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FOREWORD


IN THE BEGINNING, he came across as a fun-loving kid. He wasn’t, of course. Kobe Bean Bryant had to work hard to show that nothing bothered him.


Especially that troubled rookie season.


I was there the night he scored his first NBA field goal, a three-pointer, at Charlotte Coliseum, in December of 1996.


He bounced into the locker room after the game and hit me with a soul shake, a little skin, the hooked fingertips, and a tug. He had no earthly idea who I was. Just some guy with a notepad and a recorder. But he was eager to greet the world.


Later that season, I sat alone with him in an empty locker room in Cleveland, as he waited to compete in the slam dunk contest at the NBA’s fiftieth anniversary All-Star Weekend, passing the empty time before he went on stage.


We discussed his status as the poster child for a generation of new talent coming into the NBA, much of it very young, the youngest group of players that would ever come into the league. He talked of the difficulties, the expectations, the hazards, the many temptations in big, bad Los Angeles for a player who was just eighteen years old.


He talked about how deeply Magic Johnson’s HIV announcement in 1991 had affected him at age thirteen, about how he would avoid the temptations that Johnson would later admit led him to sleep with three hundred to five hundred people every year.


“With me, it’s simple,” Bryant told me, “because there’s a lot I want to accomplish in my life.”


Indeed, just minutes later he would leave our relaxed, thoughtful discourse in the locker room to put on an energetic performance and win the slam dunk contest, which turned up the flame on his already white hot ambition.




The next year he would be voted a starter in the All-Star Game, despite the fact that he didn’t even start for the Lakers. That would be followed by the disastrous 1999 season in which Lakers owner Jerry Buss blew up an extremely talented team that seemed to be headed nowhere.


In the midst of the chaos of his third season, Bryant was a very lost, lonely, frustrated twenty-year-old.


“I just want to be the man,” he told me, reaffirming his goal of making himself into the NBA’s top player. “I don’t know how I’m going to get there. I just have to find a way.”


And he would, despite how unlikely such a goal seemed at the time. As he closed in on the end of his career in 2016, Bryant could look back at the numbers he racked up in twenty seasons and declare that he had earned “a seat at the table” with the game’s greatest. In 2015, he had passed his idol, Michael Jordan, to sit third on the league’s list of all-time scorers, behind only Kareem Abdul-Jabbar and Karl Malone. More important, Bryant had helped lead the Lakers to five NBA titles, made eighteen appearances on the All-Star team, and had won two Olympic gold medals.


Though that night as a rookie in Cleveland he said that he didn’t know how he would get to the top, he had settled on an answer he had known all along. He was going to grind his way there—implacably, relentlessly grind away at the challenges of the game, night after night, game after game, until he found a dominance born of his ability to outwork everyone else.


The events of his career—an unprecedented twenty years with a single NBA team—make the case that Bryant, aloof and uncompromising, brilliant and self-confident, has proved himself to be a grand enigma of American professional basketball. He is easily the most driven competitor in the history of the game, one who over the seasons quietly gained a reputation among the insiders of the sport as an absolute master of study and intense preparation, with a singular focus on detail that astonished those around him. In turn, his life also proved to be a machine that churned out immense conflict, just about all of it the by-product of his push to dominate the sport.


Night after game night, day after day, for two decades, through



injury and turmoil, through the rupture of one key relationship after another, there would be no price he would not pay to have his greatness.


In the process, he became what would be described again and again as “the most polarizing player in the NBA,” alternately loathed and loved by huge portions of the pro basketball fan base.





From the earliest age, his father, former NBA player Joe “Jellybean” Bryant, had sought to establish in his son a supreme confidence. Above all, it remained his trademark.


That impenetrable, unshakable self-belief was the one trait where Bryant clearly outranked his contemporaries, said psychologist George Mumford, who had worked extensively with both Jordan and Bryant. “It puts him in his own category.”


The confidence remained in place because Bryant virtually excluded any challenge to it, explained Mumford. “He won’t allow himself to deal with any contrary view.”


It guided Bryant through his early struggles as a teenager in the NBA, through his battles with teammates and coaches, through rape charges in 2003, through his conflicts with and estrangement from his parents, and later through his battle back from serious injuries. It was the backbone of his 81-point game, of his many game-winning shots, of his MVP performances, of his total lack of a conscience about the high volume of shots he could take on a given night. It was largely the reason that Bryant made a regular practice over his career of playing through the sort of pain that put others on the injured list, Mumford said.


That confidence was also responsible for another major storyline in Bryant’s career, his disconnect with teammate Shaquille O’Neal despite their success in leading the Los Angeles Lakers to three straight NBA championships between 2000 and 2002. In so many ways, his relationship with the giant center forged the arc of his competitive journey, one that drew out in Bryant the penchant for conflict that touched just about every phase of his life.


Thus, the title of this book. Showboat was the nickname that O’Neal gave Bryant when he was a rookie eager to show off his dunking skills and ability to get to the rim.




Bryant intensely disliked that nickname. He thought it demeaned him as someone lacking competitive integrity, which was a charge that had been frequently leveled at his father over the years, mostly in whispers around professional basketball. Yet the nickname also represents the prodigious love of the game that Bryant shared with his father and their delight in playing it in a flashy, entertaining manner.


“My father played basketball, and it has kind of been in my blood since I was a kid,” Bryant explained. “I loved playing basketball. I played other sports but I never really got that enjoyment that I get playing basketball.”


As a child, he spent many hours watching his father show off in the Italian league, where he had retreated after the premature collapse of his pro career in America.


“It was fun for me to see how people responded to his moves and his charisma when he was playing,” Bryant once told me. “I kind of wanted to have that same feeling. Then again it was kind of cool when he was playing. He was Jellybean Bryant.”


Sam Rines, his primary Amateur Athletic Union coach, saw the same strong passion in the son as a young teen.


“He loved it, he ate it up,” Rines said. “Kobe wants to be the center of attention, he wants to be center court, he dressed the part, walked the part, talked the part. He was a showman by the time he hit the summer of his sophomore year. He was an unbelievable showman, as far as entertaining people.”


The alter ego to Showboat would be the nickname—Black Mamba—that Bryant created for himself to counter public disapproval in the wake of his sexual assault charges. Bryant had seized upon the killer snake in a Quentin Tarantino film as the perfect embodiment of his supposedly similarly remorseless competitive nature.


Later in his career he came to portray his process as much about embracing and channeling “the villain” in one’s competitive nature. He laughed deeply when HBO’s Real Sports confronted him with former teammate Steve Nash’s declaration that Bryant was a “motherfucking asshole.”


The description was true, he admitted.




Despite his embracing of that identity as a difficult, demanding competitor, Bryant softened his approach over the course of the immensely difficult 2015–16 season, which the Lakers spent mired in losing while he engaged in a farewell tour during road games in arenas around the league.


If nothing else, Bryant’s final NBA game in April 2016 echoed his love of the game along with its “showboat” elements as he fought through exhaustion to punctuate his career by making basket after basket and scoring 60 points while leading his Lakers to an amazing come-from-behind victory over the Utah Jazz.


On the surface, the game marked a meaningless close to a disappointing regular season for two teams that had failed to make the play-offs. But the moment magically transcended that and instead became a celebration of the love that fans in Los Angeles held for Bryant and his ability to conjure up magic on any given game night. For many years he had been the city’s leading man in all things basketball. With his great skills now badly diminished, he somehow managed to close the final chapter with the most theatric of flourishes, displaying himself as the ultimate mind-blowing entertainer within a city that values theatric ability above all others.


What follows is Showboat, my effort to capture his fascinating story, in many ways a cautionary tale, relayed by many witnesses from over the years.


Just thirty-eight upon this biography’s publication, in 2016, Bryant has the expectation of another career after his playing days. He has built several media companies with the hope that after basketball he might turn to a new career in writing and producing. Whatever his chosen path over the coming years, it seems a fair expectation that he will continue to be ambitious, to face big moments fearlessly, to be aggressive with the endeavors he chooses.


If so, I hope he can begin each of them like that night of his first big bucket in Charlotte. With a soul shake and big, bright eyes for the future.


Roland Lazenby


August 2016
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ONLY THE LONELY


Philadelphia
June 15, 2001





ALL THE ACCOUTREMENTS of his triumph are right there amid the sticky, sweet spray of expensive champagne.


The glistening, oversized, phallic-styled golden orb of the National Basketball Association’s 2001 championship trophy is nestled loosely in his arms. It is a prize that Kobe Bryant covets like no other, the ultimate treasure for the relentlessly obsessive competitors and alpha males who are drawn to the American pro game.


The freshly minted official Los Angeles Lakers ball cap sits cocked atop his head, emblazoned with CHAMPIONS in a bright-yellow gold right above the team logo.


Even though it’s June and he’s in a steamy locker room, he’s wearing a multicolored special-edition leather jacket that has a patch for each and every one of the L.A. franchise’s umpteen titles, signifying his place among the many greats of the team at a mere twenty-two years of age.


There is every reason for him to be tossing back his head, baring his gums, and laughing and celebrating a supreme moment, which has been attained in no less than his hometown of Philadelphia. Bryant has just helped the Lakers on an unprecedented 15–1 run through the play-offs to claim back-to-back titles, capped by a 4–1 defeat of the Philadelphia 76ers and his nemesis Allen Iverson in the championship series.


After all, his mentor, former Lakers great Jerry West, the object of so much affection and glorification from basketball fans, won just a single pro championship over his tortured and painful fourteen-year career. And now young Kobe Bryant has won two of them.


He is on the dizzying fast track to his dreams, with each grand success now seemingly whizzing by like highway signs. He has been raised and cultured and coddled by a family that has long deeply immersed itself in basketball, a family that has nourished Bryant along with the immense expectations of his impending greatness.


His mother, Pam Cox Bryant, has doted on him since birth, much as she did with her own basketball-playing brother years before.


As a close family friend will note, Kobe Bryant’s young life reminded her of an old episode of the TV show The Twilight Zone, about a child so worshiped by his own family that every day is his birthday.


“It’s always his birthday,” the friend explained, “and all the adults are like, ‘Oh, it’s your birthday! It’s your birthday.’”


Rather than spoil him, his parents’ actions have had the opposite effect, serving to spur him onward from a very young age in pursuit of his dream. Since his startling emergence into the public spotlight as a teen in 1996, Bryant has stood before the public as a bright young man, polite and polished in so many ways, yet possessed of an otherworldly confidence that is off-putting to nearly everyone who meets him, leaving some on occasion to doubt even his fundamental sanity.


The formation of that self-belief was due in part to the efforts of his father, Joe “Jellybean” Bryant, who carefully and continually stoked his son’s confidence—the father having watched his own promising career break apart in the swirling crosscurrents of the 1970s NBA.


From his teen years, Kobe Bryant has been shockingly bold in his prediction that he’s going to make himself the greatest basketball player ever.


At every turn, his declarations of future greatness have been met with head shaking and raised eyebrows because such dreams are ludicrous, impossible to fulfill. “Kobe’s crazy,” the people around him concluded time and again with a laugh.




Yet now, here he is, well on the path to the wealth and fame that his great-grandmother once prophesied for someone in the clan. There should be friends and family and high school championship teammates all gathered around him in one of those It’s a Wonderful Life tableaus.


A short time earlier his Lakers teammates began the champagne-spraying revelry by chanting those anthemic DMX lyrics, “Y’all gon’ make me lose my mind, / Up in here, up in here, / Y’all gon’ make me go all out, / Up in here, Up in here.”


The words themselves epitomize Bryant’s life. Yet rather than immerse himself in the revelry, he has moved quietly to the side. He sits in an antiseptic locker-room bathroom stall, braced by its chrome railing, the tile around him the color of fog along the Schuylkill River on a Philadelphia morning. His face is in his hand, his gaze cast to the floor, lost in a thousand-yard stare. He is utterly forlorn and alone, preoccupied and torn by the sudden backwash of emotion that has been flooding over his life in recent months.


Since a young age, when he rode on bus trips with his father’s second-tier Italian league team and promised the old man and another of his father’s teammates that he was going to be far better than either of them, Bryant’s existence has been a singular, almost inhuman, pursuit of that greatness.


Millions of schoolboys in his generation have stoked dreams of matching the greatness of Michael Jordan, but only one among the millions has displayed the iron will and drive to pursue the game as Kobe Bryant has. Even as a teen, he was singled out by representatives of Adidas, the athletic-shoe company, and told that they planned to make him the next Michael Jordan. It was a role that lined up perfectly with his own designs, and within a few short months, he had the part down, from the speech patterns to the confident air, even to the shaved, glistening pate, even though he was only seventeen at the time. The transformation was startling, remembered Sonny Vaccaro, then an Adidas representative who served as kingmaker in the basketball industry.


Now Bryant’s face in this moment of triumph provides confirmation that there is no price he will not pay, no sacrifice he will not make, to, as he explains it, “be the man,” the most dominant player in the game.




Most recently, he has offered up his immediate family on the altar of his quest. It is a family widely admired as a model of achievement and wholesomeness, yet it now lies in tatters around him, the victim of his unflinching desire.


