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      Chapter One:1963–78


      Beginning the Journey


      

         The journey counts. When you get to the destination, you don’t look back and say you should have done this or that. You enjoy

            it all the way through. Getting there is what really counts.

      


      — Hakeem Olajuwon


      Coming from Hakeem Olajuwon, star center of the Houston Rockets, those words ring true. For no other player in the National

         Basketball Association has made a journey quite like the one taken by Olajuwon. Olajuwon’s love of basketball led him from

         Africa to the United States, first at the University of Houston and then with the Houston Rockets. His has been a journey

         filled with hard work, big dreams, and the constant desire to become a better player. It has made him a world champion, an

         Olympic gold medal winner, and one of the best players in the history of basketball.

      


      

         Hakeem Olajuwon was born in Nigeria, a country in Africa. From watching movies and television, you may believe that Africa

         is covered by jungle and that animals like lions, hyenas, and elephants lurk around every corner.

      


      In reality, only a small portion of the continent is jungle. In the north, Africa is dominated by the Sahara Desert. Large

         expanses of central and southern Africa are covered by the savanna, an area of grassland not unlike the Great Plains of the

         United States. Only the African interior, near the equator, is jungle. And as is true for most places in the world today,

         Africa’s wild animals are quite rare and are confined to national parks or remote, little-populated areas.

      


      Nigeria is located in West Africa, on what is referred to as the Guinea Coast. With more than 120 million citizens, it is

         the most populous country in Africa. It is also one of the larger nations on the continent, about the size of Texas. The south

         coast of Nigeria, along the Atlantic Ocean, is lush and humid, while the north is drier and part of the savanna.

      


      Nigeria is one of the most modern African nations, 

         and the port city of Lagos, on the mouth of the Niger River, is an industrial and commercial center of more than a million

         people.

      


      Hakeem Olajuwon was born in Lagos in 1963. His father, Salam, and mother, Abike, lived on the outskirts of the city. They

         were cement merchants, purchasing cement at the port and then selling it to builders. It was hard work, but the Olajuwons

         knew their business.

      


      Hakeem was one of six children. He had an older half brother, Yemi Kaka; a sister, Kudirat; and three younger brothers — Akinola,

         Tajudeen, and Abdul Afis. The family belonged to the Yoruba tribe and spoke Yoruba at home. Their religion was Islam. Life

         was lived according to the culture of the Yoruba people and the traditions of the Islamic religion. While the children usually

         wore Western clothing, Hakeem’s parents still dressed traditionally in long robes.

      


      Salam and Abike kept a close eye on all their children, including Hakeem. They made sure they knew who his friends were. They

         did not allow him to spend time with anyone they did not approve of.

      


      

         In the culture Hakeem grew up in, children who were troublemakers often found themselves shunned by their peers. If Hakeem

         or any of his friends started hanging around with the wrong crowd, others in the group would speak up. That made it easy to

         stay on the right track. A child who was well behaved, well mannered, hardworking, and intelligent was admired both by adults

         and by children.

      


      Hakeem’s parents were very strict but loving. All the children were expected to do their chores and treat their parents with

         respect. In return, the Olajuwons provided for their children and were always available to give them guidance.

      


      Even though Nigeria was growing rapidly and the Olajuwons were well off, every young Nigerian dreamed of going to either Great

         Britain or the United States to study. At school, the Olajuwon children were expected to work hard and do well. Hakeem’s older

         brother, Yemi, had set a fine example. He won a scholarship to study in Great Britain. The Olajuwons expected nothing less

         from Hakeem.

      


      School in Nigeria is very demanding. So many different languages are spoken throughout the country 

         that, beginning in the first grade, English is taught to all Nigerians so everyone will be able to communicate. In fact, most

         classes are taught in English. Students wear uniforms and have to pass difficult exams while adhering to high academic standards.

         There is little time for play.

      


      Although Hakeem was an excellent student, particularly in math, there was nothing he liked better than playing. His home was

         in a complex of houses that surrounded a large open field. Whenever he could find the time after finishing his schoolwork

         and his household duties, Hakeem would race outside to play in the field with the other children.

      


      Soccer was their favorite pastime. Sometimes they would play for hours as different players drifted in and out of the game.


      Hakeem loved playing soccer. He had always been tall for his age and sometimes was teased by children at school. As a result,

         he was very shy. But when he played soccer, he forgot all about his height.

      


      But Hakeem’s parents thought that soccer was a waste of time. So when he was playing in the field, Hakeem always kept on the

         lookout for his parents’ car. When he saw it coming down the road, he would 

         race home, sit down at the table, open a book, and pretend that he was studying.

      


      When Hakeem was twelve years old, his parents sent him to a boarding school called Aladura Comprehensive High School. He lived

         at the school and saw his parents only once a month, on visiting day.

      


      It was difficult to be away from home, but one thing helped Hakeem adjust and make new friends. After class each day, the

         boys were allowed to play soccer!

      


      He usually played goalkeeper. It was hard for the other teams to score on him. Whenever a player broke loose in front of the

         net and took a shot, there was Hakeem, stretching out his long arms and knocking the ball away. Other times he played fullback.

