigbade, Olajuwon’s former coach. They didn’t “enforce Islam” on him and his siblings, as Olajuwon later recalled, but he learned Islamic culture and ethics from a young age.


As a boy, Hakeem noticed people preparing to perform hajj, the annual pilgrimage to Mecca that Muslims are obligated to make once in their lifetime if they are physically and financially able (Salam and Abike were both able to make the pilgrimage). Olajuwon attended the local mosque with his parents but wasn’t yet as devout as they were. Sometimes he’d wake up before sunrise and find his mother kneeling on her prayer mat. No matter how long the previous day had been, she didn’t let the sun beat her. Even on weekends, she knelt; she prayed. He was amazed at her commitment. What kind of religion is that? he’d wonder, knowing he didn’t yet have such patience.


His parents fasted during Ramadan. Olajuwon and some of his young friends tried their hardest to fast, viewing it as a challenge, but ultimately couldn’t last until sunset. Abike would allow them to break their fast early, acknowledging their efforts in lasting through the morning. The family would have a big celebration for Eid al-Fitr, commemorating the end of Ramadan. They dressed in their best traditional attire, boasting bright colors and patterns.


On Fridays, when Olajuwon would walk to school in the morning, he could hear radios outside blasting the recitation of the Qur’an, melodically reciting the verses in Arabic. He most loved hearing the Call to Prayer, or Adhan. As Olajuwon would later recount in his memoir, he was so moved by the sound that he’d stop and wait to hear it in its entirety, relishing the way the caller would extend his voice, making each note linger. The rhythms comforted him and those around him. He would see people just as entranced, a beautiful and powerful mass of worshippers allowing themselves a brief respite from the hustle of the day.
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BUT MANY TIMES, OLAJUWON FELT ANYTHING BUT COMFORTED. He just wanted to fit in, to look like the students around him, but that was nearly impossible; the teenager was already much taller than even most adults. “When he is walking on the street, it’s like a show. ‘Hey, who is this man up there walking on the street?’ It was surprising,” says Peter Nelson, a former teammate who currently serves as director of the Nigeria Federal Ministry of Youth and Sports Development. It seemed natural that he would be tall—his father was six feet three, and his mother was six feet even—but that was no consolation.


Hakeem felt so embarrassed in class he’d slink to his seat, not standing up until class ended. He dreaded lining up for prayer before school because everyone noticed a steady line of heads and then… Olajuwon, two, three heads above everyone else. It was humiliating, but he couldn’t skip school; everyone would notice that, too.


As Coach Otenigbade observed early on, Olajuwon was painfully shy. That was evident in the classroom, too. He’d get nervous when teachers called on him to read a passage and more so when they’d ask him to stand and read. The kids were merciless, calling him “dongo,” a slur that he said means “freak.” He felt he had to defend himself and would constantly get in fights. He was known as a bit of a troublemaker, but he was just trying to hold his own.


Sometimes when he was alone, he’d plant himself under the shade of a tree and cry. Why am I such a freak? he’d think. Why can’t I be like everyone else? “I was so out of place,” Olajuwon said later in life. “Sometimes, I would be ashamed of being so tall.”


Once, his parents found him slouching near the doorway of their home so no one would see that he was taller than the frame. Salam, sensing his discomfort, reminded him where he came from. Who he came from. “Stand tall in the Nigerian culture,” Salam said, explaining that the traditional clothes he and his siblings wore to the mosque looked just right on a man of his stature. Such a man, his father reassured him, was unique. Born to be a leader. Such a man should be proud of his gifts, not ashamed.


“When robes hang from such a man,” Salam said, “he looks like a king, and is treated with respect.”















CHAPTER 2



CENTER


A GROWING NUMBER OF COACHES KEPT NUDGING OLAJUWON TO play basketball. Coach Otenigbade, from Lagos State and Muslim Teachers College, wasn’t the only one who saw Olajuwon’s potential. Coach OBJ, the national team coach, would notice Olajuwon walking to school each day because he happened to live nearby. He, too, was captivated by Olajuwon’s height.