“He was like the Russians with the Romanovs,” observed Vaccaro, looking back. “He got rid of everybody.”


Soon he will eliminate his agent, his athletic-shoe company, eventually his coach, Phil Jackson, and fellow star, Shaquille O’Neal. But as of now, he has removed his mother, father, and two sisters from his life with an abrupt and almost surgical precision, banishing them from his presence. Family members have told numerous acquaintances tales of credit cards canceled, vehicles towed, jobs eliminated, phone calls left unreturned, a family residence vacated, relationships ended.


“It’s a tragedy, what happened,” said Gary Charles, a New York AAU coach and family friend, an opinion repeated by family friends and acquaintances time and again.


“It was unbelievable to watch them together,” Charles recalled of a teenaged Kobe’s relationship with his father, Joe. “You could see the love and respect Kobe had for his dad. As soon as one of his AAU games was over, Kobe would run over and hug his dad and ask, ‘Did you see what I did?’ Joe would say, ‘Yeah, I saw it.’ In all the time I was with them, I never once saw him disrespect his father.”


Yet the onslaught of success and desire and the eye-popping amounts of money in Bryant’s professional life had somehow formed a gulf in the family, one that astounded everyone who had known them before.


On this night in Philadelphia’s arena, the Spectrum, his maternal uncle, Chubby Cox, is the main family representative in the building, and when Cox and his wife quietly meet with the young Lakers star afterward, Bryant finally breaks down completely.


“Joe Bryant told me a story about that night,” Gary Charles recalled. “When Kobe’s aunt and uncle came in to see him, Kobe hugged them and cried and cried.”


The quiet sobbing and the pain on his face on that championship night revealed just how deeply he felt the loss of his family, the alienation. Yet this very determined and willful young star had still



deemed it absolutely necessary to move forward without his loved ones.


“It’s a tough deal being great, tough cake,” said Mo Howard, a longtime Bryant family friend.


“It’s sad, it’s really sad,” observed Anthony Gilbert, another family friend from Philadelphia who had followed Bryant’s life and career closely. “It’s like F. Scott Fitzgerald. Show me a hero, and I’ll show you a tragedy.”













PART I
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GOTTA BE JELLY ’CAUSE JAM DON’T SHAKE




“I always had the impression that nobody took him seriously, that they just thought that Joe Bryant was the funny guy.”


— Paul Westhead
















Chapter 1
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THE BUST


Philadelphia


May 5, 1976





THE WHITE SPORTS car rolled slowly, almost silently, out of the midnight haze, directly toward the officers in the police van. They, too, were moving along with no great sense of urgency, their radio crackling with the odd, discordant traffic of a Wednesday night in Philadelphia.


As the sports car passed, they saw a large black man hunched over the wheel.


It was early May 1976 in the city’s sprawling Fairmount Park, and the man in the car was Joe Bryant, a twenty-one-year-old rookie with the Philadelphia 76ers. Known as the fun-loving Jellybean, he was something of a hero to the local basketball scene.


By many accounts, it was a youthful friend of Bryant’s, Mo Howard, who was credited with giving him the nickname.


That wasn’t true, Howard would say many years later, explaining that the nickname grew out of the fluid, athletic way Bryant played basketball.


“I think the South Philly guys called him Jelly,” Howard recalled. “They called him Jelly because of the way he was shakin’ people on the court, you know what I mean? You know what they say, ‘Gotta



be jelly ’cause jam don’t shake.’ And it doesn’t, right? And that was probably a great way to describe Joey’s play.”


Bryant also had a taste for the colorful beans themselves. “That was his thing, jelly beans,” Howard said with a laugh. “Back then you’d only see jelly beans around Easter time. But Joe always had ’em.”


Some would later claim that he got the nickname because fans gave him jelly beans on the sideline during a game one night.


Whatever the genesis, the nickname certainly suited Bryant’s style. Jellybean was an easygoing sort with an irrepressible gap-toothed grin. It was a face that made him an instant hit with just about everyone he met.


“He’s always been that way,” Mo Howard recalled. “Always got a smile on his face. Always laughing and joking. I think that’s what drew me to Joe.”


It didn’t hurt that he had a heart to match the grin. Years later, one of his eighth-grade classmates would recall Joe Bryant as someone who would readily come to the aid of a small Jewish kid being bullied in school.


“Joe was a happy-go-lucky guy,” Howard explained. “We’d have the most fun when we’d go into parties and dance. You had to see this guy, this six-nine guy, dancing. He was the smoothest guy there. He could dance like hell, and he was a really, really nice guy. I never ever got the impression that B was worried about anything.”


In retrospect, that carefree nature perhaps helps to explain why on this temperate night in early May 1976, as the cherry blossoms were just beginning to unfold, Jellybean Bryant found himself caught up in what seemed to be a mission to tempt fate.


In Bryant’s defense—and Lord knows he would need a defense for his actions this night—it had been a difficult, emotional day, beginning with the funeral for his close friend Gilbert Saunders’s mother. In a way, she had been a second mother to Bryant. He spent so much time in the Saunders household that it was like a second home. He loved being at her table for the big, sumptuous meals she turned out. His own family was of extremely limited means, and Mrs. Saunders was the one who would notice his need for shoes or a jacket and quietly provide them. Bryant had gone to



the Saunders home after the funeral that day and pulled out his paycheck from the 76ers to show how well he was doing.


“Damn,” Mr. Saunders said, his eyes widening in surprise.


Bryant had gotten a rookie deal worth nearly $1 million with the team—an incredible sum at the time—and for the past few months had been awash in more cash than he could have ever dreamed of.


Gilbert Saunders—who at the time was playing basketball for John Chaney at Cheyney State—figured Bryant had brought out the check “as a gesture to cheer up my family. He was accepted in my family. We embraced him. The sneakers and coats, those were things my mother had helped him with. His gesture was a way of showing my father, ‘This is what I do now.’”




And so the events, the emotion of the day, perhaps helped to explain what had led Jellybean to nearby Fairmount Park hours later at midnight on that mission to tempt fate.


He had a taillight out and no driver’s license, only a long-expired learner’s permit. He had begun driving seriously only the previous fall, when he purchased two glistening new Datsun 280Zs—one for his wife, Pam, and one for him—after signing his rookie contract with the Sixers.


“Those Zs had a punch,” Gilbert Saunders remembered. “That’s what Joe and his wife settled on. That’s what she wanted, so that’s what they got. They got his and hers.”


Bryant had been raised right there in Southwest Philly in what he liked to tell people was the “ghetto,” a noisy world of screeching trolley lines, elevated trains, groaning city buses, and local gangs fighting for turf on every corner. He had gone from having no vehicle at all to driving the Z, a virtual land-bound rocket. Armed with 170 horsepower while weighing just 2,800 pounds, the fuel-injected two-seaters had the potential to alternately exhilarate and terrify anybody who got behind the wheel, especially Jellybean, who was already a little thin in driving experience.


He understandably loved his vehicle, though, loved bringing it back to his old Southwest Philly neighborhood, recalled Vontez Simpson, a friend. “He showed it to everybody. He wanted to show everybody that he’d made it. That was a hot car at the time.”




What’s more, Bryant was perhaps flying that night even when the car was stopped, as suggested by the two vials of cocaine and the small, stylish spoon in the vehicle with him.


In another complicating factor, he was out and about with Linda Salter, his former girlfriend, the sister of a teammate from his old school, Philly’s John Bartram High, despite the fact that he had a beautiful young wife and a month-old daughter at their lovely new home in the city’s wealthy suburbs.


From its first moments, his marriage had been ruled by his wife, Pam, a statuesque beauty with a bit of a mean streak. Old friends had noticed that anytime there was a decision to be made, Bryant immediately looked to his wife submissively. Even family members laughed that the mere thought of crossing her seemed to send Jelly into a panic.


But here he was, crossing her big-time and about to be caught red-handed.


If this had been a scene from a period-piece film, the soundtrack might well have been Johnnie Taylor’s “Disco Lady,” the number one song for much of that spring of ’76, which was perfectly smooth, the way Joe loved a song to be.




Shake it up, shake it down


Move it in, move it round, disco lady.





Whatever song was playing in the Z, whatever flight of fancy Bryant had taken that night, they all immediately crashed as soon as he realized the flashing lights were directed at him. Understandably, he quickly sensed a variety of dangers, not the least of which was that he was a black man in a fancy car in a park late at night in a city that was wracked by gang violence and all sorts of ugly racial issues.


The news of his signing with the Sixers months earlier had been front-page news in the Philadelphia Tribune, right next to a story about the dozens of African Americans shot by Philadelphia police in past months.


Over the preceding three years, Philadelphia police themselves had shot and killed 73 people and wounded 193 more. In those days, officers routinely fired “warning” shots at fleeing suspects.




Over the previous twelve months, five Philadelphia police officers had been shot to death, including one who was assassinated from the rooftop of a housing project by a fifteen-year-old, who jarred the city when he told authorities, “I just wanted to kill a cop.”


Bryant didn’t need a newspaper story to remind him of the circumstances. No black resident of the city did.


Perhaps it truly was a run-of-the-mill traffic stop about a tail-light, as the officers would later report, but the context of the moment was strange and tense. And it would grow stranger still.


The officers got their first indication of that when long, tall Jellybean—just a shade under six ten—unfolded himself and stepped out of the car. He tried to be cool as the officer put the light on his face. He immediately identified himself and, having to think on the fly, quickly decided that confessing about the license and throwing himself on the mercy of the officers might be his best plan for avoiding a search of the car.


He handed over his registration, but the officer was confused by Bryant’s statement about the license. Something about the interaction triggered an intense and overwhelming sense of panic in Joe Bryant. Perhaps, as others would suggest later, it was the sudden realization that his wife would find him out. Perhaps it was the fear of the police themselves, although Bryant had already provided them his registration and his name.


What happened next would astound the officers, indeed the entire Philadelphia community as well as the insular culture of the 1970s National Basketball Association.


Bryant abruptly turned and got back in his car, leaving the officers to assume that he might be attempting to retrieve his license from the glove box. Instead Bryant fired up the ignition, jammed the Z into gear, and sped off, filling their headlight beams with a spray of gravel and dust and disbelief.


The officers needed an instant to comprehend that Joe Bryant had deserted them at high speed. They then piled back in the van and gave chase while calling in an all-points bulletin on the radio. It took them only a few moments to realize that trying to keep up with the Z was too dangerous. Joe Bryant had zoomed off, covering the distance ahead at an insane speed—well over a hundred miles



an hour, according to their estimates—like some bizarre vessel knifing through the night.


In an instant, he was out of the park and flying blind down the streets of the city. With his lights off.


It wasn’t until twelve minutes later that another police unit spotted Bryant.


Officer Raymond Dunne would report that he was heading west on Cedar Avenue when he looked in his rearview and saw a sports car with no lights on zooming up on his cruiser from behind. The driver was honking his horn furiously for the police unit to get out of his way.


It was quite a moment. There was Jellybean Bryant, on the highway to hell and blowing for a passing lane.


At the last instant, Bryant swerved around the police car, and Officer Dunne immediately gave chase, only to back off when the speeds again grew very high. Dunne later reported that he was going so fast trying to keep up with Jellybean that he feared he might lose control of the patrol car.


Minutes later, Bryant barreled straight on into a busy intersection on Baltimore Avenue, where a vehicle was blocking the way.


As he attempted to veer around the vehicle at high speed, Jelly-bean lost whatever grip he still had on the car. First the Z struck a stop sign; then it careened across Farragut Street to take out a No Parking sign before ping-ponging back and forth down the block, destroying a parked car on one side, then bouncing to the other to smash into two more vehicles, then back across the roadway before mercifully jumping the curb and slamming into a wall.


With enough wreckage in his wake to qualify as a small tornado, Bryant and his old girlfriend were left sitting dazed in his smashed and ruined car. It was perhaps then he realized that at no time during his speeding escape had he sought to ditch the coke. Officers would later find it upon searching the Z.


In that instant Bryant made his final terrible decision and took off running into the night.


“He just jumped out of the car and left her sitting there,” said one of Bryant’s old friends. “Joe panicked and jumped out. There was no need to run. If you were a police officer in the community



and you saw a guy that big running off, you knew who it was. Everybody knew Joe. There wasn’t no reason for him to run.”


It is here at this juncture where the strange calculus of the evening finally breaks down completely, where monumentally bad decisions mingle somehow with good fortune on the far edge of temporary insanity.


Mercifully, the police did not fire the proverbial “warning shot” at the fleeing Jellybean.


In addition to being a fine hoopster, Bryant had been a track star in high school. Yet somehow one of the officers, Robert Lombardi, managed to run him down in a matter of a few yards. When he did, Bryant turned to lash out.


“I grabbed him,” Lombardi recalled. “He raised his fist, and I struck him. I subdued and handcuffed him.”


Bryant suffered a head injury that would require six stitches to close. Decades later, Gene Shue, who was then Bryant’s coach with the Sixers, recalled that police apparently issued a pretty severe beating to Bryant, a beating that would mark him with a profound sense of humiliation, one of many things that later troubled him for a long, long time. Immediately, though, there were the handcuffs, jail, and the horrific anxiety of having to face his wife.


