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CHAPTER 1


“Establish the French reign”


ON THE NIGHT OF JUNE 22, 2023, VICTOR WEMBANYAMA BECAME THE FIRST FRENCH PLAYER TO BE SELECTED NUMBER ONE PICK IN THE NBA DRAFT. A FIRST AND LONG-PREDICTED TRIUMPH. BUT HIS ULTIMATE GOAL GOES WAY BEYOND THE AMERICAN DREAM. THE PRODIGY FROM LE CHESNAY, FRANCE, HAS ALREADY HAD A HUGE IMPACT ON ALL FRENCH SPORT AND HOPES TO EVENTUALLY TURN HIS COUNTRY INTO THE GREATEST BASKETBALL NATION IN THE WORLD.


NEW YORK—Surrounded by the incessant buzzing of yellow cabs passing up and down Times Square, a few blocks from the NBA headquarters on 5th Avenue, the face of Victor Wembanyama is plastered on billboards, his slender frame stretching over tens of yards as he buries a shot wearing the jersey of Metropolitans 92, his former French team.


June 22, 2023. After a three-day emotional whirlwind in the Big Apple, including a rockstar arrival at Newark airport, a ceremonial first pitch at Yankee Stadium and a quick dive into the local subway surrounded by the flashing phones of police officers supposedly there to protect him, it’s D-Day. Or perhaps W-Day.


In just a few hours, the 19-year-old French prodigy (7ft 4in) will be summoned to the stage of the Barclays Center in Brooklyn. The outcome already a certainty for many months, Adam Silver, head of the NBA, will read out his name before giving him a cap emblazoned with the San Antonio Spurs logo. Accompanied by fever-pitch hype not seen at the NBA since the arrival of “The Chosen One,” as Sports Illustrated nicknamed LeBron James—with many local observers feeling the same name could apply in this instance—“Wemby” is on the verge of becoming the first French player to be selected number one pick in the Draft.


This is the starting point of a career which almost everyone believes will make history—interestingly, there have rarely been so few “haters” denouncing the arrival of such a high-profile athlete. His head already in the clouds, on board a plane above the Atlantic taking him to his destiny, on Monday, June 19, 2023, Victor Wembanyama granted French sports daily L’Équipe a rare interview. In his view, “every record—even Wilt Chamberlain’s 100 points in 1962—is made to be broken.”
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While he preferred not to get ahead of himself and reveal what he thought a successful first season or career might look like—although he did say “as many rings as possible”—he revealed one of his dreams: to make France the greatest basketball nation in the world. Or as he succinctly put it: “Establish the French reign.”


How did you sleep in the final days before your departure to the US?


[Laughs] Well, but I’ve not had much of it since the end of the season [defeat in the final playing for Boulogne-Levallois Mets 92 against Monaco]. During the year, I can’t sacrifice a minute of sleep for anything whatsoever if it’s not related to basketball. Now, with all the organization needed for the Draft, I’m sleeping a lot less. It’s not a question of stress. Although I’m sure the excitement will stop me from getting any rest the night before.


As the big day approaches, have you received any special gifts?


I’ve never had so many people simultaneously telling me that they were proud of me, sending me messages. I got to see close family before leaving, barring my sister [Ève] who’s in the French 3x3 team.


She’ll join us later. Rather than getting a physical thing, my gift was being able to spend some time with them.


We know you’re a great reader. Do you have time for it?


Of course. I’ve finished the first two books in The Stormlight Archive. Massive tomes of 850 pages each. I devoured them, and last week did the same with volume two of The Witcher [two heroic fantasy series, one of his favorite genres]. And I’m now reading The Three-Body Problem [a Chinese series], which is sci-fi, but not in the traditional sense. I need things to be different, to not feel like I’ve seen or read them before. And that goes for everything. It’s one of the keys to my existence.


Your current existence is about to change. Is this the first day of your new life?


[Ponders] No. I think the first day will be June 22, the Draft night. That will mark the division between my old life and the new one.


Tell us about your transition into this new era. We saw you were very emotional when the Mets played in Nanterre, your first pro club, for example (May 8, 2023).