Coach OBJ was focused on finding talent and on spreading hoops throughout Nigeria. He’d drive to neighborhoods in his VW Beetle painted green, white, green, Nigeria’s national flag colors, stopping kids on the street and asking if they’d want to try out basketball. “Sometimes they responded, sometimes they didn’t,” he recalls.


He finally approached Olajuwon to see if he wanted to start training with him, with the hopes of eventually having Olajuwon join the national team system. The teen brushed him off and did so again and again as Johnson kept trying. It felt like a losing battle. “The focus was on studying,” Coach OBJ says.


Another local coach, Agboola Pinheiro, made his own attempt with Olajuwon. Pinheiro hoped Olajuwon might join his top-tier team, the Leventis Buffaloes. Like Lagos State, the Buffaloes played other competitive teams throughout Nigeria.


Pinheiro, a former elite player on Nigeria’s national team himself, first spotted Olajuwon at the National Stadium on his way to handball practice. “Please, can you come closer to me?” Pinheiro, now seventy-two, recalls saying, “How tall are you?” Olajuwon told him he was somewhere between six feet eight and six feet nine. Pinheiro was only six feet four but had played as a center.


“Would you like to play basketball?” Pinheiro asked.


“No. Basketball is too tough and rough,” Pinheiro remembers Olajuwon saying.


At the time, Olajuwon was more interested in handball. And his family was a bit wary of allowing him to play any sport. Yemi, Hakeem’s older brother, was also concerned about the coaches’ motives. “They just want to use you,” he’d tell Hakeem.


Olajuwon wasn’t as concerned. He just wanted to compete. He had just started playing handball more seriously. The game, which involved basketball-like movements of dribbling, passing, and shooting, seemed tailored to his strengths. His long arms and big hands allowed him to throw the ball far above his opponents’ heads. His quick feet helped him twist and turn around the court as if he were dancing.


Players could hold on to the ball for only three seconds, so he learned to be decisive with his targets and sharp with his cuts. He could fake and juke defenders, scoring whenever a seam opened. “We called him ‘Hot Shot,’” says Gbade Olatona, his former teammate. “Nobody could stop him. When Hakeem held that handball in his hand, nobody could get near to where he held the ball.”


But even though Yemi was initially skeptical, he wondered if Hakeem might have potential for hoops. Coaches had approached him in regard to Hakeem as well, and his view was changing, so much so that he eventually helped convince their parents to let Hakeem play. Yemi assured them that hoops wouldn’t interfere with his studies, which would remain the priority. Coach OBJ, who had gotten to know Hakeem’s father, Salam, because he lived close to the family’s neighborhood, also put in a good word. “His parents were disciplinarians to the hilt,” Coach OBJ says. “[Hakeem] knew himself, if he didn’t get his studies, that basketball and everything else would be a mirage for him.”


Salam was dubious, but he and Abike finally let Hakeem attend his first basketball practice. “I had no choice but to cool down,” Salam said later, “and pray for him.”
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COACH OTENIGBADE HAD TO FIND A DELICATE WAY OF STEALING Olajuwon away from handball. He knew the handball coach personally and had to be diplomatic: “I [didn’t] want it to look as if I’m trying to lure Hakeem to my side. So, I gave Hakeem all the freedom to go and play [handball]. I didn’t mean to kind of force him to come. I wanted him to get interested because when you are interested in the sport, you’ll want to be a part of it.”


Otenigbade was a renowned coach in Nigeria and was dedicated to helping grow the game throughout the country. “Coach Ganiyu [Otenigbade] had an eye for picking talents,” says Ayodeji Omotoyinbo, a Nigerian sports journalist who has covered hoops for more than thirty years. “He knew how to develop talent.” Otenigbade also seemed effortlessly cool. He wore Chuck Taylor Converse All-Stars and T-shirts from American colleges.


Otenigbade’s steadfastness paid off: Olajuwon found him one day and said he was ready to give hoops a try, but he would also continue playing handball. Under normal circumstances, Otenigbade wouldn’t automatically add Olajuwon to the Muslim Teachers College school team because he was a beginner and hadn’t yet earned his keep, to say the least. The season was also already well under way. “But in order not to trample his interest,” Otenigbade says, “I said, ‘OK. I’ll give you room to go to Sokoto with me as a kind of exposure.’”