In a little less than a half hour, the ample good fortune of Joe Bryant’s young existence had morphed into a world of shit. Many in Philadelphia had done far less yet had wound up in a cadaver drawer down at the morgue. For Joe Bryant, over the coming months and years, it would become increasingly apparent that the incident had done him and his career tremendous harm.


Jellybean’s anguished time in custody that night brought the slightest inkling of a revelation. Years earlier his grandmother had prophesied that someone in the family was going to be fabulously rich and famous. This night in May 1976 was Joe Bryant’s first hint that the person in the prophecy might not be him.











Chapter 2


[image: Images]


FATHERHOOD


THROUGHOUT HIS YOUTH, Joe Bryant’s basketball career had proved to be another sort of shiny vehicle in his life, one that could transport him places where few other boys in his community could hope to go. Jellybean, however, would come to possess a very different game, with a style all his own, that first caught traction during childhood days spent at his grandmother’s place in West Philly just around the corner from the asphalt playground near Forty-Second and Leidy Avenue. She would allow him out of the house to go play every day except Sunday, when she’d roust him out of bed early so that they could leave her place at 6 a.m. to go spend the Sabbath at the New Bethlehem Baptist Church.


“We stayed all day,” Bryant once explained.


The singing, worship, and praise provided the basis of his moral training. His hoops work came every other day of the week, all on the playground.


As he neared adolescence, he and his family moved to Southwest Philadelphia, into a drafty, rickety row house on Willows Avenue, not far from the Kingsessing Playground, which became his new basketball lab.


Willows was a rough little avenue, like many in Southwest Philly. Still, it was a tree-lined street, where Jellybean’s old man, Big Joe, would sometimes sit on the front porch and smile and wave at the world.


Most of the time, the world smiled back. In another age, Big Joe



might have played defensive tackle for the Eagles. He was six foot three and thickly built, broad in the chest. You could search far and wide and find nary a soul in all of Philadelphia who didn’t admire Big Joe for his bearish countenance, for his quiet, friendly ways, and for his love of his son.


His high regard in the community was quite an accomplishment for a man who managed to raise three children despite difficult financial circumstances. Decades later, people of every station easily remembered Big Joe, or Pop Bryant, as the neighborhood kids called him. Over the years, the Philadelphia Tribune, which quoted him often in its sports pages, came to refer to him fondly as “the Jolly Gentleman of Willows Avenue.”


Watching his son play basketball seemed to be the sweet elixir that stirred Big Joe’s joy. He had big, meaty hands and a full face that broke easily into a smile. Still, his sense of discipline ran to an Old Testament, spare-the-rod mentality. He once explained to Philadelphia sportswriter Julius Thompson that he often warned his teen son “not to bring daylight into my house” if he went out at night. In other words, not to be staying out late and coming home after dawn. The son tested the rule once, and Big Joe promptly coldcocked him, so hard that it supposedly took Jellybean twenty minutes to come around. When he did, he had gotten the message, Thompson remembered.


Big Joe was a large presence, determined to watch out for his son. “Pop Bryant, everywhere Joe was, he was right there,” recalled family friend Vontez Simpson.


“Big Joe was totally involved every step of the way,” longtime Philadelphia basketball writer Dick Weiss remembered. “He was enormously proud of his son.”


“Big Joe Bryant was just a terrific guy, just a very engaging guy,” recalled Paul Westhead, who would coach Jellybean at La Salle University. “People around the city knew Joe’s father. He was interested in good things for his son and family. Good things meaning good things that would help them to be good people. He was a delightful man.”


As Big Joe aged and his weight and diabetes became factors, he took to walking with a cane. Even then, he drew a spark, first from Jellybean’s play, then from his grandson Kobe. How great was his



love? Years later, when his diabetes came to consume his lifestyle, Big Joe would haul his oxygen tank around to his grandson’s games.


Out of Georgia


Jellybean’s father likely had plenty of woeful stories to tell, but he didn’t spend much time talking about the past. He came out of Georgia’s “Black Belt,” which nearly ran the length of the state along Highway 41, as part of the great twentieth-century migration of African Americans out of the South.


Philadelphia was a common destination. Southwest Philly, in particular, had evolved from farms, country estates, and botanical gardens in the nineteenth century, to become a magnet first for European immigrants and then eventually for African Americans to work as the area blossomed into an industrial landscape featuring soap and locomotive factories, tank farms, oil refineries, and, in 1927, an airport.


At the turn of the twentieth century, the so-called City of Brotherly Love’s population was overwhelmingly Caucasian, but that had begun to change in the 1920s, ’30s, and ’40s as millions of blacks headed north.


Many of them arrived each day on the trains that made stops throughout the South, collecting African Americans—or Negroes, as they were called in that era—explained Julius Thompson, one of the first black sportswriters hired at a major newspaper on the East Coast when he went to work for the old Philadelphia Bulletin, in 1970.


Having been failed by the collapse of the farm economy in the 1930s, they packed up their destitute lives and headed north to fill the country’s cities, looking for jobs and a new way to live. The migration was driven by desperation caused by the collapse of agricultural prices during the Depression, which put an end to the failed economic systems of sharecropping and tenant farming, still the only work available to many African Americans in a country that had long barred them from educational opportunity.


The migration was also hastened along by the violence of white lynch mobs that for decades had targeted black people in one ugly



incident after another, documented, often in graphic detail, by newspapers in the South.


The lure of the North grew in the 1940s with the promise of wartime jobs in Philadelphia shipyards and other locations. The opportunity only increased after the war as the economy surged back to life.


In Georgia, Big Joe Bryant had worked in agriculture alongside his father—the first of a succession of three Joe Bryants—putting in sixty-hour weeks for pennies a day. Census records indicate that Big Joe’s grandfather was born into slavery in the 1840s and spent his life, as his son would after him, working in the South’s harsh, unforgiving fields.


Like so many others, Big Joe Bryant was a refugee when he arrived in Philadelphia as a young man. Still, the life he left behind had provided him with certain assets, including resilience and a strong spirit. Fatherhood was apparently long prized in the Bryant clan. In his early years, Big Joe made the transition from the country to the city and started a family. He and his wife produced three children, and he adored all three, especially his oldest child, his namesake.


“I’ll tell you what, man, in Mr. B’s eyes, Joe could do no wrong,” family friend Mo Howard recalled.


Jellybean’s basketball journey began when he was an adolescent, spending hours at a hoop put up on a utility pole right there on Willows Avenue. From there, he’d venture across Cobbs Creek Parkway to the park there, where the courts brought more competition. Beyond that, it was on to other courts around Southwest Philly, mainly down at Forty-Eighth and Woodland Avenue, and to the big playground on Kingsessing Avenue.


Jellybean was painfully thin, but his height meant the older players who dominated the playgrounds allowed him into their games. For that he would remain forever grateful. Because he was thin, he learned the game from the perimeter. Those hours on the asphalt going against older boys gave him an identity: he came to see himself as a player. Years later, his son, Kobe, would do the same. It was a gift they would share—their early understanding of their destiny, their love for the game.


“He loved the game. He just wanted to play, to get that feel,”



Julius Thompson said of Jellybean, though he could have said the same about Kobe.


One of Jellybean’s early heroes was Earl “the Pearl” Monroe, who had played at John Bartram High in the early sixties. Monroe had a fancy handle with the ball and was magical in leading Bartram to the Philly Public League title in 1963, when little Joe Bryant was a wide-eyed nine-year-old. The Public League teams were so tough, so physical, that the rest of Pennsylvania’s high schools wouldn’t even allow them to play in the state tournament. “If they had, the Public League teams would have won it every year,” said Vontez Simpson, repeating a commonly held belief.


“There were so many great players in the Public League back then,” Dick Weiss explained.


“I’ve never seen so much talent come through a city,” said Julius Thompson, who covered the Public League for the Bulletin. “It was just churning on and on and on from the sixties to the seventies.”


Soon enough, Earl Monroe was off to Winston-Salem State and then the old Baltimore Bullets and finally the New York Knicks. He was like a meteor across the sky for young Joe Bryant and others in the generation that followed. So were the stars on the 76ers roster—players such as Wali Jones, Chet Walker, Hal Greer, Luke Jackson, and Wilt the Stilt—in 1966–67, when they won the NBA title and Joe Bryant was twelve. Shortly after that, he became a fan of Kenny Durrett, who starred at La Salle.


Joe especially loved the flashy style and spent hours working on dribbling the ball between his legs, behind his back, no look here, no look there, things that most big men wouldn’t even consider attempting in that era.


Pretty soon, people noticed that there wasn’t anything that JB, as he was called at Shaw Junior High and later at Bartram, couldn’t do with a basketball. He was already showing a natural flair, a borderline genius, for the showtime elements of the game that only a select few could master, a mix of flavors that included Earl the Pearl, Bob Cousy, the Globetrotters, and Pistol Pete Maravich. Wherever JB played, people would marvel. Tall guys just weren’t supposed to be able to handle the ball like that.




Trouble Everywhere


By ninth grade, Jelly was approaching six foot seven and possessed a long running stride. When he wanted to go somewhere, he would just take off jogging and be there soon, a trait that would endear him to the city’s track coaches as well as its basketball scouts.


At face value, Philadelphia basketball in the late sixties and early seventies would seem to have been a sweet, nostalgic story except for one big factor. The city was trapped in a dark place where gangs guaranteed there was plenty of trouble for boys growing up on the angry streets. The Philadelphia Daily News would later report that there were 106 different gangs strangling the city, each with a very specific territory, their members usually armed with homemade zip guns. Scores of young men died in gang violence during the period as turf wars extended to the hallways of the city’s schools.


How tight was the hold on Philadelphia’s young males? Many days, you couldn’t even get to school—let alone survive once there—if you didn’t throw in with a gang. There was strength in numbers and hell to pay for everybody else.


“In my hometown, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, vicious black street gangs seemingly ruled every inch of the black community, and it was a dangerous time to be a young black teenager living in the treacherous terrain of the urban wilds,” wrote Reginald S. Lewis, himself a former gang member.


In 1969 alone, Joe Bryant’s freshman year at Bartram High, the city recorded forty-five gang-related deaths. Tensions were felt in every high school in the city. The gangs began early, pulling boys from elementary schools to become associates.


Jellybean Bryant somehow managed to be one of the lucky ones. “If you weren’t an athlete, you were in trouble,” Julius Thompson said. “The people who made it through had strong support at home.”


“As I look back on it,” observed Gilbert Saunders, “it was about direction. Like a lot of kids, Joe had a lack of direction. It took the proverbial village to raise Joe Bryant.”


Basketball provided that “village,” or at least became the force that pulled it all together. In addition to the watchful eye of Big Joe, the



kindness of Saunders’s parents, and the public school coaches, easily the biggest factor in Bryant’s life would be Philadelphia legend Sonny Hill and his basketball leagues. Hill would be there at virtually every juncture to right mishaps and turn disaster into opportunity.


He played a similar role in the lives of many young players from Philadelphia.


As Gilbert Saunders pointed out, “Sonny Hill literally saved my life. And the lives of lots of others, too.”


At the time, Philadelphia was a city teeming with all sorts of basketball leagues, Julius Thompson said. “Everywhere you looked kids were playing basketball sunup to sundown.”


Still, most of the elite leagues were suburban until Hill came along.


“He ran a labor union,” Thompson explained. “I call him the old-line basketball figure of Philadelphia. Sonny had good political skills. He got everybody involved.”


A short, wiry guard who played in the old Eastern League in the days when the NBA had only ten teams and a scant few blacks on its rosters, Sonny Hill would later become a sports broadcaster of note as well as a union boss and community organizer. Hill had come off the streets of the city himself and had a keen understanding of the challenges young players faced in their lives and in the sport itself.


In the early 1960s, Hill founded the Baker League, a summer competition for professional players. It soon gained widespread notice for helping the New York Knicks’ Bill Bradley improve his game after he returned from a sabbatical to study overseas.


“When Sonny started his league, he played it at Great Hope Baptist Church,” recalled Dick Weiss, the famed Philly basketball writer. “I still remember going up there to watch Earl Monroe play against Bill Bradley right after he got back from his Rhodes Scholar studies. Bradley used the Baker League to help get ready to play for the Knicks in order to give himself a feel for the best league that simulated the NBA. He came down to Philadelphia from Princeton to play in the Baker League.”


The Baker League games in the summer were often far better than the NBA’s own regular-season games in that era, Weiss allowed.


Soon Hill’s league caught the attention of other players, everybody from Wilt Chamberlain to Walt Frazier, and was recognized



as a treasure of summertime play in the age before the NBA formed its own official summer leagues.


His success with the Baker League helped prompt Hill to found another program in 1968, just as Joe Bryant was emerging from eighth grade. The Sonny Hill League provided a structured playing format for the region’s top high school players and would become the hallmark of Hill’s influence.