I’m not ashamed to cry, it’s just another way of expressing your emotions, like laughing. I don’t hold back, I feel free. There’s no reason to hide it. It was amazing, with fans I’ve known for years still sitting in the same seats, who’d come to say goodbye.


“Wembyyy! Wembyyy!” This was the chant heard throughout the arenas of France, all packed to the rafters, as the first part of your career came to a close. What does it mean to you?


It’s a crazy thing. During the match, it’s hard to think about it, but when I see the images afterwards, I get goosebumps. It’s special to have that kind of impact on people, even when you don’t know them, and even if they couldn’t get a seat—I know it was hard to find one sometimes [Laughs] —I hope I’ll always be able to get France buzzing like that. I have no regrets. With Metropolitans 92, we did something that had never been done before. It’s not the end, but a beginning.


What do you mean by that?


I’m not just talking about me. In terms of French basketball and its place on the world stage, I hope that people will soon see there’s a distinction between everything that’s happened before now, and everything that’s starting today. I hope that all of us working together can establish the French reign.
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The Wembanyama family at the foot of the giant screens in Times Square: from left to right, younger brother Oscar, older sister Ève, Victor, and their parents Élodie de Fautereau and Félix Wembanyama.





Can you say more about that?


I want a French reign, not like Napoleon [bursts out laughing], but simply for France to become the greatest basketball nation in the world and for the long term. That people think of us like that. That we overtake the USA, that they’re the ones saying before a competition: “We have to go and beat France.” We’ve got the Olympic Games in Paris, and then in Los Angeles. A cycle maybe? It’s impossible to say. Only time will tell.


In an ESPN article you said you want to beat the US in the final of the Paris Olympics.


That was taken out of context. I don’t imagine I said it as specifically as that. Of course, as an athlete in a national team it would be a dream to beat the greatest nation in the final. But put like that, it sounds like a provocation.


“I believe there are certain patterns in the universe, and that one way to achieve your dreams and self-fulfillment is to follow those patterns.”


And you don’t want to be provocative?


Actually, I can sometimes be like that, but I need to control it. [Laughs]


Let’s come back to the Draft. In a press conference for the French national team, you said you’ve been preparing for everything that’s happening to you “since you were born.” What do you mean by that?


You can have this dream and these goals inside you from birth. I think I’ve always had that desire and yearning. Not consciously in my early years, of course. But it’s something that lives inside me and it’s what keeps me moving forward.


After the Draft Lottery on May 16, you also said: “the universe told me” (that it would be San Antonio).


I trust in my convictions and it’s always paid off. Lots of things have happened in my life that I don’t see as coincidences. I was sure the Spurs would get first pick. And I’m certain about other things too. But talking about it beforehand can ruin the script. [Laughs] For example, I had dinner with Michael Rubin [American high priest of sports merchandising and multibillionaire CEO of the company Fanatics, which has signed a deal with Victor]. I spoke to him about my theory and later that night I made a video of my prediction for the Lottery. I only showed it to people afterwards.


Have you planned to wear anything special for the big moment—an object or accessory?


It will be a surprise. I’ll wear something that represents me, that says something about who I am. People who know me really well, or take a keen interest in who I am and what I want, could guess what it is.


How do you imagine the moment when you walk on stage?


First of all, you don’t want to trip over. I think that’s already happened? I prefer not to think about it. [Laughs] Clearly, there’s a mystique, an energy around the Draft. When you think hard about something for a long time, you can almost touch it. The moment I hear Adam Silver say that sentence will be powerful because it’s been building in me for years.


This will be a record Draft for France if you’re pick number one, and three players are chosen in the first round.


The previous highest was Killian [Hayes, 7th in 2020], right? He may well be beaten, and … [laughs] not even by me [a reference to Bilal Coulibaly who in the end was picked 7th, the same position as Hayes].
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You like to sing the praises of Bilal.


It’s natural to big up a friend. And most importantly, it’s genuine. People have really underestimated him.


How do you see the NBA game you’ll soon be confronted with, particularly after dealing with ultraphysical defenses in the French Betclic Élite league, where players push the limits, for example Charles Kahudi (ASVEL, in the semifinal) and John Brown (Monaco, in the final). Will you feel finally free?