         Although the position is primarily a defensive one, every once in a while Hakeem would race downfield with the ball and try

         to score.

      


      After one year at the boarding school, Hakeem transferred to Muslim Teachers College. Despite the name, the school was more

         like a high school than a college. After graduation, he could either teach if he chose to or go on to attend a university.

         He also received instruction in the Islamic religion. It was near 

         his home, so he moved back and walked to school each day.

      


      Best of all, the school sponsored its own sports teams that competed against other teachers schools. Although Hakeem was one

         of the younger students, he played goalkeeper on the soccer team and ran track. Everyone could tell that Hakeem was one of

         the best athletes at the school.

      


      When Hakeem was fifteen, the school introduced a new sport — team handball. At first, Hakeem wasn’t interested, but his friends

         couldn’t stop talking about the new game. So Hakeem decided to give it a try.

      


      Team handball is played by two teams of seven players and is something of a mixture of soccer and basketball. The ball is

         like a heavy volleyball, and the object of the game is to throw it into a goal about half the size of a soccer net. To move

         the ball downfield, players can dribble it like a basketball or pass it to another player.

      


      Hakeem discovered that he was good at this new game. His hands were big, and he found it easy to grip the ball and throw it

         hard and fast into the net.

      


      

         Hakeem particularly enjoyed setting up several yards in front of the goal with the ball. From there, he could shoot, fake

         a shot, or make a surprise pass to another player on his team. Within a few weeks, Hakeem felt as if he had been playing team

         handball his entire life. He was the best player on the team, and he stopped playing soccer to concentrate on the new game.

      


      Each year, the Nigerian government sponsored a national athletic tournament for teachers schools, sort of like the Olympics.

         The Muslim Teachers College handball team was one of the best in Lagos, and Hakeem looked forward to competing against other

         schools in the country.

      


      But just a few weeks before the sports festival, the team received some bad news. Because team handball was such a new sport,

         there were not enough teams to hold a tournament at the festival. The team handball competition was canceled.

      


      Hakeem was devastated. He had looked forward to attending the tournament more than anything!


      Then he had an idea. For months, the school’s basketball coach, Ganiyu Otenigbade, had pleaded 

         with Hakeem to give basketball a try. Hakeem was already six foot eight, and from watching him on the team handball court,

         Coach Ganiyu thought Hakeem might be a good player. “This is your game,” he told him.

      


      Hakeem had always refused. He had never played basketball; he didn’t even understand the rules. But now, only a few weeks

         before the big festival, Hakeem changed his mind.

      


      He decided to give basketball a try.


      He approached Coach Ganiyu. As Olajuwon later described in his autobiography, Living the Dream, as soon as the coach saw him coming, he began to laugh. He knew how much Olajuwon wanted to go to the sports festival.

      


      “Ah,” he said when he saw the look on Hakeem’s face, “I told you this was your sport.”


      All Hakeem said was “I want to play.”


      Suddenly Coach Ganiyu turned stern. As much as he wanted the tall fifteen-year-old on his team, he wanted to make sure that

         Hakeem was serious.

      


      “Don’t come here thinking you’re just going to this tournament,” he warned. “This is permanent.”


      

         Hakeem Olajuwon nodded his head in agreement. He was now a basketball player. But there was just one problem: Hakeem Olajuwon

         didn’t have the faintest idea how to play. He had a lot to learn.

      


   

      Chapter Two: 1978


      The Big Man


      

         Basketball was a mystery to Hakeem Olajuwon. Few Nigerians played, and there was no opportunity to view the sport on television.

         He had never even watched a full game. He had always been busy playing other sports.

      


      Coach Ganiyu invited Hakeem to practice and led him onto the basketball court for the first time. At other outdoor courts

         the rest of the team practiced with some assistant coaches.

      


      The head coach grabbed a basketball and told Hakeem to watch closely. Then he dribbled once, jumped, and made a layup, the

         easiest shot in basketball.

      


      Olajuwon watched as the coach went up smoothly and shot the ball softly off the backboard and through the basket. This looks

         easy, he thought.

      


      

         Then Coach Ganiyu handed the ball to Hakeem. “Now you try,” said the coach.

      


      The ball felt strange in his hands. It was bigger and lighter than the ball used in team handball. He tried to bounce the

         ball once then step toward the basket, jump, and lay the ball in the basket like his coach had.

      


      He failed miserably. First, as he tried to control the ball after the dribble, he stumbled. Then he found himself too far

         away from the basket and jumped awkwardly. Finally, when the ball left his hands, it seemed as if it had a mind of its own

         and bounced harmlessly off the rim.

      


      Hakeem was embarrassed, but the coach was patient. “Don’t worry about making the shot,” admonished Coach Ganiyu. “Just get

         the form, the technique.”

      


      Hakeem did as he was told. Within a few minutes, his body began to respond to the new commands he was giving it. His natural

         coordination, honed by years of playing soccer and team handball, took over. He started making layups!
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