The amateur league was staged as preliminary games before the Baker League contests. “The place would be packed,” Dick Weiss recalled. “It became a gathering place for all of the black community.”


“It was like the big picnic,” agreed Mo Howard, who played in the Hill League and later starred as a guard for coach Lefty Driesell at the University of Maryland. “My earliest recollection of basketball was going to the Baker League games. I remember going into the church basement, where they had this beautiful gym, and watching Bill Bradley, Cazzie Russell, Wali Jones, Hal Greer. Watching these guys come in and play in a summer environment and playing hard.”


By the time Howard reached high school, the Hill League had begun play, and suddenly he found himself participating in games right before the pros played in the Baker League.


“You talk about inspiring the young people,” Howard recalled, “to play before a Baker League game, there were going to be x amount of people at the Baker League game, you knew that. It was a given. Now you got all these great high school players on each team. There might have been ten or fifteen boys, and they were from every geographical part of Philadelphia, which had many high schools. So you talk about the very best high school players.”


With high school players competing before the pro games, it wasn’t long before informal relationships formed, Howard said. “It was nothing for Wali Jones to grab me and say, ‘Young fella, you need to work on your left hand,’ or for Earl Monroe to say, ‘You got to practice your bank shot.’ I mean, we had full access to these guys. And oftentimes—I don’t know why it happened this way—but they would approach us. It was unbelievable.”


There were a variety of leagues for the area’s top high school players in that era, and until the Hill League came along, the tops was the Narberth League, played in the suburbs of Philadelphia on



outdoor courts. What set the Hill League apart was that it was a city league and was played indoors.


“After a while, the Sonny Hill League became the elite league,” Julius Thompson remembered.


The Hill League and the Baker League helped build tremendous pride in Philadelphia basketball during troubled times, especially during the years that Frank Rizzo was the police commissioner, then later mayor, of Philadelphia, Weiss explained. “Obviously in the sixties there was a lot of anger. There was a riot back in the post–Martin Luther King days. I mean, it was dangerous to be out during the Rizzo administration. There were a lot of tensions between blacks and whites. But basketball was the one sport that seemed to bring everyone together.”


Hill founded the Sonny Hill League in part to battle the gangs that engulfed the city. With so many local gangs so protective of their territories, it was difficult for boys to cross over from one neighborhood to the next on the city’s public transportation. If they tried, they often found trouble awaiting them in a turf showdown. However, if a player was carrying one of the distinctive gym bags of the Sonny Hill League, gang members usually allowed them to pass without trouble, which meant players could travel to league games around the city. Hill had smartly filled the coaching corps and adult cadre of his league with a number of parole officers and public-safety figures, so gangs quickly learned that they shouldn’t mess with Hill League players.


The Sonny Hill League was also rock-ribbed in its discipline. “There was no arguing with officials, no outbursts of any kind,” recalled Gilbert Saunders, who played in the league. “They did not care how talented you were. They held you accountable for your grades and your behavior.”


“Sonny was a big one for discipline,” agreed Dick Weiss. “You had to have your shirt tucked in to play in his league. And you could never argue with officials. He would step right in. He was a big believer that there should be personal pride in your game, personal pride in your approach, in doing things the right way.”


The Hill League’s longevity and success were made possible only because of the unique talent and power of Hill himself, Weiss



explained. “He was able to organize an entire city with that league. . . . He had enormous political clout within the community, and he used it to start that league.”


Hill’s league may have brought a new focus to basketball in the inner city, but not everyone was pleased. Some accused Hill of using his influence to channel the best players to certain high schools, then to certain colleges. Hill denied it flatly and spent plenty of time offering proof to the contrary.


“A lot of people just saw him as a carpetbagger taking kids away from another league,” Weiss explained. “But his critics didn’t realize that he was building pride in Philadelphia and how important it was for Philadelphia to have a sense of pride in something that was theirs.”


Sonny Hill recalled that Jellybean joined the Hill League as an eighth or ninth grader, but he didn’t stick. While he was tall and athletic, he lacked the maturity to compete, Hill remembered. “He came back about a year later to the league, and he had matured. I think a lot of that was because of his father.”


Big Joe loved the discipline and structure of the league, to the point that long after both of his sons had graduated from the Hill League, he continued to volunteer.


It was in these summer leagues that Jellybean first met Mo Howard and became fast friends with him.


“Joey and I played together in the Narberth League as well as the Sonny Hill League, and we played on another team in another league,” Howard recalled. “It made for a very busy summer. And that’s not including the rec leagues and the neighborhood summer leagues. So we got a lot of ball in. There were always places to play, always games going on.”


As high school juniors, Jellybean and Mo Howard won the Sonny Hill League on a team that also included Andre McCarter, who was headed to UCLA to play for John Wooden.


Soon Mo Howard’s father, Edward, met Big Joe Bryant, and the two fathers realized they were both from Georgia. A kinship formed almost instantly.


“They were two fathers who were really influential,” Julius Thompson said of Howard and Bryant. “Both of them would give you the shirt off their back.”




“There were no two men whose chests stuck out farther than Mr. B and my dad,” Howard recalled with a laugh, adding that whether he and Jellybean were on the same team or opposite teams, “Mr. B and my dad would sit together and talk shit. That’s what they did, they sort of kind of fell into each other’s laps. Mr. B was a big guy. He was tall and he was big. Now, my dad was a short, big guy. My dad was a truck driver, and the first person he would look for when he walked into the gym was Joe Bryant, Mr. Big. We called him Mr. Big. It was just a dynamic relationship for Joey and myself and our dads.”


The previous generation of African Americans never had the opportunities with sports that their sons had, Howard said, looking back. “To them, it was like, ‘Whatever’s going on with you guys, whatever fame and glory you’re getting, you got to share that with us.’ What it did was, it sort of validated who these men were. They were our fathers, and it gave them a sense of pride that maybe they had never felt in their lives. Here they had two sons who were great basketball players.


“That was Mr. B’s thing and Dad’s thing. They loved each other, my dad and Mr. B. I would be remiss if I didn’t say when you talk about kids who have a certain amount of success in sports, especially black boys, then the father comes on the scene after the kid makes the money. Our dads were there from the beginning. Our dads were buying the shoes, our dads were buying the socks, they were giving us money to buy hot dogs after the game. Those guys were in our lives. These guys would go everywhere with us. You talking about support, they believed that we don’t show up, somebody’s going to think that we don’t care about our sons. And I will tell you to my dying day, my dad and Mr. Bryant, everybody knew them, everybody respected them.”











Chapter 3
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PIMPS OF JOYTIME


WHATEVER THE TROUBLE permeating the city, whatever the pitfalls of his early years, Jellybean had been able to move through them, pulled along by his basketball talent and the various people who were willing to nurture it. His personal charm was ever present, but more important to his basketball mentors was the way he played.


There was little question that the colorful Jellybean was a product of the playgrounds. He loved the free-flowing nature of the outdoor games, and the playground loved him back. That was where he learned to shine in both pickup games and city recreation leagues. Big Joe would show up to the playground just to watch what his son would do next. But he wasn’t alone.


“When Joe had a game, it was jam-packed,” Vontez Simpson explained. “You couldn’t even get in the playground sometimes. Everybody loved to watch Joe.”


“He was always kind of smiling,” explained Paul Westhead, who later coached Jellybean. “You would hear people say, ‘We’ll go out and play basketball and have fun.’ That’s such a truism that it’s kind of absurd, but Joe was one of those few guys who really did have fun playing. Because of his size and skill set, he just had a certain way of how to play the game.”


“Joe brought people a lot of joy with the way he played,” agreed Dick Weiss.


Jellybean’s skills remained unique as he developed them through



pickup games and the Baker League. His blend of size, athleticism, and ball-handling ability helped him stand out among the city’s elite.


“The thing that floored everybody was, here was a six-nine guy, and all the six-nine guys we played with were post players,” Mo Howard explained. “Everybody would run down to the block and turn and face out to the ball. Well, Joey would make the plays. You give him the ball, and he’d be running like a point guard. He would pull up for a twenty-footer, or he’d put it on the floor and throw you a no-look pass. Nobody in Philadelphia was playing like Joey at that time.”


One of the memorable games of the era featured Jellybean in a showdown with Jimmie Baker of Olney High, who would later play at UNLV and the University of Hawaii before a stint in the ABA.


“Jimmie Baker was an unbelievable talent, maybe even better than Joe,” Julius Thompson said, “but he ended up an addict. The drugs got to him.”


“He was about six eight, and he was a great jump shooter,” Mo Howard recalled. “He was another athletic tall guy, even though he was more one-dimensional than Joey, because Joey could do it all. He could dribble, he could pass, he could shoot. I can remember Joey and Jimmie Baker having a shoot-out, man, in one of the Sonny Hill games, man. It was crazy. I think Jimmy had, like, 32 and Bean had 28, but they were all jump shots. The two biggest guys on the floor shooting jump shots, nobody down on the box. It was untraditional, it was unconventional. That was not how you were supposed to play basketball back then.”


Mostly what set Jellybean apart was how well he handled the ball. “I’ve seen people fall on the ground from Joe shaking them down and breaking them down,” Gilbert Saunders recalled with a laugh.


It would be easy to assume that Jellybean’s style would mean trouble once he got to a team with a more traditional high school coaching staff in the Public League. Especially at Bartram High, where he played for basketball coach and strict disciplinarian Jack Farrell, who also taught English and was the dean of boys at the school, charged with trying to keep the influence of the gangs at



bay. He was assisted by a man named Jack Gallagher, a big, tough Irishman who made a point of trying to help as many young athletes as he could.


Farrell knew talent when he saw it. “He had a great affinity for black kids,” remembered Julius Thompson, who covered Farrell’s teams. “He was a character. Unique. He understood people. A lot of coaches back then didn’t understand the players they were dealing with. Jack Farrell understood. He was dealing with tough kids, not choirboys.”


“He listened to Joe about a lot of things,” recalled Vontez Simpson, who served as a team manager at Bartram and later played on the varsity team. “He listened to Joe’s ideas. Mr. Farrell gave him a lot of freelance with the ball.”


Most important, the coach readily accepted the idea of using Jellybean’s full range of talents, which meant using the center’s dribbling and passing skills to help the guards bring the ball up the floor against the many full-court presses the team encountered.


“The first time I ever saw Joey play in the Public League, he was breaking a press,” Mo Howard recalled with a laugh. “You didn’t see other big men doing that. Coaches wouldn’t allow it.”


“JB, he gave Coach Farrell a lot of flexibility when it came to breaking the press,” agreed Gilbert Saunders, who also played at Bartram. “Joe got people involved because Jack Farrell basically let him play point guard.”


Farrell also gave Jellybean the proverbial green light to shoot freely.


“He never took a shot he didn’t like,” Simpson recalled, laughing. “He always took the deep shot from the corner. You always knew that if he had that shot, he was gonna take it.”


Just about anywhere else in America, a big man jacking up shots from the corner would have found himself on the bench getting a lecture immediately. Such a shot would become a staple of basketball in the twenty-first century, but in 1972, it was considered a sign of an outrageous lack of discipline.


“Joe found in Jack Farrell someone who could contain him to get the best out of him but would give him leeway to do his thing,” offered Paul Westhead, who would later do the same.




The freedom created something to behold, Mo Howard said with admiration. “Now he’s unguardable for ninety-four feet, and he was unguardable at twenty-five feet. Coach Farrell knew how good Joey was. He allowed him to do whatever he needed to do to let his team win. Think about it. Every other high school team that had a six-nine guy, he was on that damn block. So now Bartram has a six-nine guy that’s hardly ever on the block. And Joey, even as a young guy, he had tremendous basketball IQ. Here’s a guy that could have been just stuck on himself, man. If he was just stuck on himself, he would have got 40 a game, but he wasn’t. He was a team guy, he liked winning.”


Even though he wasn’t a selfish player, Bryant still would have his share of very big-scoring nights.


“Bartram was not a real strong team,” Howard added, “but having a guy like Joey, who could do the things that he did and had the freedom to do it, made them an exceptional team. You talk about dribbling and passing the ball and having the flair to do it. He was unbelievable, man.”


Bryant was a strong competitor, but with his stylish game, there were also times when it appeared he might have been a bit more interested in style points than making the simple play. It would be a perception that followed him later, into college and professional basketball.


There was some truth to the perception, said Vontez Simpson. “That’s where Kobe gets it from.”


The Debate


Years later, a favorite debate among the old hands of Philadelphia basketball was whether Kobe or Joe Bryant was the better high school basketball player.


More often than not, the old-timers would side with Joe, citing his size and unique skills to make the case that he was better than Kobe as a teen. Looking back on Jelly’s career, Julius Thompson said that he was a twenty-first-century player.


“I love Kobe and everything, but I saw Joe in his prime,” said



Thompson, who spent years writing about the game and coaching it. “Joe was six ten and could do everything Kobe could do at six six.”


Plus, Joe Bryant could claim an accomplishment that his son never achieved—leading a team to the Philadelphia Public League title.


