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INTRODUCTION


Quite simply, Michael Jordan is one of the greatest sportsmen of all time. Even that doesn’t do him justice, though, as he’s also a legend off the court too. His story is both inspirational and aspirational, rising from humble beginnings to quickly prove himself and win fans in college. Fuelled by a ferocious work ethic, and brimming with natural talent, Jordan continued to rise higher and higher.


Drafted as the number three overall pick in the league by the Chicago Bulls in 1984, he soon became one of the most recognisable players in the league, known for his distinctive playing style and appetite for winning. Jordan led the Bulls to six NBA championship titles, becoming a genuine superstar along the way before calling time on a glorious career after 15 years… even if it wasn’t all without drama.


Jordan’s skillset on the court was matched by his business acumen off it. His momentous deal with Nike in 1984 to produce the now-iconic Air Jordan sneaker changed the world of sports-wear endorsement forever… and made Jordan a billionaire along the way.


Add that to the lead role in one of the biggest movies of the 1990s, Space Jam, and a smash-hit Netflix documentary, The Last Dance, and it’s clear that we may never see another sport star quite like Michael Jordan.


Whatever his achievements off-court, it is in basketball where his star shone brightest, with his remarkable stats and achievements, his ability to win games almost single-handedly, and, of course, that gift of soaring through the air in a superhuman way.


Jordan has been an inspiration to a generation of basketball stars, but, despite his ability to almost fly, his feet – in Air Jordans, of course – have always remained firmly on the ground.
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Chapter 1


Tunnel Vision


To begin with, Michael Jordan wasn’t viewed as anything special at all.


But his self-belief, the grounding his family gave him, and a God-given talent soon changed the minds of the doubters…
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I was born with a nosebleed and my parents were worried that there was something wrong with me. Later on, when I was a baby, I fell behind my parents’ bed and almost suffocated. Then, when I was about two years old, I picked up two wires next to a car my father was working on. It had been raining and, again according to my father, the shock sent me flying about three feet.
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Michael recounts a childhood littered with close calls, For the Love of the Game: My Story, 1998.
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My father pulled me aside that summer and he said, ‘Look, you don’t look like you’re headed in the right direction. If you want to go about doing all this mischievous stuff, you can forget sports.’ That’s all I needed to hear. It was like from that point on, it was tunnel vision.
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Michael recalls a pivotal talk with his father, James, The Last Dance, Netflix, 2020.
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He had to spend the entire day sitting and studying in my car. And I parked where I could regularly look out the window to check on him, and make sure he was there working on his studies.
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Deloris Jordan
Michael’s mom recounts the time her son was briefly suspended for tackling a school bully—twice! Nypost.com, April 2023.
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One summer, my mom said, ‘You just got to work,’ and she got me a job as a maintenance man in a hotel. Man, I quit that job so quick! I just couldn’t do it; I could not keep regular hours. It just wasn’t me.
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Michael’s destiny was never hotel maintenance, GQ, March 1989.
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I was a nobody. And he was better than me. People knew him before they knew me.
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On how his friend—the 6’ 7” Leroy Smith—got in the 1978 Laney High School varsity team ahead of him in ninth grade. He vowed to never allow that to happen again, GQ, March 1989.





[image: ]


I’m going to show you—nobody will ever work as hard as I work.
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His pledge to his coach that the varsity setback would be a one-off, cnbc.com, April 2020.
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If you want to bring out the best in Michael, tell him he can’t do something.
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James Jordan
Michael’s father learns reverse psychology worked wonders for his son, bbc.co.uk, May 2020.
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I was so nervous my hands were sweating. I saw all these All-Americans and I thought I was just the lowest thing on the totem pole. Here I was, a country boy from Wilmington. But the more I played, the more confident I became. I thought to myself, ‘Maybe I can play with these guys.’
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On discarding his feelings of inferiority at his first basketball camp, ncaa.com, March 2022.
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At North Carolina, when they recruited me and asked me to attend the university, it was an opportunity to prove myself. Up to that point, everybody had heard that this kid is pretty good, but we don’t know how good. He came from a small town. He wasn’t preseason All-American. He wasn’t in the top 100 high school kids. He didn’t attend AAU games, and he was not a ranked player in the nation.
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On his chance to prove himself, cigaraficionado.com, August 2005.
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Everybody in Wilmington expected me to go to North Carolina, sit on the bench for four years, then go back to Wilmington and work at the local gas station.


[image: ]


On the low expectations of his hometown, GQ, March 1989.
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I never thought I’d be able to play at a Division I school. Nobody from my high school ever had before. It really shocked me when North Carolina started recruiting me. I never thought that could happen.
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