A tournament in Sokoto State called the All-Nigeria Teachers Sports Festival awaited in northwestern Nigeria. Otenigbade didn’t have much time to tutor Olajuwon, but he demonstrated some basics. He walked inside the key, explaining the three-second rule. He showed him how to catch the ball in the post and hold it high. “Whenever they give you the ball,” he said, “take the ball up because guards will not be able to get there with you.”


Olajuwon wasn’t exactly a natural. During his first game in Sokoto State, when the ball came to him in the final seconds, he didn’t know how to properly shoot or dunk yet, so he simply tried to chuck the ball in. It rolled around before sputtering out. He was frustrated with himself. I give up. I don’t want to play this game anymore, he thought.


But there was also a stubborn part of him that didn’t want to quit, especially because Otenigbade kept reminding him of his potential. Olajuwon didn’t play very much as the tournament wore on. His teammates weren’t impressed by his talent but welcomed him anyway. “Everybody knew that, look, this one is an asset,” says Olatona, the former teammate, “because he stood much more higher than every one of us.” He also towered above the competition among other elite teams across Nigeria. (Each of Nigeria’s nineteen states at the time had its own team.)


However, Olajuwon was astonished by his teammates. He watched them dribble, crossing the ball over between their legs, behind their back, without once looking down. It seemed pure sorcery to Olajuwon. How can they do that? he thought.


In the coming months, Otenigbade taught him the fundamentals of the game. Nothing flashy. “Perfect the basics” was the coach’s motto. Otenigbade taught him that the center position is the sun around which everyone orbits. The paint was his to own. The center defends, scores, and, if he works hard enough, dominates. He could always control his intensity on defense. Otenigbade told him, “You cannot let anyone score.” He also showed Olajuwon how to box out: how to put his body on someone and how to swing out his elbows if anyone tried to slap the ball away. It was as if he were saying You have the right to take up space. You have the right to be tall.


Olajuwon had spent so many years trying to slouch that being affirmed in this way was a bit shocking. Someone was praising him for what others had mocked. “This is an American game,” Otenigbade told Olajuwon. “There are a lot of tall people there.”


“Taller than me?” Maybe he didn’t have to hide anymore. Maybe he could be… powerful.


Sometimes during practice, Otenigbade would break into a big smile. He saw beyond this moment, those airballs. He saw someone who ran harder than any person his height should be able to. But it was the intangibles that made Otenigbade “fall in love with him.” It was the way Olajuwon listened. The way he respected his elders. “He’s quick to learning,” Otenigbade says.


But Otenigbade stressed that improvement would take time and that he would have to be patient. Olajuwon struggled, kept mixing up the footwork for a layup. He also lacked proper shooting form. And he was so skinny that he couldn’t hold his own on the block. “I’m gonna just tell you straight up: I wasn’t impressed,” says Akin Akin-Otiko, a former teammate, looking back on Hakeem’s early days. “But he caught on like wildfire.”
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ALTHOUGH BASKETBALL WAS NEW TO OLAJUWON, THERE HAD already been a rich history of hoops across the African continent. Football wasn’t the only sport.


Basketball was initially more popular in northern Africa, in Africa’s predominantly Arab countries, as well as those once occupied by France, because of their proximity to Europe, where basketball was already blossoming. Egypt was particularly dominant in hoops, participating in the 1936 Olympics, the first time basketball was an official competition in that event. Between 1937 and 1953, Egypt claimed two medals at the FIBA EuroBasket, including one bronze in 1947 and one gold in 1949. And Cairo is believed to have hosted the first international basketball competition within Africa, in 1949.


Africa’s predominantly English-speaking countries, such as Nigeria, began to play basketball much later, after independence in the early 1960s. Although the first-ever formal basketball game played on the continent is not recorded, missionaries and/or French, English, and Italian schoolteachers introduced the sport, according to Sal “Red” Verderame, an American coach from Connecticut who coached around that time in Sudan, Ethiopia, Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria, Côte d’Ivoire, and Senegal.