Wearing number 23, Jellybean did that in 1972, his senior year, as fans packed the school’s gym to cheer him and his teammates on. Down the stretch of the season, he scored 57 points (on a school-record 26 field goals) in one game and 40 points in another. He was named the MVP of the Public League tournament after leading Bartram to victories over Gratz High (coached by a young John Chaney, right before he entered college coaching) and Germantown, led by future NBA player Mike Sojourner.


At six nine, 240 pounds, Sojourner played in a frontcourt alongside a seven-footer, making Germantown a big, strong high school team—even for the Public League—but Joe rose to the challenge, Julius Thompson recalled. “Joe just went crazy against them. He just took over, scored about 30 points that day.”


Jellybean scored 30 points with 12 rebounds in the championship game, but it was the inspired play of teammate Joe “Mad Dog” Pride that boosted the late comeback for the victory.


Afterward, Joe and his father stood arm in arm, smiling for a Tribune photographer, their arms draped around each other’s shoulders, their fingers pointing skyward, number one. Big Joe’s face absolutely beamed.


High school success brought Jellybean to the full attention of the entire city, and he was ready for it, Dick Weiss recalled. “Joe had enormous personality as a high school kid. Enormous personality. He was always laughing, was always fun to be around. He was quiet, he was a gentleman, he was always happy to see you, I think a terrific ambassador for not just the Sonny Hill League but for the entire city because you couldn’t help but smile when you saw him play. Everybody knew him, and everybody liked him.”


“That all went back to Big Joe, who was the same way,” Julius Thompson offered. “Joe could talk. People loved the nickname Jellybean. He was effervescent, lively. Very friendly.”


Next up was the city-championship game that pitted the Public



League champs against the top team of the Catholic League. The Public League almost always defeated the Catholic team for the title. That year, St. Thomas More had nearly beaten Bartram in a close contest the very first game of the season. Still, many reasoned that Bartram remained an overwhelming favorite to win the trophy, due to Joe’s strong play.


Most of the Catholic League teams tried to slow the game to take away the athleticism of the Public League. But the St. Thomas More team had athleticism that could play with Bartram.


“[Bartram] went in there overconfident,” Vontez Simpson recalled. “They thought they were gonna roll over St. Tommy More. Oh, man, that was a heartbreaker.”


Jellybean was despondent after the loss, Simpson recalled. But the MVP award in the Public League was just one of several for Bryant that season, and they came with an abundance of interest from college coaches across the country. There were so many calls to his house, Big Joe had to change his phone number.


In those days, Sonny Vaccaro, who would later gain fame as an athletic-shoe executive, was a bushy-haired middle school special-ed teacher from Pittsburgh who ran the country’s elite high school all-star game each season. Called the Dapper Dan Round-ball Classic, the event drew all of America’s top college coaches, who came to Pennsylvania each spring get a look at the country’s best high school talent.


Both Mo Howard and Jellybean were invited to play in the game. Their fathers couldn’t wait to make the trip to the event. “I had a Pinto,” Howard recalled of the small Ford he drove, “and I still don’t know how they got their fat asses in and drove up to Pittsburgh just so they would be there for Joey and I. You’re talking about two guys from down south. I know my dad didn’t know who his dad was. We came from humble beginnings, man, and our dads were working stiffs, man. Us having achieved a certain amount of notoriety as young guys, that was more than the biggest paycheck our dads could get.”


The profile got bigger for Big Joe Bryant that weekend. His son was named the all-star game’s most valuable player, which brought Jellybean to the attention of even more colleges, much to Big Joe’s



consternation. The family wanted Joey to play college ball in Philly so that they could be close for his rise to fame.


The award was added to Bryant’s collection of trophies at the house over on Willows Avenue, a truly impressive display, recalled Gilbert Saunders. Saunders would be selected to play in Vaccaro’s game the following season. Part of the introduction for the 1973 Dapper Dan was the viewing of the film of the 1972 game in which Jelly-bean dominated the nation’s best high school players. “That’s the first time I got an idea of just how talented Joe was,” Saunders said.


“Joe could literally do anything you want on the floor,” Dick Weiss recalled, “and he had the ability to play all five positions. He could handle the ball, he could play inside, he had all the offensive skills. He had some Magic Johnson to his game. I’m not saying he was Magic, but he mastered all five positions. So, prior to Magic (who would come on the scene in the late seventies), Joe Bryant played the same style, where he was very good with the ball in the open floor, making plays for others but creating situations where he could really excite the crowd with the things he did.”


From the writers to the coaches to opposing players, just about everybody had the opinion that Jellybean was headed for the very big time. He could have gone almost anywhere, but Jellybean also wanted to stay close to home. He understood that he was a hometown hero in Philly, he loved soaking in his local celebrity status, and he wanted to play in the city’s Big Five. It came down to Temple and La Salle, and Jellybean chose La Salle because that was where one of his heroes, Kenny Durrett, had played. La Salle coach Paul Westhead deployed an open-court, up-tempo approach that looked like a lot of fun.


“La Salle had a huge reputation for producing great individual players,” Dick Weiss explained. “That went all the way back back to Tom Gola in the late forties early fifties. Joe was supposed to be the next great player. In fact, 1972 was a really special year in Philadelphia high school basketball because Joe Bryant and Mike Sojourner—who ended up going to Utah—and Mo Howard were all in the same class, and they were the big three. They were the three players everybody wanted.”


Paul Westhead confirmed that Joe was supposed to be their next



great player. In those days, coaches really didn’t find out about players until toward the end of their high school careers, Westhead explained. “I really didn’t track him as a young boy at age twelve, thirteen, or fourteen. Nowadays he’d be on the radar of college coaches at an early age, like, twelve. They’d say, ‘There’s this kid in West Philly that can really play.’ When I first got involved with Joe, he was a senior in high school. He had a marvelous natural gift. And he liked the game, so he worked at it. It wasn’t like Joe was a lazy player. Not at all. ’Cause he loved the game. Basketball seemed to be who he was. He could do that. That was never a problem.”


While Joe was deciding on La Salle, Mo Howard had agreed to play at the “UCLA of the East,” as coach Lefty Driesell called his Maryland program.


Their decisions now made, the two basketball friends spent the spring and summer attacking the city’s courts, Howard recalled with a laugh. “As high school seniors, Joe Bryant and I did almost everything together. I would pick him up after he got out of school. I would drive from my school to his school and pick him up. We’d get in the car, we’d go looking for basketball games. Man, all over the city, different rec centers, playgrounds. There were a couple of leagues out in the suburbs. We were high school seniors playing against men, and we would thrash those dudes, man. We thrashed ’em.”


Explorers


What Mo and Joe could not thrash was the National Collegiate Athletic Association. The governing body of college athletics changed its academic eligibility rules yet again, this time in an effort to “predict” the academic success of incoming athletes. The new formula meant that neither Bryant nor his friend Howard would be eligible as freshmen.


Howard went off to Maryland anyway, and Joe Bryant spent a lot of time at Gilbert Saunders’s house in what became a lost year. He played intramural games at La Salle and kept a heavy presence at his old haunts, the playgrounds.




Still impossibly thin as a college sophomore (he weighed less than two hundred pounds), he first played for the La Salle Explorers during the 1973–74 season and brought an immediate upgrade to the school’s talent pool. Westhead, who had already gained a reputation as something of an expert on Shakespeare, presided over games with a scholarly demeanor, clothed in turtlenecks and sports jackets.


Jellybean did his part by playing the game in what amounted to a basketball version of iambic pentameter. A La Salle student publication described him as a “flamboyant genius.”


“It was not just his size,” Westhead remembered. “He was just a fluid player. He could flow in and out. Static he did not know. That word didn’t mean anything to him. He was always moving right, left, up, down. He had a lot of bounce to his game. That would be true defensively, too. He was always looking to make a steal.”


As a young coach, Westhead loved the open-court game, which meant that his team did a lot of pressing in order to do a lot of running. First off, Bryant could grab a rebound off the defensive board, and, due to his ball-handling skills, he didn’t have to pass to the point guard.


“He’s the kind of guy who could get a defensive rebound and go wire to wire with the ball on the dribble,” Westhead explained. “In the seventies and years later, you didn’t see much of that taking it the whole way.”


Five years later, a six-foot-nine Magic Johnson would gain fame for that kind of skill while leading Michigan State to a national championship and then, later, driving the Lakers to five NBA titles.


In 2015, Draymond Green would help push the Golden State Warriors to win the NBA title by being a particularly strong play-making power forward who could run the fast break. But a big man with guard skills was practically unprecedented in 1974.


“Joe Bryant did that before the world knew you could do that or before you were permitted to do that,” Westhead said.


Jellybean’s presence helped create that quick tempo that West-head desired. “He believed that you should totally outrun people,” Julius Thompson said. “If he didn’t score 50 by halftime, he’d be upset.”




“Westhead was a run-and-gun coach,” Gilbert Saunders offered.


Westhead phrased it another way: “I think I was able to recognize his talent, recognize how good he could be, and let him do his thing. I didn’t play him as a point guard. But during the game he would evolve into doing everything. It wasn’t like Joe was all over the place doing whatever he felt like. Joe was the kind of guy who could find a way to do his thing, especially when he got the ball in his hands. I tried to minimize how much half-court offense we had. I was trying to push the envelope. We always played at a pretty fast pace.”


La Salle got off to a good start in November of 1973, and Mo Howard felt the urge to go see them play (in those days, before cable and widespread broadcasting, La Salle games weren’t often on TV). Howard discovered that Westhead didn’t seem to know where the brakes were and had almost no inclination to use them anyway. His teams were all out, the perfect style for Jellybean.


“It was B. That’s how B played,” Howard recalled. “For it to be a great team, Joey had to do what he does. Westhead never tried to put the cuffs on. La Salle would press up on you, full court, three-quarter court. They played very fast ’cause Joey could run with the guards. Often time he’d be the guy in the middle with the fast break.”


Philadelphia’s Big Five was a virtual training ground that season for NBA coaches, with Chuck Daly at Penn, Jack McKinney at St. Joe’s, Don Casey at Temple, and Westhead at La Salle. The only Big Five coach who didn’t move up to the NBA was Rollie Massimino at Villanova, who would reign for decades as one of the top coaches in college basketball. Bryant did his best to put on a show for all of them.


He averaged 18.7 points and led the Big Five in rebounds at 10.8 a game that first season. Big Joe was there for every home game. The next season, Jellybean upped those numbers to better than 20 points and 11 rebounds a game.


“The quest for the new season involves controlling the agile giant’s immense talents,” said a preview in one of La Salle’s student publications.


Bryant’s second college season brought lots of highlights—a



win over Atlantic Coast Conference power Clemson; an upset of sixth-ranked Alabama to win the Sugar Bowl Classic holiday tournament, which was sealed on Bryant’s late tip-in; his 34 points versus Memphis State; and his game-winning shot against Chuck Daly’s Penn team.


At one point, La Salle rose as high as eleventh in the national polls that season. Bryant and teammates Bill Taylor and Charlie Wise would make the All–Big Five First Team in 1975 after leading the Explorers to a 22–7 record and a regular-season league championship. But in those days, the NCAA tournament gave almost no at-large bids. The only way to make the big event was to win your conference tournament.


It was there that Jellybean left Westhead with a searing memory.


“The league championship games were at Lafayette College,” Westhead remembered. “We’re in the final game, and if you win you’re going to go to the NCAA. We’re in the final game with Lafayette College. And there’s inside two minutes to go, and we’re up, I want to say, seven points. Joe Bryant steals the ball and is going down for an uncontested layup to put us up nine. He goes in and jumps up as high as he could, and he slam-dunks the ball and turns with this big grin on his face. During that time, dunking was not allowed in college basketball. It was illegal.”


The officials blew an immediate technical foul, wiping out the basket while awarding Lafayette two free throws and the ball. Still grinning broadly, Bryant walked over to the bench and told West-head, “Coach, I just had to do it.”


“So a seven-point game goes to a four-point game,” Westhead recalled forty years later, still with the trace of disbelief in his voice. “I was stunned. I can’t say that I jumped up and patted him on the back and said, ‘Joe, you’re my man.’ I didn’t yell at him. I was in shock. He knew exactly what he was doing. And I can say he probably calculated, ‘I’ve been waiting all year to do this, and we’re going to win this game, so, so what?’”


The moment encapsulated Jellybean’s career for Westhead. “In that game he probably had 20-some points, a lot of rebounds,” the coach said. “I still remember him stealing the ball and driving the length, because nobody was in thirty feet of him.”




La Salle held on for the win and took on highly regarded Syracuse in a first-round game at the Palestra, in Philadelphia. Joe Bryant had an outstanding game, but he missed a game-winning shot with three seconds to go, and the Explorers lost in overtime. Syracuse went on to reach the Final Four of the tournament.


After the season, Jellybean announced he was declaring hardship and entering the NBA draft that spring. Westhead knew the timing was right.


“In retrospect Joe Bryant was the first six-foot-nine point guard in America,” the coach said. “But at that time no one thought of players of that size as point guards or ball handlers and people that had those kinds of skills. In fact, many people who saw Joe play thought that he had too much juice, that he did too many things, that he should have toned down his game befitting a forward and not act like he was a point guard.”