I’m not going to lie; I did sometimes find the court got too small in France. Some things are allowed there that won’t be permitted in the NBA. But it doesn’t bother me that I went through that. They’re just two different sports. I think I’ll thrive in the NBA, with more space and fewer double teams. One world isn’t better than the other. There are better players in the NBA, but the EuroLeague is superior in terms of tactics and coaching. But then there are US teams that focus more on those areas anyway, such as San Antonio. I’ve got nothing to worry about. I’m sure one day I’ll end up in one of those teams. [Bursts out laughing]


Have you looked into the history of the Spurs in the 2013–2014 season when they were champions with Tony Parker and Boris Diaw?


I know about it, of course. And it’s one of the greatest stretches of basketball I’ve had the pleasure of watching. It’s the perfect example and epitome of collective play, where everyone makes their teammates better. And winning five titles in such a short time [1999, 2003, 2005, 2007, 2014], that says something. Tony Parker sent his congratulations and wished me luck. For me, being in a franchise where there’s that French tradition, the history with TP, Gregg Popovich, and above all the culture, it’s an advantage because it guarantees stability. It’s the best place for me.


And they also had some of the greatest players in history—Tim Duncan (number one pick in the 1997 draft) and David Robinson (first pick in 1987). Can you imagine overtaking them one day?


I’m going to have to work on my bank shot! [Duncan’s signature shot, at a 45-degree angle to the board]. Tim is underrated by the people who rank the best players in history because he’s not flashy enough. Of course, being the greatest is something that builds over time. I can’t say that today. My first goal is to be the strongest on the court, day after day.


What’s your objective in the NBA—to become a kind of European Michael Jordan?


There’s no point in trying to go too fast. Before thinking about revolutionizing anything, I want to be the one who works the hardest and is most committed to building my own story and that of my team.


It seems impossible, but are you dreaming of the title in your first season?


Of course I want it. But only as a competitor. I don’t know the NBA well enough yet. I haven’t even played a game. I’ll approach the season with humility, trying to learn as much as possible so we can win as quickly as possible.


Would the Playoffs make you happy?


We’ll see.


What would a successful career look like?


I don’t have the answer yet.
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“The sole purpose of all of this is to take care of my loved ones, and if I can, to change people’s lives.”


You like to stand out. How will you do that in the ultracompetitive setting of the NBA?


Standing out is the only way to exist. How? By being 100 percent myself, a player who breaks the mold, and who also wins as many rings as possible.


Does that include revolutionizing playing positions and developing on the wing, or even in a playmaking role?


Vincent Collet [France national team coach] made me work hard on the point guard position and I did sometimes play there. I don’t see that as a revolution. It’s a personal vision, my personality. No one can stop me from trying to develop in all positions.


Do records like Wilt Chamberlain’s 100 points in 1962 fire up your competitive instincts?


Of course. Although some of them like his one are really challenging, every record is made to be broken.


Winning with multiple franchises or spending your whole career in the same colors. What does your dream career path look like?


Loyalty is an important principle in sport and one I’m committed to. That’s why I stayed with Nanterre for such a long time [from 2014 to 2021], even though I could have gone to Barcelona or somewhere else much earlier. But honestly, not even being a rookie, I don’t have a say in this yet. I don’t know what tomorrow will bring.


All observers of the sport seem to think the fear of injury hangs over you like a sword of Damocles. Is that a worry for you?


Not at all. Compared to other players of my size, as always, I do things differently. There haven’t been other players like me so there’s no benchmark. What we think we know needs to be rethought. With Guillaume [Alquier, his physical trainer], for example, we work on ranges of movement that are close to actual injuries, so my body is prepared for extreme situations.


You’re already a star. But what type of star do you want to be? American-style bling or an MVP like Nikola Jokić who once crowned goes back to horse racing and isn’t bothered about losing his champion’s trophy along the way?


[Laughs] Between the two. I’m not interested in bling. You’ll never see me wearing an expensive outfit just because it’s expensive or fashionable. I only dress in what I think looks good. That’s why there’ll be a surprise in my outfit at the Draft. Earning money allows you to spend it without worrying about the price of things. For a long time, I’ve believed that money shouldn’t be an issue. And it won’t be. I knew that I’d be rich. But buying luxury brands, yachts, going to exotic countries—I’m not intersted in all that. The sole purpose of all of this is to take care of my loved ones, and if I can, to change people’s lives.
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Vincent Collet said he was counting on you to quickly become a leader, just as Tony Parker was in his time. How does that make you feel?