Verderame served as basketball coach for the then–United Arab Republic at the 1964 Olympic Games in Tokyo and helped the UAR team win gold at the Pan-Arab Games in Cairo in 1965. He was one of the first US coaches to come to Africa on behalf of the State Department, writing in his 1967 book Basketball in Africa: “The future of basketball in Africa is very promising.… There is no doubt that African teams soon will be among the best teams in international competition.”


Basketball began to take off in the Central African Republic, Côte d’Ivoire, Senegal, and later in Angola, which would become a dominant power for decades to come. Once Nigeria’s National Stadium was built in 1972 to host the second-annual All-Africa Games, a sort of Olympics, hoops began to spread in the country.


A crowd of fifty thousand roared as more than three thousand athletes from forty African nations marched in a torch-lighting ceremony to open the All-Africa Games. It was at that point the largest gathering of African athletes in recorded history. Throbbing drums and a marching band boomed in the distance as dancers flipped and cartwheeled across the pristine eight-lane, all-weather track. A twenty-one-gun salute echoed in the night air, and a thousand pigeons were released into the orange-and-red sunset sky. About a month before, Nigeria’s military ruler, General Yakubu Gowon, had declared that the stadium was an “essential product of our development efforts and a symbol of our aspirations in the field of sports.”


In the 1960s and 1970s, great Nigerian players emerged, such as Emmanuel Chagu, who is believed to be the first Nigerian to shoot from above his head (previously, players launched shots from their chest). Alabi Adelanwa, another one of Olajuwon’s early coaches, was the first modern-day big man to play with his back to the basket. The late general Joseph N. Garba, a shooting guard for the Scorpions from 1964 to 1970 on Nigeria’s army team, was also instrumental in growing the game.


Coach OBJ was another crucial voice. He was born in Washington, DC, but found his way to Nigeria in 1969 after serving in the US military and then the Peace Corps in Kenya. As an African American, he had long wanted to travel throughout the continent. He settled in Lagos and began to scour the neighborhoods for talent or, truthfully, for anyone taller than he was at six feet. “I was one of the tallest people in Nigerian basketball,” Coach OBJ says.


“I knew the job was bigger than just me. All I was trying to do is set the infrastructure.” Coach OBJ estimates that when he started his work in the early 1970s, there might have been fewer than five hundred kids actively playing basketball in all of Nigeria, which then had twelve states. (Today, there are twenty-five thousand active players, OBJ estimates.) He’s still teaching the game throughout the country. “OBJ has been so important to all of us,” says Masai Ujiri, president of the Toronto Raptors, who was one of those dreamers, growing up in Zaria, Nigeria. Ujiri had become the first African general manager in major US professional sports when he joined the Denver Nuggets in his previous post.


Coach OBJ constantly fed Ujiri stories about Olajuwon. “He was my first coach,” Ujiri says. “He really identified with the youth and basketball players. All he wanted to do was develop the game in the continent.”


But back then? “We weren’t competitive at all,” Coach OBJ says. “Very few facilities existed when I came in.” Among other innovations, Coach OBJ introduced the importance of keeping stats among coaches in the area.


Many international coaches had an impact on the game in those early years, too, including Vladislav “Lale” Lučić, a former Serbian coach and player who began coaching the Nigerian national team in 1976. “At that moment, basketball was not that known and popular,” Lučić says. “There were many talented players at the time I arrived, but the national team had no success in international competitions.” Prior to his arrival, Nigeria’s team would often fall to its fellow West African countries: Togo, Benin, Mali, Côte d’Ivoire, and Senegal.


There were other international coaches in Nigeria contributing to many different sports. American coaches had also been traveling to Nigeria and to other African countries since the 1950s and 1960s, on behalf of the State Department and as members of the Peace Corps. Jim McGregor, an American from Oregon, coached the Moroccan national team and the Central African Republic national team while also conducting clinics in Gabon, Senegal, and Nigeria. Mal Whitfield, the three-time Olympic gold-medal–winning runner, was a foundational figure in sports diplomacy across the continent. The Hall of Famer worked abroad for four decades. YMCA missionaries also played a key role.