Westhead heard the criticism from scouts and other coaches, but he didn’t agree. To Westhead, the string-bean Jelly was a force to be deployed. And the coach agreed that his best player was ready for pro basketball.


With the love of those Philly crowds ringing in his ears, Joe Bryant was sure he was headed for the big time. That there might be another outcome was a thought that hardly crossed his mind.











Chapter 4
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PAM AND JELLY


IT WAS DURING his years at La Salle that Joe Bryant fell under the sway of a striking, statuesque young woman named Pam Cox, much to her father’s dismay.


“Pam Cox could have been a lawyer or something,” remarked John Smallwood, the longtime Philadelphia Daily News sports columnist. “Instead, she wound up with crazy Joe Bryant.”


That pretty much summed up the viewpoint of her father, John Cox II. He apparently couldn’t stand the thought of his daughter taking up with Jellybean. Family members recall him asking how that guy would be able to support her and the lifestyle she was used to.


“She could have done anything she wanted,” agreed Dick Weiss. “She had the look of a runway model, a beautiful girl. I’m sure [her father] expected her to marry a doctor or a lawyer,” Weiss said. “He never expected her to marry a pro basketball player from Southwest Philadelphia.”


Yet their pairing would merge two deep basketball gene pools. Pam’s brother, John Arthur Cox III, nicknamed Chubby, was a high school All-American guard who later played college ball at Villanova and the University of San Francisco. And Joe was already making his way to the NBA.


Yet neither Joe nor Chubby could provide the key personality element that would make Kobe Bryant one of the game’s all-time great competitors.




“That killer, that killer, is Pam Cox, man,” explained Mo Howard with a laugh, an opinion repeated time and again among the couple’s friends. “She’s a beautiful woman, but there’s a side to her that’s cold-blooded killer.”


Pam Cox also had uncommon personal discipline, another key trait she would instill in her son.


“She’s the one who made Joe walk the straight and narrow,” said Vontez Simpson. “Joe’s like a big kid. You couldn’t do nothing but like him.”


Some friends said it was no coincidence that once Pam and Joe got together, Bryant’s coach found him to be more focused and under control as a junior. Westhead laughed at the notion. “Because they started dating did he stop putting the ball behind his back?” the coach asked. “No, I didn’t notice that. I’m only kidding. I knew, in meeting her, you could tell she was a good person and therefore she was going to be helpful to Joe.”


To some observers, the pairing seemed improbable. First of all, the families were very different. Whereas the Bryants were relatively late arrivals in the city, refugees from Georgia who found themselves immediately locked into financial straits, the Coxes were an older Philadelphia family, the kind whose weddings and social events could be found in the pages of the Philadelphia Tribune, one of the oldest African American newspapers in the country.


The original John Cox, who was married in 1933, was a pillar of the St. Ignatius Parish, an old-line institution in West Philadelphia that had served German immigrants since its founding in the 1890s. Cox had been involved in the Holy Savior Parish, which was founded in 1924 as a Catholic worship community for African Americans in West Philly. But the area’s German-speaking population had experienced a marked decline, and by 1928, the white St. Ignatius congregation had approached Holy Savior about a merger.


From that union, St. Ignatius soon grew into a strong parish with an ambitious community agenda, with a school and a nursing home among its initiatives. John Cox Sr. stepped into the role as manager of the St. Ignatius thrift store, the profits from which provided major funding for the nursing home and other programs. By



the 1950s, the thrift store was so strong—and so well run by Cox—that the parish required no extra funding from the Philadelphia Archdiocese, the Tribune reported.


The influx of African American migrants created an array of social and racial tensions across the city over the decades, but St. Ignatius would serve as an integrating factor in the face of conflict. A sign of that perhaps came in 1956 when, after years of being left out, John Arthur Cox Sr. was finally selected as one of the first blacks admitted to the Knights of Columbus, a charitable and social fraternity of the faith. The lack of integration in the local lodge had long been an item of contention in the congregation, although Cox seemed to downplay that while professing a fundamental optimism in an interview with the Tribune.


“There is nothing hard about joining the organization or staying in it,” he said of the Knights of Columbus. “We know there is some animosity in some people’s hearts, but it is being beaten down every day.”


His son, John Arthur Cox Jr., would gain notice in the late forties and early fifties for his prowess as a boxer and for playing basketball on community teams, but it remained very much an era of limited opportunity for young blacks. Instead of going to college, the junior Cox went into the service.


By 1953, he was a twenty-year-old U.S. Army private who had returned home from training for a quick wedding to Mildred Williams, a seventeen-year-old beauty, in a 7:30 a.m. Mass at St. Ignatius that was reported in the Tribune. The wedding was so hasty that there was no time for a reception. The couple said vows at the breakfast ceremony, and Private Cox then hustled off to Alaska to serve in the military police.


John Arthur “Chubby” Cox III would be their first child, soon followed by sister Pam.


Once his military duty was completed, John Cox II returned to Philadelphia and began a career in the city’s fire department as it struggled through the first years of a difficult, often ugly attempt to integrate. He would rise through the harsh years of the Rizzo administration to become one of the early black fire lieutenants in the department, no small feat in itself.




He exuded that certain Philly toughness. “Mr. Cox, he was a city guy,” Mo Howard explained. “He grew up in West Philly. He never had a silver spoon in his mouth or anything like that. Between him and his wife, they afforded quite a lifestyle for Pam and Chub. When I first met Chubby and Pam, they lived in Fairmount Park, which is the largest urban park in the world. So to have a house near Fair-mount Park, that’s an accomplishment, especially for black people.”


The area, loosely known as Parkside, marked a profound difference from the section of West Philly where John Cox had grown up, Howard said. “It was better than down in the bottom. For Mr. and Mrs. Cox, I guess, growing up that way gave them the drive and motivation to have the success they did.”


There have been depictions of John Cox II as a difficult, often condescending man, divisive even within his own family. Gail Williams, a close relative of Mildred Williams Cox, wrote a fictional account of the family of a basketball star that painted an unflattering portrait of characters that represented both Pam Cox and her father. Family friends in interviews confirmed some difficult elements of the personalities of father and daughter, yet many acquaintances also talked of the redeeming qualities as well.


One curiosity of their circumstances was that Big Joe Bryant, a man of very limited means, was quoted and photographed with great frequency in the local papers, while John Arthur Cox II—a man of accomplishment and rank in the city fire department—was seemingly never quoted or photographed, despite the fact that he was the parent of a noteworthy son, son-in-law, and grandson. It was almost as if he studiously avoided public notice.


Basketball Love


John Cox may have disliked his daughter’s taking up with Jelly-bean, but it would be a union that lasted for decades and produced three high-achieving children. The Pam and Jelly story itself would become a central and defining element in the life of their famous son, from his upbringing to the intense conflict that later marked all of their lives.




Pam would recall that she first became aware of Joe as a child because their grandparents lived close to one another. At that time, Jellybean was certainly not someone she was interested in, she once told a reporter.


“Joe always knew Pam through Chubby,” Gilbert Saunders explained. Her brother and Joe Bryant both had easygoing personalities and immense talent. Jelly and Chubby liked each other and saw the world in much the same way as young players.


Chubby was a year behind Jellybean and Mo Howard in school, and they often competed against him and with him, too, Howard recalled. “Chubby’s whole thing was, ‘I want to be good like you guys. Whatever you guys are doing, that’s what I want to do.’ To do that, you gotta get buckets, man. Joey had one of the highest averages in the Public League; Chubby was one of those guys right below him in scoring. Chubby was a class behind us. Chubby was a very, very good player.”


He played with a noticeable air of confidence. Years later, Howard would watch a young Kobe Bryant and be reminded of Pam’s brother. “Early in Kobe’s career, that swag was Chubby Cox,” Howard said.


One unusual factor that seemed to catch everyone’s attention was how much Pam Cox doted on her brother. “In her eyes, Chubby could do no wrong,” Vontez Simpson recalled.


In time, it became clear that Chubby Cox was spoiled by doting parents and a doting sister, to the point that his father sought out Sonny Hill for help in dealing with the issue.


“The Cox family turned him over to me,” Sonny Hill recalled. “Chubby came from an upper-class family. He was sort of spoiled to a large degree, and his family turned him over to me in my league. I became a huge part of Chubby’s life in terms of structure, discipline, and basketball.”


It wasn’t just swag and style that Chubby Cox shared with his nephew Kobe. It was also that both were the favorites, constantly fawned upon by family members.


Chubby and Pam started out in Philadelphia, attending Over-brook High School, but the family purchased a home off the Main Line in the city’s Parkside suburbs, which meant that Pam and



Chubby switched to Roxborough High, a school with an uneven basketball tradition, where Chubby could readily ascend as a star.


The Coxes purchased a suburban home that had been owned by Muhammad Ali. It included a pool and a pool house and was quite exclusive, a property the family could afford with John Cox’s rank in the fire department and his wife Mildred’s employment with the federal government.


“The Coxes were hardworking people who were able to afford their children a great lifestyle,” Mo Howard observed. “They didn’t think they were better than anybody. They treated everybody the same. When I met them, they were doing quite well.”


Some thought that Chubby’s family home and his attractive sister provided a draw for Jellybean, to the point that he found time to visit the Cox household frequently. Yet Mo Howard disagreed. “I don’t think any of the attractions of material success swayed Joey. Joey was the same guy when he didn’t have it and when he did have it. Their house had all the amenities. And Joey just went with it, you know? That stuff didn’t define what Joey was.”


Meanwhile, Mr. Cox gained a reputation as someone who disliked having people hanging around, swimming in his pool.


It wasn’t just the pool that John Cox was guarding. “Mr. Cox didn’t want just anybody coming up in the house to eat dinner with the family and date his daughter,” Gilbert Saunders said.


Pam Cox herself once recalled that her feelings for Jellybean surfaced one night when her brother’s Villanova team played La Salle. The families were on opposite sides of the court, and when she got up to go over and greet Big Joe Bryant, she discovered that Jellybean was headed in the opposite direction to say hello to her parents. It was one of those moments, she explained later.


Pam had been attending college in Pittsburgh and doing well when she abruptly transferred to Villanova before the start of her junior year. She later said Joe wasn’t the reason she returned to Philadelphia, but the very fact that she had to explain that only seemed to raise more questions, not to mention her father’s concerns.


By then, Jellybean was doing well at La Salle, but to outsiders he still seemed to lack direction. “Joe was a diamond in the rough,” Gilbert Saunders explained. “Pam polished him up. JB wasn’t the



first choice of her father. But he was open to being polished. Pam polished him up. Pam made a statement by becoming his wife.”


At some point, Jelly and Pam decided to move in together into an apartment, Saunders recalled. “They lived in a tiny little apartment in Germantown when she could have stayed home in luxury with her parents in that comfortable house on City Line Avenue. She loved him enough to accept him for what he was, regardless of her father.”


It helped ease the tension a little when Jellybean was drafted by Golden State, the fourteenth overall selection of the first round of the NBA draft that June. The Warriors had just won the NBA championship and were coached by Al Attles, a tough-minded guard who had played pro ball for the old Philadelphia Warriors with Wilt Chamberlain. It seemed like a perfect spot for Jellybean to begin his career.


The Bryant family was excited, and Attles would later recall that he was quite eager to coach Joe Bryant. But apparently, the team’s early discussions with agent Richie Phillips didn’t go well. The Warriors were thinking in the neighborhood of $100,000 per year. Phillips wasn’t going to have that.


As the summer moved along, the Warriors were strangely silent about the contract. During that period of uncertainty, Pam and Joe got married. Soon enough, friends learned she was pregnant.


“It seemed they had been together for just a minute,” Vontez Simpson recalled. “Things happen.”


For decades, weddings in the Cox family had been formal affairs, all detailed later in the society pages of the Tribune. But Pam and Jellybean were married quietly at the home of Virgil Davis, a friend who lived in West Philly. It was a very small affair that wasn’t accompanied by paid notice in the Tribune.


The Contract


In those days, teams were required to submit a contract offer to their draft picks by early September. If teams failed to do that, they lost the rights to the pick, and the player was allowed to become a free agent.




“If you didn’t send that contract, you lost rights to him,” recalled Pat Williams, who was the general manager of the Philadelphia 76ers at the time. “You lost the player. And so one day I get a call from Richie Phillips, a former assistant district attorney in Philadelphia who represented some athletes and also the Major League Baseball umpire’s union. Richie and I were friends. He was Jelly-bean’s agent.”


Phillips asked Williams about the contract rule and told him that they hadn’t heard anything from the Warriors.


Williams was stunned. To lose the rights to a first-round draft pick was a major blunder. Franklin Mieuli, the owner of the Warriors—which moved to California from Philadelphia in 1962—had a close relationship with the ownership of the Sixers. Williams knew the Sixers would not want to embarrass Mieuli, so he suggested that they wait a few days to see if the contract arrived.


A few days later, Phillips phoned again and told Williams that they still didn’t have a contract. Phillips had also approached the New York Knicks, who also quickly expressed interest.