I was selected for the first time against Lithuania [November 11, 2022, 90-65 win, 20 points and 9 rebounds] and was surprised by the amount of responsibility I was given right from the start. I try to be humble. There are players more senior than me, things that have to be respected. Apart from the U19 World Cup in 2021—the defeat in the final against Team USA still eats away at me—I’d never had that kind of role. But the French team is all about devotion. If you put on the jersey, it’s to sacrifice everything. I’m ready to take on any role.


One of your idols, Kobe Bryant, said he had a constant craving, a yearning, to improve and be the best. What motivates you to do all this?


The simplest answer is self-fulfillment. It’s almost like a script that’s been written for me. And nothing can stop me from following the script, or distract me from what I want to achieve. ⬤




ALREADY A GUEST OF THE FRENCH PRESIDENT


It was on Friday, June 16, 2023, late in the afternoon, between two suit fittings and his final preparations for the big trip. Victor was invited to the Élysée Palace. Accompanied by his father Félix Wembanyama, his mother Élodie de Fautereau and agent Jérémy Medjana, the player from Le Chesnay spent an hour and a half in the company of the French President, the day after his Mets lost to Monaco in the Betclic Élite final at Roland-Garros. According to his staff, Emmanuel Macron had tried to attend a game featuring the basketball prodigy on several occasions, but his attempts were repeatedly thwarted by international obligations. The president was therefore keen to sit down with Victor before he headed to the United States. Their discussions apparently focused both on the player’s career and on the role he might play at the Paris Olympics—sporting, symbolic, and helping to promote the country’s image—alongside the likes of Kylian Mbappé and Antoine Dupont, other huge names in French sport. The interview ended with a tour of the Élysée Palace and its offices, led by Mr. Macron himself.
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THE FRENCH NATIONAL TEAM


2023 WORLD CUP:
SHOCK WITHDRAWAL


In the buildup to the Paris Olympics—a goal declared by Victor as one of the most important of his career—the number of times the new power forward of the San Antonio Spurs has played for the senior team is stuck at four.


Four games contested in the international qualifying rounds of the 2023 World Cup. Enough to join an exclusive club of four players with 20 points or more in their debut games, and to equal Rudy Gobert’s historic record of 17 rebounds in a game, stats which are the stuff of dreams.


A “personal,” “difficult,” but “irreversible” decision


Then, a few days after the Draft, Wemby announced his withdrawal from the World Cup, despite his declarations of intent throughout the year and again a few days before the NBA Draft. It left many feeling frustrated—coach Vincent Collet maybe first among them. It was a “personal,” “difficult,” but “irreversible” decision made after talking with his camp and medical staff, the player explained to L’Équipe, after also missing EuroBasket 2022 to protect a longstanding injury. “It would be unrealistic in terms of development and unwise in terms of health. My goal is to be here for the next 10 or 15 years, not just in 2023. I have to prepare my body to withstand this kind of scheduling, especially with preparations for the Olympics at the end of the year. I hope people will understand. It’s frustrating for me, too. The French team is central to my career. I want to win as many titles as I can with them. But this is a sacrifice I have to make.”


Evan Fournier, team captain in the Euro 2022 competition, said he was “disappointed, from a selfish point of view, as I would have liked to play with him,” but maintained that he understood Wembanyama’s decision. “One hundred percent. I would have made the same decision. It’s not fatigue or about not getting hurt. That’s garbage. The more you play, the better condition you’re in. But he’s facing a huge upheaval. He wants to start his career properly; he has massive goals. You have to meet people, immerse yourself in the culture of the franchise. All that, with all the pressure around him. When he was at Levallois, chilled and stress-free, he didn’t know what was coming. Then he realized he was going to have to work his butt off. It’s a new start, and hype or no hype, your opponents don’t care and your own teammates don’t either. He’s going to have to impose himself, prove himself, show who he is, and that can only happen with time, right there in San Antonio.” Thus it will be Paris 2024 for Wemby’s next time in blue.
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