The Harlem Globetrotters also came to Africa, dazzling with their high-flying tricks and moves. Prevented at times from playing in professional leagues in the States, and treated as second-class citizens in the Jim Crow era, they became, as Esquire put it in 1948, “the game’s most indefatigable travelers.” According to Dave Zinkoff, the team’s traveling secretary, the Globetrotters’ appearance in Casablanca inspired “the most enthusiastic crowd ever to cheer the Globetrotters,” which had played on nearly every continent.


Celtics Hall of Fame coach Red Auerbach and point guard Bob Cousy also traveled to Africa on behalf of the State Department in the early 1950s and 1960s, visiting Rabat, Tangier, Marrakesh, Dakar, Casablanca, Port Etienne, and more. Cousy left with an appreciation for the passion and intensity of the players. “Their interest level for the game…,” says Cousy, now ninety-six, “they were so committed to it. It was impressive.”


Cousy and Auerbach were there for diplomatic reasons. “The State Department was interested in making friends,” Cousy says. “I remember them telling us: ‘We give them money, but they don’t love us. But when we send the people from the arts or sports, it seems to make a stronger bond.’ And basketball was just getting started.” The State Department began sending prominent Black athletes such as Whitfield, the Globetrotters, and Celtics star Bill Russell, promoting a skewed image of how Black people were treated in the United States. The State Department encouraged them to reinforce an image of egalitarianism abroad, an image that didn’t correspond with the reality in America, where Black people often faced discrimination, segregation, and violence.


Russell visited various African countries, including Liberia. “I found a place I was welcome because I was Black instead of in spite of being Black,” Russell said in 1963. He eventually started a fifty-thousand-acre rubber plantation in Liberia because of his desire to live in “an America without discrimination.” Visiting a class in Liberia, he was particularly moved when a student asked him why he was there: “I came here because I believe that somewhere in Africa is my ancestral home.” He wept.


Kareem Abdul-Jabbar visited Nigeria on behalf of the NBA in summer 1971, when Olajuwon was just eight. It was the first time the NBA had been on African soil, planting seeds to germinate in decades to come. Abdul-Jabbar, then on the Milwaukee Bucks, traveled to Africa with teammate Oscar Robertson and their coach, Larry Costello, after winning the 1971 NBA championship. The twenty-five-day State Department–sponsored tour began in Algeria, then continued in Senegal, Mali, Nigeria, Tanzania, and Somalia. The visitors conducted coaching clinics and shooting exhibitions, and met with players and coaches.


Ahead of the trip, the New York Times wrote: “Basketball is the fastest growing sport in each of the countries on their itinerary.” The United Press International (UPI) quoted Costello as saying how “enthusiastic” Nigerians were about basketball.


Abdul-Jabbar stressed to reporters that the tour shouldn’t be interpreted as his being an ambassador for American policies and that he “opposed U.S. policies on Indochina and on racial matters.” He also said he would decline an invitation to visit South Africa, given the nation’s apartheid regime. It was a deeply meaningful experience for him and would shape his politics for years to come.


Many did not realize that the trip to Africa precipitated his insistence on being called by his new name: he had changed his name from Lew Alcindor to Kareem Abdul-Jabbar in 1969. Days before departure, he said to reporters: “Now that I am going overseas to represent my country, I would appreciate that courtesy.” He corrected journalists who called him “Lew” or “Mr. Alcindor.” “I have been kind of quiet about it until now,” he said. “But now since I am representing my country as Kareem Abdul-Jabbar, I would like to get that respect from you, from my countrymen.”


He felt pulled to Africa, viewing the tour as a “return to the fountainhead,” telling reporters that he had studied African history at UCLA and long wanted to travel to Africa: “My grandfather was from the West Indies, but he spoke Yoruba and I think he came from Nigeria.… In a lot of ways, going to Africa is like going home.” He also felt this trip was a pivotal step in his ongoing commitment to “the betterment of Black people,” said his father, Ferdinand Alcindor, also interviewed before the trip.