Williams went to Sixers owner Irv Kosloff and apprised him of the situation: no offer had come from Warriors executive Dick Vertlieb.


“Ohhh, I hate to do this to Franklin,” Kosloff told Williams, who replied, “Well, somebody’s going to get him, Kos, somebody’s going to end up getting Joe Bryant. A pretty good young player, and you know he wants to sign with us and stay in Philadelphia.”


Meanwhile, Sixers assistant coach Jack McMahon had just seen Jellybean perform brilliantly during his time in the Baker League. The coaching staff was in favor of signing him.


The Sixers were just two years removed from their disastrous 1973 season, when they went 9–73, the NBA’s all-time worst record. Under coach Gene Shue they had steadily rebuilt themselves, but they needed all the young players they could get.


“So we started negotiating,” Williams said.


As a free agent, Jellybean Bryant now had leverage. “We thought he was going to be a star,” Williams explained. “We were after talent. Joe was a young hero in Philly. He had the advantage of a tough negotiator in Richie Phillips. Richie had an absolute bonanza fall right in his lap.”




The 76ers already had two fascinating draft picks of their own that season, eighteen-year-old Darryl Dawkins and twenty-one-year-old Lloyd Free (soon to become World B. Free). Dawkins, the number five pick in the draft, had signed a seven-year deal for $1.4 million that paid him a little more than $100,000 a year on the front end.


Joe Bryant, the fourteenth pick in the draft, was given a three-year deal worth $900,000, paying him $300,000 each season.


Just two years earlier the Chicago Bulls were paying veteran Tom Boerwinkle $45,000 per year and struggling with the thought of paying fan favorite Jerry Sloan $60,000, recalled Williams, who had come to Philadelphia after serving as the Bulls GM.


“At the time, it was a big bite,” Williams said. “We began to work the deal out and got it resolved, and the next thing you know, we signed him and had a press conference. This was a big deal in Philly. The local college phenom was suddenly a member of the Philadelphia 76ers.”


At his home on Willows Avenue, Big Joe got the family together. All his support of his son’s basketball had paid off in ways he’d never imagined. “That night he signed with the 76ers we all cried and prayed together,” the father later recalled.


Thereafter, Jellybean would declare that his play in Sonny Hill’s Baker League had earned him an extra $800,000, a declaration that Sonny Hill would repeat many times over the ensuing decades.


The loss of a first-round draft pick presented the Warriors with a huge blow. NBA teams live by their ability to develop young talent. Though the folding of the American Basketball Association the following season would create an abundance of available players, the loss of a first-round pick in an administrative oversight was a blunder the team was not eager to disclose. Thus, for years the circumstances would be misrepresented as a trade.


“I don’t even know what the Sixers gave us for Joe Bryant,” Al Attles would later say obliquely. “Dick Vertlieb handled it. I wanted Joe.”


Despite Joe’s big contract, the times would prove quite precarious for pro basketball players. On top of the loss of the ABA teams, the NBA further trimmed its team rosters by one player, making the elimination of jobs even worse for players.




The timing and circumstances had seemed almost perfect for Joe Bryant, coming out of La Salle. If he didn’t already have huge expectations, the giant contract told him he was expected to be an instant star.


“We had fallen upon an arsenal of young talent,” Pat Williams said, looking back.


“It was an embarrassment of riches,” Dick Weiss said of the Philly roster.


Basketball fans in Philadelphia held Jellybean as their favorite son, and they celebrated knowing that one of their own was now a Sixer.


“Everybody was thrilled, man,” Mo Howard recalled. “Joey’s going to be in Philly, he’s going to be a Sixer. We just knew there was somebody on that team that he was going to put on the bench. There was somebody who was going to have to sit because of Joey.”


The situation immediately raised a question. Just whom might Jelly replace?











Chapter 5
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THE BOMB SQUAD


IN THE MINDS of both Paul Westhead and Mo Howard, Joe Bryant was top-notch talent for the NBA. But adding Jellybean to the mix made for a strange roster for the Sixers, with a starting lineup of hard-nosed veterans with a brace of very young reserves.


Playing in front of Bryant were excellent veteran forwards Billy Cunningham, Steve Mix, and George McGinnis. The rookies were all young, inexperienced, and wildly inconsistent. Consequently, they saw limited action at first.


The young talent off the bench—Free, Dawkins, and Bryant—would come to be known as the Bomb Squad, for their predilection for firing away from anywhere on the court. Having been a local favorite for years, Bryant clearly had stars in his eyes, and his first NBA season brought a rude awakening.


“Joe got his minutes here and there,” Pat Williams remembered. “It was hard for him to get the playing time he wanted. He was colorful as a ball handler. He was a showman, and he had that great nickname. I remember many a night he would be out there, having the crowd roaring. I’m not sure the coaches appreciated it, but he was absolutely a showman. That was always the sense with him.”


The coach was Gene Shue. “He was a veteran who had been through the mill,” Williams said. “We had suddenly presented him with this arsenal of young players.”


Like most coaches in that era, Shue was not known as a teacher.



It was not part of the job description, as it would be in the twenty-first century, when NBA teams routinely began taking on younger players. In 1975, pro basketball remained the domain of grown men.


“Gene was a veteran basketball guy, expected his players to know what they were doing,” Pat Williams said. “He was an old pro himself. He’d been coaching for years. Coaching those great Bullets teams. Gene was Gene. His approach was, ‘Here’s how the game should be played.’ He expected them to do it.”


The Sixers had discovered Darryl Dawkins at a Florida high school, stashed him away before the draft, then paid him to turn pro, one of the first cases of a player going directly from high school into the NBA (though a year earlier Moses Malone had gone from high school into the ABA).


“Shue had a stable full of young players, all of whom wanted the ball, wanted minutes,” Williams said, “and it was hard to get them minutes. We’ve got Joe, we’ve got Darryl, we’ve got World B. Free, all trying to get to play enough. It was quite a scene, the ’75 to ’76 76ers. It was definitely an adventure.”


With Bryant playing inconsistent minutes, the writers for the Tribune, the paper serving the African American community, seemed furious that Shue didn’t use him more.


“We were perplexed,” Mo Howard said of Bryant’s collection of friends and basketball buddies, “because we couldn’t see how come nobody else could figure out who Joey was as a basketball player. People would go to games just to see Joey, you know what I’m sayin’? I used to go watch Joey play, man. Understand that I’ve always seen him play the way that he played. He’d be on the perimeter; you’d see a behind-the-back pass. He’d get the hook from the coach. He’s running the break, he’d catch the ball, like, fifteen or twenty feet from the basket, and he’d pull up and shoot the jump shot. If he missed it, he got the hook. You know, we weren’t used to seeing that happen in Philly.”


Suddenly Jellybean’s local following became something of a burden. Everywhere he went, Bryant would have to try to explain why he wasn’t playing, which was hard because he didn’t understand it himself. For the first time in his life, he found himself on the outside looking in on the game he loved. He wore his frustrations on his sleeve.




“We would just go to see Joey play, and not being able to see him, as we say, ‘get off’ the way we knew he could—it was frustrating for us, too,” Mo Howard explained. “Especially with him being a Philly guy, especially at home. He was a six-nine perimeter player who could make plays and shoot the basketball. He was a constant team player. He didn’t do any of this stuff selfishly; he did everything he had to do to help his team win. That’s who Joey was. Now, granted, he did it with a little more flair than some of the guards.”


Both Shue’s fondness for Bryant and his frustration with the circumstances were still evident in an interview forty years later.


“Joe played some minutes, but all these players were young kids at the time,” Shue recalled. “They wanted to play more, and the minutes just weren’t there for them. I always liked Joe Bryant. I liked World B. Free, but again, they were just very, very young kids. I think Darryl might have been eighteen and Joe was probably twenty and World B. Free was probably nineteen. There just weren’t the minutes available for Joe to really excel, so he got limited minutes coming off the bench.”


Soon the Sixers found themselves with a media problem, then a community-relations problem, all while trying to rebuild after 1973, the disastrous season that transformed the atmosphere for pro basketball in the city’s arena, the Spectrum, into a mausoleum. Shue was brought in to turn the team around on the court, but the fans wanted to see Bryant in action.


“In ’73 there were no writers,” the coach recalled. “There was no coverage, there were no fans. We played for, like, a handful of fans. It was the worst team in the history of the game.”


Shue boosted the win total to twenty-five in his first season, thirty-four in his second, and was in the process of coaching the team to forty-six wins and a play-off berth in Bryant’s rookie year. With the success, the media had returned to covering the games, he said. “Now all of a sudden these writers started crawling back. All of a sudden now we’re a team. And they’re crawling back.”


Beat writers covering the team later recalled Dawkins, Free, and Bryant all pushing for stories to be written about their lack of playing time.


“I don’t blame the players at all,” Shue recalled, still with strong



feelings forty years later. “I blame the writers because they were looking for negative stories every day about why you’re not playing. They’d get with Darryl, get with Joe, and they’d get with World B. Free. And these players were showing their frustration because they weren’t playing. They wrote some things about the team, some dissension things. The players, all they wanted was more time.”


There was hope Jellybean’s presence might help to ease an age-old problem for pro basketball in the city, one that began when the Philadelphia Warriors won the title in the NBA’s first season with a white jump shooter out of Kentucky named Jumpin’ Joe Fulks. They won the title again in 1956, again with white stars, in particular Paul Arizin, Neil Johnston, and Tom Gola, who was one of several players on the team from Philadelphia. “They never really were able to connect with the North Philly crowd, with the black community, and they had these fabulous players,” Dick Weiss explained.


They later added Wilt Chamberlain, in the early sixties, which helped them fill seats, Weiss added. “And those old Philly Warriors with Wilt, Arizin, and Gola, they were bigger than life. People in Philadelphia today will still say Wilt was the best ever to play in the league.”


Even though they had success on the court, the Warriors were sold off to the West Coast after the 1962 season, in which Chamberlain had averaged an ungodly 50.4 points and 25.7 rebounds. That March, Wilt the Stilt, the ultimate favorite son of Philadelphia, scored 100 points in a game, and the team reached the conference finals in the play-offs.


To move the Warriors after such a great season, wrote Philadelphia Inquirer columnist Frank Fitzpatrick, was “a sting as sharp as death’s. And while healing came with time, wisdom did not. I didn’t understand the move then, and, fifty-three years later, I still don’t.”


Longtime Philadelphia Warriors owner Eddie Gottlieb took his rationale for the move with him to his grave in 1979. At the time they were sold, the Warriors had the fifth-best attendance in what was then just a nine-team league, about 5,500 people per game (which indicates how different a presence the NBA had in that era).


In the wake of the Warriors’ departure, the Syracuse Nationals



moved to Philadelphia and became the 76ers, who reacquired Chamberlain and won the NBA title with him in 1967, only to trade him to the Lakers a year later.


To say the least, being a pro basketball fan in the city was a torturous, up-and-down experience, and the Sixers hoped to shore up the fan base by showcasing some native Philly talent. But since he didn’t play much, Jellybean’s tenure with the team frustrated fans even more, Weiss explained. “That’s why Philadelphia really shied away for the longest time from drafting Philadelphia-born players. Because they figured that if the Philly guys didn’t play, you couldn’t win with the fans. Because all of the fan base would come and wonder why the Philly guy wasn’t playing. And that’s what happened with Joe.”


Much of the team’s trouble on the court that first season stemmed, as Shue said, from the youth, lack of experience, and inconsistency of all three talented rookies. Rookies are often given time to adjust to the speed of the NBA, but the organization was under pressure from fans and the media to get Joe in the game.


The Philadelphia Tribune—a key media outlet in the team’s hopes of pulling fans from the community—let it be known that it wasn’t happy with how Joe Bryant was being received just weeks into his rookie season.


SHUE PLAYING POLITICS WITH JOE BRYANT’S FUTURE, the paper declared on December 13, 1975.


What complicated the situation even further were common opinions about “showboat” players in that age of basketball. When the NBA was all white in the 1940s, the league struggled to sell tickets, but then it found some success by pairing NBA games with Harlem Globetrotter games. That alone has long been credited with allowing the league to survive its lean early seasons.


As the NBA became a bit more established, the all-white Minneapolis Lakers and the all-black Globetrotters battled in a series of straight-up basketball games in the 1940s and ’50s, games that were sometimes contentious. Given the racial climate in America at the time, it’s understandable that the situation fostered both understanding and animosity between the races.


Even the act of dunking was disputed within the ethos of that era. Jim Pollard, the athletic star of the Minneapolis Lakers, once explained



that white players who could dunk were loath to do so because it was considered “showboating,” or showing up the opposition.


And, while the Globetrotters offered plenty of showtime entertainment with fancy ball handling and comedy routines that thrilled fans, they, too, did little dunking in the era just after World War II. It simply wasn’t part of the game.


Over time, the debate about showboating would prove far more complicated than mere race, however. One of the the greatest showboat players in the history of the game, Pistol Pete Maravich, came to the Atlanta Hawks as a rookie in 1970, signed to a $2-million contract even as the team was refusing to give veteran stars such as Lenny Wilkens and Joe Caldwell modest raises on their salaries, which were less than $100,000 a year.


Richie Guerin, the coach of the Hawks, had a reputation for years as one of the NBA’s hard-nosed competitors, and he built the Hawks into a winning team with gritty play. “Pete’s style of play offended me as a coach and our players,” Guerin said in 1992, looking back on the two seasons he coached Maravich for the Hawks.


Those attitudes remained prevalent in 1976, which played into how Jellybean’s flashy style was received. But before he could even get a chance to showboat, Bryant had to get on the court.


In January, team star Billy Cunningham suffered a knee injury, which opened up playing time for Bryant. In keeping with his showboat antics, Bryant had shown a penchant for attacking the baskets with soaring dunks that embarrassed opposing centers. He did that in early January over Milwaukee Bucks seven-footer Elmore Smith, pumping his fist in celebration.


His energy was palpable. “I just want to play so bad,” he told the Delaware County Times. “That’s the thing that’s keepin’ me in there. Every chance I get I’m in there playin’ my heart out.”


“Joe Bryant is a real pro player,” Shue told reporters that night. “His biggest development has been his overall confidence. In the earlier part of the year he was struggling because he couldn’t get his game together. That was partly because I had him on a string, running in and out of games.”


By February, Bryant told incredulous reporters that he was still holding out hope for Rookie of the Year honors.




“I have set that honor as my goal.” He wouldn’t achieve it. Alvan Adams would claim the award by averaging better than 19 points and 9 rebounds while helping the Phoenix Suns to an NBA championship-series appearance that spring. Over the regular season, Jellybean appeared in seventy-five games, averaging sixteen minutes, 7.4 points, and 3.7 rebounds, solid enough numbers for a rookie but not enough to match Bryant’s and the community’s expectations. Bryant would not even make the All-Rookie Team, although the Tribune would declare him its Rookie of the Year and Best Freshman Forward in an April story, another indication of the community’s affection for its favorite son.


The Sixers finished the regular season with forty-six wins and took on the Buffalo Braves in a best-of-three-games first-round series. Bryant played little in the first game, a loss, then scored 12 points in a Game 2 victory that evened the series.


On the eve of Game 3, the Tribune ran a story about Pam, MRS. J. B., A LADY AT 20. That the newspaper did a story on the wife of a player who didn’t have much influence on the Sixers’ play-off hopes indicated the level of celebrity that the Bryants enjoyed in the community.


“Joey and I talk an awful lot about ball,” she told the paper, adding that she understood it was her job to encourage him and help keep him mentally ready, despite his frustrations.


Pam told the Tribune that she and her husband didn’t have much time for dealing with family. Her parents lived nearby. She and Joe had lived with them for a time, until the newlyweds purchased a nice home not far away, in Lower Merion, in the city’s rich suburbs. They didn’t get back to Southwest Philly often, she said, adding that Big Joe still would phone often to check on her, first during her pregnancy, then to hear about new granddaughter Sharia after she was born, in March.


Despite the frustrations of the season, the Bryants’ house had quickly become quite a haven, recalled Mo Howard. “It was a beautiful house. That’s where we’d go after the games. Sit around and watch TV. Play music and eat and stuff. And in the off-season, we’d go over there. We’d work out in the daytime, go over there and hang out, because, you know, they were one of the few people that we knew that had central air in those days.”




The day after the story ran, the Sixers lost the deciding game to the Braves, 124–123. Jellybean fouled out after scoring 9 points.


The Trial


Three weeks after the season, Jellybean’s life was upended by his flight from the police and the subsequent wreck and arrest. It was an astounding and devastating development for many people, from Big Joe to Sonny Hill to Bryant’s many friends and fans. Most devastated of all was Jellybean himself.


“He was absolutely just frantic,” former Sixers GM Pat Williams recalled. “He saw the worst. His career was over, and he was going to be disgraced in his hometown. It was just a nightmare for him.”


It wasn’t uncommon in that era for drug offenders to go right into prison on a first offense, often for lengthy sentences. Beyond that was the public safety issue. Joe Bryant had sped around the city with his lights out, fleeing police, and caused substantial property damage. Add that to the cocaine, and a judge could throw the book at him, make an example.


His wife, Pam, immediately spoke to a Trib reporter and vowed that she would stand by her husband “to the end.”


Some thought the situation would send John Cox into apoplexy, but the Cox family had already encountered legal troubles in August of 1974, when Chubby had been charged in a very public purse-snatching incident that left him facing a variety of felony charges. He had been driving around with a group of friends in his car when he suggested that one of them jump out and snatch a woman’s purse. Chubby would later swear that he was joking, but the incident quickly blew up into reporters knocking at the door of the family’s house to write nightmarish news stories in all the Philadelphia papers.


Richie Phillips, the former prosecutor who would become Joe’s agent a year later, had represented Chubby Cox on those charges and eventually got them all cleared. The young guard was able to transfer to the University of San Francisco and become a star there, playing alongside Bill Cartwright.




With Joe’s legal disaster, Phillips emerged as quite comfortable in the dual roles of agent and defense attorney. The lawyer confidently announced to reporters that his client would be exonerated on all charges, which was somewhat astounding, considering the mountain of evidence against him.


The preliminary hearing was scheduled for early June, which generally meant that the prosecution would air its evidence to send the case to a grand jury for indictment. At this stage in the process, the defense never put on evidence.


But, as a former prosecutor, Phillips wanted to speed up the process. He planned to provide evidence for the defense at the preliminary hearing, a public-relations move that was highly unusual.


Despite the harsh sentences being handed down routinely for drug charges, cocaine wasn’t considered a particularly serious drug in 1976. Although the drug had been around for ages, the South American drug cartels had been able to gain access to the American markets during the decade and began flooding the country with the powder, which was hip and instantly popular among the well-to-do in the age of disco.


The American Psychological Association had yet to declare that the drug was addictive, and it seemed to turn up everywhere in the culture, especially in an NBA in which the changing salary structure provided the players with plenty of disposable cash.


By 1976, a number of players were putting that disposable cash “up their noses,” according to the vernacular of the times. Soon, the NBA would gain a reputation for drug abuse.


“Everybody was using,” recalled Sonny Vaccaro, the shoe executive. “And I mean everybody. The whole culture in the NBA was drugs in those years.”


Pete Newell, then the GM of the Lakers, recalled in a 1992 interview that the seventies were a low, low time for the league, with the distinctive odor of pot smoke thick in the hallways of team hotels, and cadres of women stalking the players and creating an atmosphere of sexual frivolity. Cocaine was considered an aphrodisiac, if the atmosphere wasn’t already enough of one.


Many players became sex addicts, former Laker Lou Hudson explained in 1992. “They were eaten up with it.”




Newell said that team executives just didn’t know what to do about the situation in a time when the league itself had no real drug policy. With Los Angeles serving as something of a ground zero for the counterculture, the Lakers took to employing off-duty vice detectives from the LAPD to track the movements of players.


That tactic hardly slowed the cocaine train. Ron Carter, a rookie out of the Virginia Military Institute, came to the Lakers in 1978 and recalled an eye-opening party at an L.A. club thrown for Kareem Abdul-Jabbar by two well-known actors who were super-fans, in which bowls of coke mysteriously appeared on the tables.


“Keep in mind that we knew nothing about this stuff,” explained Pat Williams. “I remember, we would hear these reports, these rumors, and none of us in the front office had a clue. I mean, we had no idea what was going on. So I remember picking up the paper one day and reading that Joe Bryant had been arrested in Fairmount Park.”


Philadelphia was one of many teams finding themselves caught up in the rapidly changing popular culture. The Jellybean case would be among the first that would bring the problem into the public spotlight.


“There were a lot of people in Philly who were worried about him, because they liked him and they didn’t want to see him go south,” explained Dick Weiss, who was covering the 76ers during that era. “The NBA was filled with it. I was always amazed no one was stopped on plane trips into these cities to play games. They used to carry it right with them.


“Players were never open to talking with the writers about it, he said. “It never occurred to us to make a big deal out of it. Now if this happened, it would probably be all over the media. Then, it was part of the culture.”


Even so, Bryant’s arrest had made the newswires. The incident had left him nearly inconsolable, but, in addition to having Richie Phillips as his lawyer, he had another huge force working for him—his relationship with Sonny Hill, whose league was populated with parole officers and other officials of the courts.


Gilbert Saunders explained that Hill wasn’t about to lose one of the players he had rescued from Philadelphia’s streets. The strange nature of Bryant’s preliminary hearing confirmed that.




Jellybean arrived in courtroom 285 at city hall wearing a solemn look and a fine suit with a loosely knotted tie. He was toting his darling, wide-eyed baby daughter, Sharia, in a frilly hat. Pam, her hair now in a short, pixie style, strode in to his right in a sleek pant-suit, hardly looking as if she was two months removed from pregnancy. Their representatives flanked the couple down the courtroom aisle. Richie Phillips wore a three-piece and sunglasses.


Phillips had lined up twenty character witnesses to speak on Bryant’s behalf, an unheard-of tactic in a preliminary hearing. The list included Bryant’s coach and the team’s GM. The team had just been sold, but longtime owner Irv Kosloff had immense affection for Jellybean and showed up to speak on his behalf, as did his track coach, the Reverend Eugene Festus, a former member of the famed Harlem Hellfighters of World War I and a Philadelphia legend in his own right.


The prosecution had an abundance of evidence, but in the hearing of the Commonwealth v. Joseph Washington Bryant III, Judge J. Earl Simmons quickly ruled that there was no probable cause for police to have searched Bryant’s vehicle. It was an astounding ruling, considering Bryant’s actions that night a month earlier.


The judge told Bryant: “I expect you to live a straight life from here on. You hold a high position in the community and I expect you to live up to it. . . . You are an idol among Philadelphia’s youngsters. I would hope you continue to earn that idolatry.”


“The ball club stood by him,” Pat Williams recalled. “He was broken, very relieved and grateful. I think that scared the wits out of him.”


BRYANT GOT OFF EASY, the Delaware County Times declared the next day in a headline, a sentiment shared by local media.


Jellybean should have at least been given a slap on the wrist, they said. As it was, he “got off with little more than a scolding,” said the Times.


There would be no punishment, not officially, but the specter of the incident would follow Bryant throughout his career. Jellybean would come to believe he was faced with the worst sort of punishment, one from which there was almost no parole.


Still, over time it would become apparent that the courtroom



decision had preserved the family. If not for a lenient judge, Joe Bryant could easily have gone to prison, and there likely would be no Kobe Bean Bryant. Los Angeles Lakers fans would likely never have had the megawatt presence of the one who would name himself the Black Mamba.











PART II
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PRODIGY













Chapter 6
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KOBE BEAN


THE 76ERS RAN off to a 14–1 winning streak in November of 1977. They blasted the Celtics in Boston, 121–112, the Friday before Thanksgiving, then caught a flight back to Philly for two games over three days and notched another pair of wins, on Saturday against Milwaukee and on Tuesday against Houston, before loading up early Wednesday to make a game that night in Detroit, followed by another flight on Turkey Day itself.


Somewhere in the midst of that hectic schedule, Joe and Pam Bryant found the time to conceive their third child. Sharia was born in 1976, and their second daughter, Shaya, in 1977. And then, exactly nine months after that Sixers pre-Thanksgiving home stand, their first and only male child made his appearance on the planet, on August 23, 1978, right after Joe had concluded another successful summer in the Baker League.


The Bryant family line ran back through three Josephs. The Coxes likewise had a succession of three Johns. But Pam and Joe elected to name their son Kobe, supposedly because during Pam’s pregnancy they had a scrumptious meal at a Japanese steak house in nearby King of Prussia, Pennsylvania. Actually, they would both explain later, they liked the sound of the name and pronounced it Ko-bee, not Ko-bay, as it is in Japanese.


Not wanting to dispense with father-son connections entirely,



they made his middle name a link to his father’s nickname. Bean. As in Kobe Bean Bryant.


As if the world needed more proof of the couple’s wackiness, some observers would say later. But it was the seventies, a decade when a new generation was reaching beyond the traditions of the past. After all, Dr. Patch Adams, the famous doctor-clown, would name one of his own sons Atomic Zagnut.


So Joe and Pam Bryant were perfectly within the spirit of the times to name their son Kobe Bean. After all, they did like the beef very much. And time itself would prove their choice ideal for uniqueness and marketing allure.


It would soon enough make their son a one-name star.


Early on, the Philly papers addressed any stories about the Bryants’ new young son by using both names, as in “young Kobe Bean shows promise as a player.”


The name made sense, others would point out later, because Kobe beef is precious, produced by a special process, bred and raised and cured to become a most prized and exotic brand, as would be Kobe Bean Bryant himself.


What mattered far more than the name was the gene pool, Paul Westhead observed. “Pam came from an athletic family. Chubby had game. He was no slouch. He was skilled. He didn’t have the size of Joe, but he was a skilled player. Projecting ahead the ultimate child that comes from that union, you would say there’s a lot of talent there.”
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