Abdul-Jabbar and Robertson played in front of big crowds on the trip, including seven thousand in Senegal who “roared every time Jabbar or Robertson moved,” according to State Department cables. As the Senegalese daily paper Le Soleil wrote, “It is very lucky and encouraging for us that the visit of the celebrities of American basketball gives us the chance to learn more, and to persuade ourselves that to reach the top we still need to work and persevere.”


Coach OBJ spent time with the visitors, showing them traditional Nigerian food. They originally told him that they couldn’t play actual games, given NBA stipulations. But on their last day they had a change of heart. OBJ made sure that Abdul-Jabbar and Robertson were on opposite teams. It was supposed to be a light scrimmage. “Kareem put on a show,” OBJ says. Part of that might have been a result of a Nigerian player scoring on him. The crowd was ecstatic.


Olajuwon wasn’t present, of course, and had no memory of the trip. But he would later learn about Abdul-Jabbar from his coaches and teammates. “We had access to television and NBA programming all the time,” says former teammate Akin Akin-Otiko. And, fast-forward, one day Olajuwon would compete against Abdul-Jabbar and even be hailed as his successor as the next great NBA big man.
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TEENAGE OLAJUWON CONTINUED TO PRACTICE WITH OTENIGBADE, despite some early struggles. On occasion he would notice people on the sideline laughing at him, saying things like “Look at the big guy miss!” At times, Olajuwon felt ashamed, but he would tune out the noise and sprint back on defense. He would rise up, swat his hand high, and smack the ball down with such force that the ball would fly out of bounds.


Having finally pulled off his first dunk at practice, leaving his teammates awestruck, he started dunking whenever he could. The moves now came easier to him. Although he was still thin as a twig, easy to bump around, he brimmed with promise. He was naturally gifted, not just in terms of athleticism but also in his hoops IQ. He anticipated the exact time to rotate over to block a shot from the weak side. He had remarkable coordination and agility from playing football (soccer) as a child, as well as handball. “He was probably the best handball player in Lagos,” says former teammate Dominique Ojehonmon, also on the handball team. “He was a workaholic.”


That work ethic fueled him on the basketball court, too. During one hoops tournament in Akure, the capital of Ondo State, in early 1979, only a few months after he had begun playing, Olajuwon scored with ease, looking far more polished than he had in Sokoto State. “He was a different kind of player,” Otenigbade says. The tournament’s final game was physical. Opponents were fouling him, clobbering him every which way, ripping his jersey. Olajuwon’s team had lost, and he was so furious with the referees that he asked Otenigbade to talk to them. “Why can’t you go to them and talk to them, to stop them from the way they are officiating?” Otenigbade recalls Olajuwon saying.


Otenigbade laughs at the memory: this young, inexperienced player, who could barely make a layup, wanted the referees to show him a little more respect? But it was clear to Otenigbade: Olajuwon was passionate, determined. He cared about basketball more than he let on.


At the same time, he was still practicing as hard, if not harder, for the handball team. His basketball teammates tried to convince him to leave handball and focus solely on hoops. “We had to try as much as possible to talk to him, to woo him to come assist us,” says Peter Nelson. Nelson was the point guard, the one who’d most regularly pass to Olajuwon in the post, so he made it his personal mission to foster Olajuwon’s commitment to basketball. He let him know that he cared about his progress, continuing to pass the ball to him in the post day after day. It wasn’t because Nelson saw incredible potential, though. “We didn’t see him as he was going to be a great basketball player,” Nelson says. “But we wanted his height.”


Playing both handball and basketball had its complexities. On road games, Olajuwon represented his school in both sports and therefore was toggling between what seemed like two worlds. Players slept in the school’s dorms, so he had two rooms: one in the handball players’ dorms and one in the basketball players’ dorms. Often, when basketball teammates came looking for him, he was gone. “We were already resigning our hope to the fact that handball had him primarily,” says Lagos State teammate Gbade Olatona. “We had to be patient.”


That was evident at the 4th National Sports Festival in Oluyole in 1979, held in Ibadan. Olajuwon represented Lagos State in both sports. He’d play one game and then hop into a vehicle that would transport him to the other sport’s game. He was often late because one game would end when the other began. “Hakeem was working like a superhuman being,” Olatona says. “We’d be looking for him, thinking, ‘I hope they bring this man on time.’”


Sometimes he even had to switch sports mid-game. “Both coaches wanted Hakeem, but they could not reach an agreement,” says Colonel Sam Ahmedu (retired), who played for the Nigerian Universities team at the World University Games in Romania in 1981. He now serves as president of FIBA Africa’s Zone 3, which includes Nigeria and a range of neighboring countries. “They [eventually] agreed: Hakeem would play five minutes of basketball. He will leave the basketball court and go and play five minutes of handball.”


As fatigued as Olajuwon might have been, he never showed it. In a game against the Kano Pillars, one of the premier clubs in Nigeria in the 1970s and 1980s, Coach Otenigbade had a conflict and couldn’t attend, so the late Sunday Osagiede, another one of Olajuwon’s coaches, known as “Papa Jam,” took over. With Hakeem’s help, the team pulled out a gritty 64–63 victory. Local Nigerian papers printed a photo of Olajuwon and his teammates jumping, screaming, lifting Osagiede on their shoulders.


Olajuwon’s mother, Abike, once reluctant to let him play, was beaming when he got home from defeating the Pillars. She could hardly believe it. She kept newspaper clippings about him, including a picture of him with his gold medal hanging from his neck. He had also won gold in handball at the same tournament. Punch, a Nigerian newspaper, took a particular interest in covering Olajuwon: one of its journalists, the late Ayo Ositelu, lived in the Surulere neighborhood. Ositelu followed Olajuwon’s rise with pride, once writing that he was “our golden boy.”


Opponents started realizing that Olajuwon was talented. He intimidated on defense, making guards think twice about entering the lane. He started toying with them, almost letting them blow by him, and when the ball handler thought he was safe, Olajuwon would come out of nowhere and pin the ball on the glass. He loved that feeling. His teammates saw how quickly he was improving. “He didn’t come with the intention to come and play basketball,” Nelson says. “[But] eventually he discovered that this was where he really belongs.”


As his focus shifted from handball to basketball, Olajuwon began to play for several teams simultaneously. Now he couldn’t seem to get enough of hoops. And his coaches from these various teams worked on reinforcing this newfound enthusiasm. Otenigbade, Coach OBJ, Pinheiro, Osagiede, and Adelanwa spent hours with him, working closely with Olajuwon so he would want to stay for good.


One afternoon after a training session, Pinheiro remembered Olajuwon coming up to him, asking: “Coach, have I done well?” It warmed Pinheiro’s heart—how sincere, how earnest the teenager was. Olajuwon was humble around veteran players, too, such as Tari O. Preh, who had a strong, wide body that could challenge Olajuwon in ways his peers couldn’t. “I was his sparring partner,” Preh says. Olajuwon respected him, sometimes even carrying Preh’s gym bag. There was still a shyness to him. “I just saw him as a kid brother that needed protection and guidance.”


But Olajuwon wouldn’t back down on the court. Another side of him emerged when the two would battle one-on-one. They’d play to ten, with Preh giving him an eight-point running start. Olajuwon would almost always lose. But as he became more confident, he would say, “Give me six this time.” Then, a few months later, “Give me four this time.”


Once, Olajuwon attempted to block Preh’s shot, but with such uncontrolled force that he clipped Preh’s hand, eventually leaving a scar. “The scar is still there, in the middle of my four fingers,” Preh says. The future basketball star learned something valuable that day: blocking shots is as much about anticipation and finesse as it is about power; it’s a dominant yet delicate act.


Looking back, one can wonder if Olajuwon would have stuck with basketball without the dogged encouragement and protective care of his coaches and teammates. “It was a community effort,” says Akin Akin-Otiko, his former teammate, “because we believe that if one of us makes it, we all can make it. And that was the hope.”
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